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ABSTRACT  

The economics of space privatization in cities is today a reflection of the societal development 
model. The phenomenon of the promotion of public space is part of the result of not valuing its 
structured social role. Understanding the importance of public space in cities implies the 
integration of a wide range of urban and architectural, but also sociological and cultural aspects. 
 
Culture and identity do not assume, today, an important role in the process of design and 
transformation of public space. This aspect combined with or rapid growth of urban areas has 
hampered the process of collective identity declaration and a concrete translation of urban space 
as a cultural reflection. 
 
Public spaces in cities promote the quality of life and the exchange of people while reminding 
urban history and culture, as well as awakening a sense of identity and belonging to all. 
 
Therefore, recognizing the importance of the role and functions of public space in cities, this 
dissertation will analyze and relate, in a theoretical research, important aspects for a good quality 
of a public space in the urban context, taking into consideration the cultural identity, a population 
participation and use of sustainability as a basis for transformation. 
 
The studies will be interpreted for a specific support, which in this case is the city of Luanda in 
Angola, given the lack of public spaces in the city, the mismatch of these fronts of the population's 
experiences and lack of maintenance. 
 
Make sure that a culture coupled with public space, with targeted transformation measures, can 
be an essential element for the benefits of space designed for sites with requalification measures 
in the city's development. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“For the first time in human history, cities are not built as conglomerates of urban spaces, but as 
individual buildings” Gehl, J (2010, Cities for People) 

Certain urban public spaces seem to incorporate the cities in which they are found, helping to make 
the city where it is located. These types of spaces bring a sense of identity to a specific city and at 
the same time provide a general sense of urbanity that reminds people of where they are. 

Public spaces are important to city life and impact reputation and image; Therefore, it is necessary 
to understand how they can reflect the vitality of the urban centers in which they exist. These 
spaces are for people to enjoy nature and provide a meeting place for social events, to 
demonstrate the characteristics of an urban landscape and real life scenarios. But what has been 
observed is that in recent years the human dimension has been seriously neglected in urban 
planning. 

In this dissertation, I will explore what an urban space means to incorporate the city and how a 
space can do this by embracing the culture, customs and people of the city. 

Moving to a more specific context, in the city of Luanda, existing public spaces will be analyzed 
according to the current typology and state. The existing spaces are associated with the history 
and culture of the city, which allows communication with the user, but without forgetting the 
problematic around cultural identity, strongly marked by a culture imposed by the Portuguese 
colonization, which determines a mandatory coexistence. 

The relevance of this theme of public spaces, as an area of academic research, is justified not only 
by the concerns that exist in current world daily life, but also by the lack of knowledge about this 
theme in the specific context of Luanda. This study aims to promote how the form used in a more 
developed urban context can be reinterpreted to study this public space and how it can be applied 
to specific fragile urban areas of the city. 

All of these aspects will ultimately contribute to proposing inclusive and alternative assumptions 
in the planning and revitalization of the urban public space, promoting the well-being of citizens. 

THE PUBLIC SPACE IN THE TRANSFORMATION OF CITIES 
 
The importance of the role of public space for the structuring of the city and the affirmation of the 
cultural identity of societies. 
The functioning of cities stems from the dynamics that can be implemented in the built and unbuilt 
spaces that constitute a larger space that we identify with the city. This identification results from 
the transformed image that the set of spaces (empty and full) allow them to develop a set of 
human activities that we consider as essential to the life of man. 
The human search for conditions of access to closer social relations has contributed to the 
development of better and more qualified spaces that, responding to the need of man to relate 



with nature, results in a concept of collective use, which in turn instead it brings us to the 
importance of public space at different levels and typology of public space - naturalized or 
constructed. This structure allows us to identify, in the current city, a set of natural or built open 
spaces, which by their shape, size and relationship with the surroundings, allow to constitute a 
relationship and appropriateness of use in the planning and operation of the city. 
 
Therefore we can conclude that regardless of the place, the public space is a space open to all 
with an integrating role in the territorial and functional plan of urban spaces. It presents a 
sociocultural dimension, representative of a given society, as a place of manifestation, sharing and 
space of interactions that make urban life, where its accessibility becomes the basic premise for 
the inclusion of the community. 
Placing the public space in this perspective is expanding its dimension, because throughout it the 
expansion and urban experiences intensify, stimulating a new broad urbanity (Brandão, 2019). By 
extending the notion of public space to a network idea - the system - and not just considering 
spaces in isolation, it does not refer to dimension but to the notion of urban proximity, integrating 
qualities such as continuity, sociability and adaptability. (UN-Habitat, 2016a). 
 
CULTURE IN THE TRANSFORMATION OF CITIES 
 
Integrating these diverse conceptions of culture, we can propose to define that culture is an 
articulation of the way of thinking, feeling and acting. These senses, when apprehended and 
shared by a wide population, serve, objectively and symbolically, to organize these people into a 
particular and distinct collectivity. It evolves in time and space, being understandable and traceable 
in the context in which it is located. 
In the urban planning process architects must respect and work based on people's sociocultural 
values and preferences, planning responds to cultural changes and at the same time is a means 
of change that follows a time-evolving culture. Architects' involvement in the creation and 
management of the built environment shapes, but does not determine, patterns of social or 
cultural interaction, so urban design requires sensitivity to cultural diversity (Oakley, 2015; 
Carmona et al., 2003). 
Certain places make people feel as if they belong there, as if the spaces are “assigned” to them, 
that is, they have characteristics that belong to their location and nowhere else. In cultures, the 
readability of architecture is an advantage, as it helps humans identify space (Dougherty, 2006). 
Having urban spaces that reflect the city and its inhabitants is fundamental for living. These 
spaces foster a sense of community among the inhabitants, rejecting social differences and “we 
assume that all participants share a common experience and values”, attracting outsiders who 
want to experience the energy of urban life (ibid.). Lack of identity diminishes urban design and 
architecture, leading to confusion among the inhabitants, as space cannot be 'interpreted'. In this 
sense revealing the history of a place is important in its identification, also associating with the 
culture of the city enables communication between users and space (Solatzadeh et al., 2016). 
Walking towards an architecture with identity is a response to the spiritual need of human beings, 
as urban spaces and the city become microcosms, assuming characteristics and articulations 
that reinforce mutual importance and trust (Dougherty, 2006). 
 
 
 



THE CITY OF LUANDA, A DIFFERENT CONTEXT 
The problems related to public spaces are universal, however each city has its own characteristics 
that respond to the particularities of the territory and the inhabitants. In this sense, public spaces 
have specific characteristics related to the construction of the city. Geographical conditions, 
cultural behaviors, economic development and existing urban fabric are some examples that 
influence the creation and use of public spaces (UN-Habitat, 2014a). Therefore this chapter is 
devoted to the study and evaluation of existing public space, particularly in terms of research and 
appropriate indicators for transforming space into a different context. 
The approach of urbanism in African cities is a theme that, due to its richness and simultaneous 
controversy, presents some degree of complexity. This is mainly due to the question of whether 
or not there is an identifiable own model of urbanism in Africa due to the constant changes and 
instabilities that the continent has faced (Gameiro, 2005). 
This study, in particular, will focus on the case of Angola, where urbanism is mostly concentrated 
in a few cities, among which highlights the capital Luanda for its past and development during the 
twentieth century (PDGML, 2014a - page 195). In this theme under study the city has limited 
knowledge about the conditions and dynamics of existing public spaces. Angola was a Portuguese 
colony from 1576 until 1975 when it proclaimed its independence. Overall, Angola has undergone 
a period of transformation in recent years, moving from the turmoil caused by a quarter of a 
century of civil war following independence to Africa's fastest growing economy and one of the 
fastest growing in the world (PDGML , 2014a - page 255). This was mainly due to the peace 
achieved in 2002 and the accelerated reconstruction of the country (PDGML2014b - page 125). 
The mark that the colonial regime imposed on the different cities was so evident that it is still 
possible to observe today, namely in the city center and in the developed growth areas, how the 
lack of infrastructure has conditioned and conditions its operation in relation to the periurban area 
( PDGML, 2014a - page 195). The increase in population in Luanda, mainly due to the migratory 
processes produced as a result of the civil war, contributed to an increasingly rapid urbanization 
process, not accompanied by the necessary programming of basic planning, housing and social 
facilities in general. This has led to situations of unequal access to two basic social spheres and 
essential elements that enable citizens to provide quality of life (Wheeler & Pélissier, 2011; Viegas, 
2012). 
 
SPACE APPROPRIATION 
The relationship between the behavior of the population in Luanda and public spaces may 
originate from the height of the Kingdom of Congo, where human settlements or settlements were 
divided into two categories: M'Banza and Sanzala (Everdosa, 1981). Both were urban settlements 
made up essentially of Cubats, like the villages in the west. But unlike villages, in the social 
structure of these clusters individuals have affinity or consanguineous, Big Family-style links, all 
under the leadership of a chief generally designated as a soba (ibid.). It is observed in both M'Banza 
and Sanzala, the cubatas are arranged irregularly in their implementation, and in some cases may 
be circular or tortuous linear. In these clusters the cubatas had very simple shapes, most of them 
with only one compartment that acted as a shelter or collection area (Redinha, 2009). Socialization 
was largely done in the common area of Sanzala among the inhabitants of the community (Image 
5.12) (Alexandre, 2016). With the evolution of buildings and acculturation, houses began to 
introduce more western values and adopted a yard or patio attached to the house. We can 
understand the parallelism between the former urbanizations of the Kingdom of Congo with more 



traditional constructions and the musseques with simple dwellings both in morphology and in 
irregular and spontaneous arrangement across the territory (Everdosa, 1981: Alexandre, 2016). 
The nature of the musseques, which welcomes low-income people, and the dynamics that the city 
requires through a growing informal economy that supports most of the population, requires 
citizens to spend a lot of time on the street where they end up making much of the city. your 
socialization. Musseques account for 80% of the city's urban fabric, and host most of the 
population. In these informal areas the streets are the most common type of public space, where 
the most varied types of activities are practiced (Bettencourt, 2001). The habit of cooking food in 
the outer space, which encourages conviviality among women in the neighborhood (a habit that 
comes from rural traditions). The streets are also the venue for games and games among children, 
as well as a space for socializing between youth and adults. "Open window" sales, the movement 
of people from fountains, concerned with transporting water into their homes and also in times of 
unhappiness, the funeral processions stretching the streets. These and many other activities make 
the use and experience of public spaces in the informal areas of Luanda city strong (Manuel, 
2017– Page 17). Beyond the streets some vacant lots, which result from the void between urban 
fabric and unbuilt space, become outdoor playgrounds. Both spaces had no planning whatsoever 
as a result of the organic growth of the construction of the musseques and are in very precarious 



and maintenance-free situations and some may contain open sewage, but they are still much 
appreciated and used (Bettencourt, 2011). 
 
ANALYZED PUBLIC SPACES (map) 
Due to the considered number of identified spaces, five typologies were defined for a more 
accessible and synthesized characterization, allowing a more concrete analysis. The defined 
typologies took into account the typologies established in the study by Brandão (2019), as shown 
in chapter 1, and the criteria were classified according to urban sense affinities. The experiences 
of the spaces were considered in comparison to their purpose, and the use of the spaces and how 
they are frequented by the dynamics of the city was also taken into account. What we can observe 
in most spaces will be the formalization of a public space that is not adapted to its use for reasons 
that will be analyzed and discussed later. 
Type I - Consolidated Spaces - These spaces are relevant as they present effective use as public 
space in the city over the years. Faced with an extensive historical culture, since the colonization 
by the Portuguese and the adaptation in urban planes after independence, these spaces 
maintained their physical configuration and use. 
Type II - Associated Spaces - These correspond to spaces the use of which is associated with the 
relationship with an entity that may be political, religious, heritage or equipment. 
Type III - Interstitial Spaces - These correspond to voids that establish the continuum between 
residual spaces and constructions, intersections, or traffic junctions. Some of these spaces do not 
always have a utility or enjoyment as a formal public space. Larger ones are used for activities 
between trade shows, car parking or transport stops. 
Type IV - Nuclear Spaces - These correspond to central public spaces inserted in urban nuclei 
(neighborhoods), in which its use is predominantly made by residents within these nuclei. 
Type V - Naturalized Spaces - Correspond to naturalized areas of large or medium extension that 
may or may not be wooded. This typology includes the beaches. 
 
 
PUBLIC SURVEY 
In addition to collecting data through theoretical review, an online survey was distributed to 
residents of Luanda. The purpose of the survey was to collect data taking into account four main 
aspects: 
Citizens' perception of public spaces in the city of Luanda; 
-Analysis of access quality and Uses; 
-What is its use dynamics in existing spaces; 
-Which features are considered most important for the use of a public space in the city. 
 
We can conclude that the development of public spaces in the consolidated city center of Luanda 
strongly privileged the infrastructure condition, improving and expanding access, but in turn 
conditioned the pedestrian use. 
The city cannot respond to its intense motor traffic (Ferraz, 2005-page 132). Due to a precarious 
road network, and also as a matter of practicality, the majority of the population in the city depends 
on motor vehicle for travel. The issue of mobility is also included in the widespread informality of 
the city; candongueiros * are widely used by the most disadvantaged population as a form of public 
transport. These usually make routes from the center to the areas on the outskirts of difficult to 
reach (Viana, Zango), being advantageous for the working population and moving to the center, 



causing more traffic in the city. Often the pedestrian has to drive on the road because the rides are 
interrupted by parked cars, various debris, holes and puddles. However, public spaces are 
damaged due to this growing phenomenon, as open spaces end up serving as parking spaces. 
Adding to these factors, spaces that are often frequented by homeless people and subject to acts 
of vandalism, end up corrupting the public image in the expectation of a space for stay and leisure. 
There is great concern on the part of city residents about the lack of security that comes from 
recurrent vandalism and the lack of lighting caused by poor maintenance. 
 
These factors have made privatization of public spaces a very common trend, mainly as an 
attempt to improve management, ensure maintenance and prevent crime by creating a segregated 
and fragmented environment (UN-HABITAT, 2016a). However, due to the lack of strict government 
policies, privatization turns the space into a business tool rather than a public space, which further 
accentuates the difference between social classes in the city (ibid.). In the city most events related 
to public spaces are related to private initiatives that not all the population has access to, it is also 
possible to find, through the privatization process, formerly public spaces that become large real 
estate and economic enterprises. In the first question of the survey, 50% of participants stated 
that Luanda is not well served by public spaces, but according to the survey we were able to 
identify a varied distribution of spaces throughout the city. As we can see in the questions 
mentioned above, situations such as difficulty in accessibility and lack of maintenance among 
others, are factors to be taken into account for the use of the population, so having a good number 
of spaces distributed does not guarantee its use. Another important situation to note is how the 
historical past can influence the use of spaces today. The colonial war and the constant change 
of affirmation and government power instilled a sense of widespread insecurity in the population 
(Lopes), which limited the use of public spaces, confining the use of the population to their own 
backyard and coexistence among them. Therefore, it is noteworthy the answer of question 5 to 
the questionnaire, about the most used spaces in the city, the yard. Clarifying that the backyard is 
a more social space next to a private home, it is important to note the understanding that public 
space can have in the minds of citizens as their public space. However, there is a new generation 
that has not grown up in these conflicts, but still needs to be taught and warned about the 
importance and preservation of public spaces so as not to fall into the customs of present bad 
practices. 
 
The analyzed public spaces, existing in the city center, are mostly of Portuguese heritage (Ferraz, 
2005), thus presenting Central European norms and configurations that do not reflect the social 
and cultural practices of the population in Luanda. This factor highlights an aspect mentioned in 
the Cultural Dimension of Public Space, in which the relationship between the user and the space 
is linked to the interpretation of their image in that same space and consequently their belonging 
to the space. That is, this sense of space belonging does not exist in Luanda for most existing 
spaces, as they were not conceptualized for the Angolan population. 
The cultural life of a society tends to be expressed through its way of life, its way of being, 
perceiving and realizing its behaviors, value systems or beliefs (São Vicente, 1995- page 22). , and 
the existing spaces do not translate this because they were not formalized taking this context into 
account. Beaches end up being the most unanimously used space because they express the 
typical tropical life of the population's experience. 
 
 



GUIDELINES FOR PUBLIC SPACE PLANNING 
This study recognizes the cultural dimension as fundamental to ensure the quality of public 
spaces, and the quality of a public space strongly depends on the values and expectations of the 
local population (Brandão, 2019). 
Emphasizing the importance of culture in the public space, this element is considered in the 
support for the creation of a quality public space that encompasses several determining factors, 
such as: the context, the social, urban, environmental and governance components. . These values 
presented in the Image should be considered as support during the procedure and in the decision 
making of the space transformation process. 
Luanda is a city of complex nuances that need to be considered in the creation and transformation 
of space. In this sense, the proposal estimates that a quality public space should foresee how 
cultural values integrate social, political and management relations, as well as the accessibility 
and equity component, and finally the ecological components that encompass the issue of 
environment and comfort. The ultimate goal is to provide the city with quality urban living through 
diverse public spaces. These spaces offer different uses and allow models of appropriation to city 
residents regardless of their social, economic, ethnic, religious, etc. context. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Public space must be understood as the vector for the future development of cities, and as such 
is essential in a framework for the planning and design of appropriate legislation. Given the number 
of variables that occur in the urban environment and the complexity of the city, it cannot be said 
that simply applying policies and principles of action ensures sustainable development in cities, 
but surely they will help to minimize aggravating factors, and preparing the city to gain resilience 
for future situations. 
Considering culture in the process of transformation of public space, it was understood that it 
translates into a balanced interaction between man and the environment, leading to contexts of 
an easily recognizable singularity. The combination of the physical characteristics with the cultural 
aspects of the spaces, understood by local users, serves as a lever for a quality space. Culture has 
a collective appropriation in space based on the perception of identity, defined through the integral 
elements of value formation and its social recognition, specific to a place and a community. 
The desire to place Angolan culture at the heart of development raises a broad awareness of the 
potential of a spiritually rich personality capable of satisfying collective interests. Luanda has, 
among many, widespread economic and governance problems that translate into poverty and 
joblessness. These affect the dynamics of the city and reflect the informality of the systems as a 
subsistence method for the majority of the population. 
An essential condition of success in solving acute problems in the cultural dimension of 
development is the application of models adapted to the reality and local cultural demands. For 
Luanda, the challenge lies in redefining its own language and image and creating the ideological 
and cultural foundations that conciliate development. This language should not go through the 
direct recap of decontextualized tribal models, or through the indiscriminate application of 
international methods. The reinterpretation of modern values and the articulation between 
tradition, local cultures and inherited cultures must be realized. Awareness of angolanity must be 
formed so that it is not only in memory, as St. Vincent says in the book Angolan Culture and 
Inculture (1995), 'We will have to be in Africa ourselves, for difference and not for homogeneity'. 
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