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Public life i', still possible on privale property: Mngn Carpet Coll on Seawall Boulevard in Galveston 

Immanent Domains 
We are where we th ink we are 

BY T E R R E N C E D O O D Y 

CELEBRATION STATION IS AN entertainment complex at 6767 Southwest Freeway, on the inside 
Feeder road between Bellaire Boulevard and West park. Ir consists ol .1 dark arcade filled 
with electronic parties, children at parties, and unbearable noise. There is also a go-cart 
track, a pool tor bumper boats, and three eightccn-hole miniature golf courses laid up 
and down a fake "mountain" that rises to about 40 (eel in height. The mountain has 
concrete appliques painted the color of sandstone, a waterfall and slow stream, an 

open-ended cave that you play through, and a num-
ber of holes that step several levels down the terraced 
l.ivcim. |[ K .1 vcr\ ne.11 place and, In far, oui Family's 
favorite venue for miniature golf. 

One very hot Sunday afternoon last summer, 1 
noticed a Latino family — husband and wife, three 
very small children, and a grandmother, all in black — 
not playing miniature gull, but strolling the courses. 
They were, I realized, "tourists" taking in the scenic 
vistas and dramatic overview ol I IS I iighwaj J9. h 

was a moment of some pathos. 
However, I have wondered since then 

whether pathos was the right response. We 
were there tor essentially the same reason 
they were, but we were disguised as golfers 
and it cost us $30. At no cost at all, they 
were improvising their pleasure in a city 
with few sidewalks, fewer parks, and elevat-
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ed prospects available only from freeway 
overpasses. They were taking a walk, and 
redefining the city for themselves in the 
ambiguity of the commercial space thai 
can so nicely facilitate this kind of appro-
priation. They started me thinking about 
the nature of place, about public places like 
entertainment facilities and malls, about 
our definitions of privacy in public, and, of 
course, about cell phones. 

We usually experience places from the 
outside in. They are there already before 
we arrive and are defined in some way by 
their function; places usually have names, 
and they contain things. We put ourselves 
in pi,ices and bchav e ippropi lately. Bui 
we can also experience places from the 
inside out as we appropriate them by 
acts of the imagination and redefine their 
purpose. This appropriation can be both 
simple and complex. It starts in gestures 
such as using a sewer top for home plate 
as we play in the street. It can be the des-
ignation of a romantic corner in a restau-
rant that then becomes "ours," in the way 
a song becomes "our song." Neutral land-
scapes, with private associations or evoca-
tive qualities, suffused with possibilities 
or memories, are available both on the 
way to school and in cultural monuments 
such as Wordsworth's Tintcrn Abbey. And 
think about what's going on when Christo 
wraps a large public building or a bridge. 
Gestures like these, from treating home 
plate to the installation of controversial 
sculpture, I like to think of as establishing 
immanent domains. They are private acts 
in public, and they can play with our civic 
senses of "zoning." 

II 

Immaculate Nikes, a purposeful stride, 
and eyes as cloistered as a monk's all 
mark the seniors who walk the malls. She 
never carries a purse. I le is not dressed to 
be seen. They are not shopping. They are 
exercising. And rhey are obvious. 

If they were walking like this through 
the sidewalk less streets of my neighbor-
hood, you would hardly notice, and there 
are people in other cities who walk to 
work down Michigan Avenue, Madison 
Avenue. Commonwealth Avenue, with a 
purposeful stride and fixed gaze, who are 
not shopping either. (Does anyone walk 
through I [ighlanil Villagi on the «.u u> 
work? Can you walk through Highland 
Village in the first place?) 

Hut public streets are always both 
means and ends, theaters as well as 

bazaars, but thoroughfan s first, and the 
place where strangers arc least legible and 
most interesting. The avenues of a mall, 
however, don't go anywhere else, aren't 
routes, have no other rationale, and mark 
strangers as shoppers. These avenues are 
as focused in function as an escalator. 
It is almost reasonable, therefore, that 
one mall manager argued that the mall-
walkers ought to be banished during the 
Christmas shopping season because they 
take parking spaces Irom orthodox con 
sumers and they crowd things, imagine! 
Crowds at Christmas! lie lost the argu-
ment. History and custom were not on 
his side. 

In 19th-century American cities com-
mercial spaces, like modem malls, were 
developed not to exclude the foreigner 
and the unorthodox, but to offer another 
ope g into tlu new v MI Id. I >epai tm< m 
stores were intended not simply to sell 
things but also to be the agent and stage 
of a changing order, "a form of real 
emancipation" from "the boredom of 
familial confinement or the drudgery of 
domestic routine." 

"A millionaire (such as Marshall 
Field] who greeted his customers and 
responded to the grievances of a shopper 
on the crowded floor of his store elevated 
an obsequious act to the level of a public 
service." 

"A poor woman's self-esteem was 
elevated by her ability to share a display 
counter with a rich woman, who in turn 
achieved her satisfaction from the admira-
tion of clerks and customers." 

The preceding phrases and pas 
sages are taken from dumber Barth's 
City People (1980), but his points were 
anticipated and dramatized in Emile 
Zola's novel about a Parisian depart-
ment store, The Ladies' Paradise (1883), 
and in Theodore Dreiser's novel Sister 
Carrie (1900). Novels, among the many 
other things they have always done, have 
always explored, or even exploited, the 
zone between the private and the public, 
between immanence and the common 
social order. 

In any daily urban life, it seems, we 
live in that zone all the time. What the 
poor woman at the counter thinks about 
herself and her place, in every sense, is 
what establishes in her mind the meaning 
of her life. What the rich woman thinks 
does the same thing. The invisible /ones 
of their consciousness, as a novel can 
give them to us, as we can imagine them 
watching people in the mall, enrich the 

place they're standing in a way the place 
can never fully contain. 

The cafes-concerts in the Paris of 
Haussmann and the Impressionists' paint-
ings of them did some of this kind of 
social work, hut American cities had a 
much more heterogeneous populace to 
work with, and the class issues Barth 
identifies are still obvious in the differenc-
es between the Cialleria and the Alameda 
Mall, where there is no Tiffany's, and 
in the reputation certain cities have for 
blue-collar football teams — Oakland 
but ncit San Francisco, Pittsburgh but 
not Miami. But deeper than class is 
commerce. Money makes the world go 
round and helps us all identify and dis-
guise ourselves. In places like malls we 
are neither private individuals nor exactly 
public citizens; we are free to be many 
other things at once, visibly and invisibly 
ai the same time. 

Ill 

Sidewalk visionaries, talking to their 
unseen gods, used to be schizophrenics 
and the homeless. Now it's the guy whose 
little cell phone is plugged in on the other 
side of his face. Because phone technology 
is still so imperfect, he is speaking very 
loudly. ! le is \ icilating your privacy as de-
forces you to overhear him, and we don't 
yet have a word lor this inversion of 
eavesdropping — which is a truly spectac-
ular word itself. The boundaries of public 
and private are contested in this relation-
ship between a cell phoner and his unwill-
ing audience, and I think of this relation-
ship as a commercial space tot), created 
not out of any deep human need to be 
talking to someone miles away as you 
stroll the city or fight the freeway traffic, 
but out of the communications industry's 
Darwinian aggression. Nature, one of my 
students told me, is what is possihle. And 
we can now select to be two places at 
once, talking to someone who is not here 
but there in another domain. 

One sign the Apocalypse is nigh 
was the woman I saw walking down the 
white line in the middle oi University 
Boulevard, at about S:̂ H a.m., morning 
traffic streaming past her on both sides, 
her eyes on the high horizon, her ear on 
her cell phone. Where, in what world, 
was she? "Up there in air-space," Salman 
Rushdie writes in The Satanic Verses: 

"Up there in air-space, in that soft 
imperceptible field which had been made 
possible by the century and which, there-

after, had made the century possible, 
becoming one of its defining locations, 
the place of movement and of war, the 
planet-shnnker and power-vacuum, most 
insecure and transitory of zones, illusory, 
discontinuous, mctatnorphic..." 

This air-space is also the domain 
of the electronic media that are now 
essential to the other defining location 
ol our experience in postmodernity, 
the city — which in Rushdie's novel is 
equally Bombay and London. The world 
is incompatible, one of his characters 
says, and "the locus classic of incompat-
ible realities" is the city, because there 
is nothing like the city in all its messy 
splendor that resists clear-cut binary 
orders of public and private, social and 
individual, functional and free, or legible 
and opaque. 

Maybe one simple reason It's All At 
The Mall, or at Celebration Station, is 
thai any place that takes our money gives 
us some freedom in return. Or it may also 
be that son , , places w i t h high intensi ty 

definitions encourage our resistance: They 
push against us so hard, we have to push 
back to make room for ourselves. 

The poet Wallace Stevens defines 
the imagination as the pressure inside 
us that resists the pressure of the reality 
outside; and he is perfectly comfortable 
with the implication of this position 
that all of us are necessarily poets, that 
the gestures by which we establish our 
immanent domains in the world arc acts 
of art. Stevens is as democratic in this 
belief as Walt Whitman is, hut more radi-
cally anarchic because he writes without 
Whitman's hope in community. And 
because he is neither a novelist, nor an 
architect, nor a city planner, but a poet of 
exquisite abstractions, he says of himself, 
"Life is an affair of people not of places. 
But for me life is an affair of places and 
that is the trouble." 

The Borders booksrorc 1 know best 
has books and magazines, CDs and VCRs 
for sale, a snack shop and coffee bar, 
and a massage station. Upstairs there 
are many soft reading chairs, and one 
Saturday I saw a couple, their laps piled 
with books and magazines they hadn't 
bought, their empty latte cups at their 
feet, sound asleep. 

Sleeping in libraries is perfectly natu-
ral. Sleeping in stores, however, is the 
projection of a kind ol privacy hard to 
gauge. An immanent domain, for sure, 
and all they had to buy was the caffeine 
that didn't keep them awake. • 


