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PERSPECTIVES TO
URBAN PLACES
“A place is a centre of action and intention, it is ‘a focus
where we experience the meaningful events of our
existence’. [...]
Places are the contexts or backgrounds for intentionally
defined objects or groups of objects or events, or they can
be objects of intention in their own right.”
Edward Relph, Place and Placelessness (1976)
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PERSPECTIVES TO
URBAN PLACES
1. “Objectual” vs. “contextual” place: Heidegger’s
Dasein and the limitations of object-based
ontology
2. How to conceptualize contextual places and our
relationship to them?
3. Place-related conflicts and the diverging uses of
(aesthetic) place-concepts
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CONTESTED PLACE:
THE VR WAREHOUSES
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“The ruin is not beautiful
indeed, and it represents a
totally different world than
the surrounding shiny
buildings made of glass.”
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“The ruin is
visually rather
stately, and its
rough character
breaks the
otherwise
modern
appearance of
the place.”
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“The most important point [the plan for the
memorial] has to do with what you spare: the
civic activism, and the environment in which
people act and operate – the things that also
the warehouses manifested.”
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Urban Places
In the Intersection of Coexistent and Conflicting Lifeworlds
As an introduction to the theme of urban places, let us begin with a quotation from Edward Relph’s classic
study Place and Placelessness. Relph describes the essence of a place as follows: “A place is a centre of action
and intention, it is ‘a focus where we experience the meaningful events of our existence’. [...] Places are the
contexts or backgrounds for intentionally defined objects or groups of objects or events, or they can be objects
of intention in their own right.”
The most crucial part in this quotation has do to with the distinction between objectual and contextual places.
Relph founds this two-fold analysis of place, in part, on the Heideggerian account of human existence as
Dasein – meaning literally “there-being”. It is indeed the Heideggerian notion of place that gives rise to a
serious critique of object-based or objectifying interpretation of place.
***
I am now going to go through three related points, before moving on to a case study that illustrates the
significance of these theoretical underpinnings. The first point here is that the Heideggerian notion of place
– inherent in the notion Dasein – truly cannot be reduced to either an object-based conception of place, or
to the realm of object-based ontology. The Heideggerian contextual place is thus something fundamentally
different, for it is simply not something that can be grasped from an objective point of view – that is, standing
outside the human–place or human–world relationships. These relationships, in turn, are not transparent to
us, so that we could objectify them as the thematic focus of our examinations in an unproblematic or
unambiguous way.
The second point is that on the basis of this, it is also clear that the essence contextual places is not conceptual
or reducible to concepts. In fact, it escapes all objectifying conceptualizations and, in a way, it is “beyond” or
“behind” the act of conceptualizing. We do, however, use concepts do describe places, and also our
relationships to them, but the contextual nature of places itself remains by and large open and unaddressed
issue. On the one hand, concepts (including the aesthetic ones) gain their meanings from our various
existential projects that realize in contextual places; on the other hand, the concepts also essentially affect
how we perceive, thematize and make use of our environment and its places. The relationship between our
placed being and the place-related (and other) concepts is thus reciprocal, and it involves continuous
processes of familiarization and getting used to.
The third point is that all this is crucial from the perspective of place-related conflicts. In order to understand
place-related conflicts, it is necessary to shed light on the complex relations between the contested placeconcepts (that are quite often aesthetic by nature) and the contextual places that serve as a basis for the
meanings of these concepts. In the urban sphere, place-related issues have primarily to do with clashes
between various urban life-forms, for contested urban places are typically in the intersection of coexistent
and conflicting urban lifeworlds. These lifeworlds are in many ways connected and also overlapping, yet still
distinct and even antagonistic; this is apparent in the fact that even the same place-related concepts are used
to make sense of the environment, though the exact meanings and the related values may still differ quite
remarkably.
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***
We may now move on to the case study, addressing the VR (Finnish State Railways) warehouses in Helsinki.
The warehouses have extremely central location in the urban structure of Helsinki and – due to the fact that
Helsinki is the capital of Finland – the fate of this particular place has also been in the focus remarkable nationwide interest.
To make a long story short, the warehouses were completed in the very end of the nineteenth century, on
the outskirts of the then rather modest capital of Finland. The city of Helsinki grew slowly but steadily, and
the warehouses became an established part of the urban structure, playing a remarkable role in the everyday
of the urbanites. However, during the latter half of the twentieth century the original functions gradually
faded, and in the 1980s the state railway company left the premises for good.
At this time, the warehouses confronted a rather challenging situation, for the city of Helsinki had changed
dramatically: the outdated warehouses were not anymore an integral part of the modern city, and the rather
shabby brick-built construction had seen the emergence of several landmark buildings with remarkable
national-level importance in its nearby environment (e.g. the National Museum of Finland in 1910, the Central
Railway Station of Helsinki in1919, the Finnish Parliament House in 1931, and Finlandia Hall in 1971, just to
mention the most important ones that existed already in the 80s).
***
Once the state railway company abandoned the premises, they were rented out to a somewhat
heterogeneous set of actors that represented a new kind of urban culture – that is, environmentally conscious
and art-oriented alternative forms of urbanism with critical attitude to already then largely prevailing
consumerism. This was, indeed, something quite new in Finland, and the warehouses became a nest of civic
activism and thus a symbol for a self-organizing urban society that had relative independency from both the
city officials and major commercial actors. As such, the warehouses represented the possibility of an
alternative form of urban life in the middle of the thoroughly modernized and ever more consumptionoriented Finnish capital.
***
In May 2006, something quite dramatic happened: under somewhat unclear circumstances, the warehouses
caught fire. The buildings were not altogether demolished by the flames, but due to the vastness of the
damages they were out of function. In the course of the last decade, large parts of the remaining structures
have been demolished quite silently and without proper public discussions about the issue. The once so vivid
alternative urban culture could not use the warehouses anymore, and the various actors had to find new
surroundings for their – not always so profitable – operations.
***
Even today, the warehouses – or what is left of them – serve as a symbol for an alternative interpretation of
urbanity, and they do this primarily by the means of aesthetics: the ruined warehouses have an idiosyncratic
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aesthetics of their own, and in their present surroundings they essentially manifest the aesthetic quality of
roughness. Indeed, the roughness of the warehouses, and the fact that it provides a break to the environment
that is otherwise so homogenous and sleek, is perceived either as a positive (and thus desirable) or as a
negative (and thus undesirable) feature in the urban sphere.
***
To be sure, the warehouse’s current state and its aesthetic appearance divides opinions sharply. Here are
some illustrative quotations that I have picked from related news articles: “The ruin is not beautiful indeed,
and it represents a totally different world than the surrounding shiny buildings made of glass.” “The ruin of
the warehouse is visually rather stately, and its rough character breaks the otherwise modern appearance of
the place.”
What is somewhat worrying in present situation is that the discussion about the conflicting views on the urban
environment and its central places is practically absent. The city official’s argumentation relies on established
authorities (such as the Helsinki Art Museum) that – despite their expertise – truly represent a very limited
selection of the Helsinki-based urban lifeworlds.
***
For example, the recently published plans for a memorial of the warehouse – commissioned by the Art
Museum – are illustrative of this. The architect-artist Akseli Leinonen describes the plan as follows: “In my
opinion, isolating the ruined warehouse in a sarcophagus does not anymore represent the value it has. The
most important point [in the plan for the memorial] has to do with what you spare: the civic activism, and
the environment of everyday use and action – the things that also the warehouses manifested.”
One might still ask how, exactly, does the depicted memorial manifest civic activism, and the related everyday
uses and actions? The warehouses surely did, but I am not too convinced about the proposal at hand. One
could even say that the planned memorial – and especially the related argumentation – quite radically converts
the meaning of the notion “civic activism”.
***
I dare to say that there is notable difference between these illustrations of people acting in the city, and that
this difference points at diverging and conflicting conceptions of what the city as a human habitat means. To
be more specific, these are diverging and conflicting conceptions of what the communality of an urban
environment means; conceptions of what kind of actions in the city are desirable; and, in the end, conceptions
of what is the so-called “preferred level” of civic activism – and of the self-organization of the people.
These diverging conceptions have their “aesthetic correlates”, so to speak, that are visible also in the
illustrations. At least to me, and I suppose that also to many of you, the conflict is evident. Even though the
ruined warehouses have not been functioning for over a decade, the simple presence of the ruins has in a
way given a voice to alternative interpretation of what urban life means or could mean. This, in turn, might
change – already in the very near future.
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