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The right to the city is far more than the 

individual liberty to access urban 

resources: it is a right to change ourselves 

by changing the city. It is, moreover, a 

common rather than an individual right 

since this transformation inevitably 

depends upon the exercise of a collective 

power to reshape the processes of 

urbanization. The freedom to make and 

remake our cities and ourselves is, I want 

to argue, one of the most precious yet most 

neglected of our human rights. 

 

 
- Henri Lefebvre, 1968 



Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I’ve moved around a bit, but the 

question of how we relate to the places we live has always fascinated me. 

There are so many facets to this. The history of a place, for example, has many 

levels – the official history that is recorded in place and street names or on 

council-funded information signs; but also alternative histories passed on by 

indigenous or other subcultures, and then the history that is entirely personal – 

the memories we each associate with different places. 

There are many other ways to map our relationship with our surroundings, and I 

hope people utilise every one of them. To me this process is invaluable for 

understanding ourselves as individuals and a culture, to ask what the things we 

really value in these places are and what kind of spaces we want to create. 

In some ways asking these kinds of questions is an act of resistance – in a profit-

ruled society we are expected to value places only for what monetary wealth 

they can produce. They should always be subject to change according to the 

whims of the market and accessible only to those who can afford it. 

Finding part of our identity in the places we live and have come from is an act of 

resistance too against the consumerist push to identify ourselves only with the 

products we buy and the wealth we generate. It is a quest to find in these places 

a dynamic organism that we can experience and shape rather than a static 

commodity sold to us by real estate agents and tourist brochures. 

For these reasons I really like the quote from Henri Lefebvre which I opened the 

zine with and which has become a bit of a rallying cry for people around the 

world demanding a “right to the city”. 

Cities are complex places – places of alienation and monotony but also 

connection and excitement. They are undeniably the centres of power and 

influence in our society culturally, politically and economically; for better and 

worse. 

This influence and energy draws people into the city - the world continues to 

become more and more urbanised as people, by necessity or choice, leave rural 

areas for the metropolis in ever-increasing numbers. 

I personally am one of those many who was drawn to the city by that energy – 

having lived now in several different cities as well as in a country town, my 

relationship with the city is complicated. 

The essays in this zine are products of me reflecting on how we relate to our 

surroundings in the city of Brisbane. Central to them is a deep appreciation for 

how we are influenced by our surroundings and my conviction that for a free and 

just society, people should have the ability to shape these places that shape us.  



In The City 

December 2015 

When I left my home town of Mudgee at 19, I had one destination in mind – the 

city. I maybe should have been a bit more specific, because I ended up living for 

the next five years in the scenic but unexciting outer southern suburbs of 

Sydney. 

There are a lot of good things about those suburbs, and they definitely still 

provided plenty of exciting new experiences for a country kid, but still I realised 

pretty quickly that some of the things I had hoped for in the city experience were 

not to be found out in the ‘burbs. 

So occasionally on days off I would catch the train into the city. I would get off 

at Town Hall or Central and just walk around – going to independent record or 

book stores, wandering the streets, taking myself to experience places with 

famous names like Hyde Park, Kings Cross or Woolloomoolloo. Sometimes I 

would walk all the way out to Glebe or Newtown, inner city suburbs with 

beautiful terrace houses and “alternative” styles that were absent from the sterile 

beachside suburbs. 

The problem was that after a few trips I realised that these city adventures 

mostly would leave me feeling lonely or sad – moreso than if I had stayed at 

home. It made me reflect that despite the reputation of the suburbs, maybe the 

city wasn’t automatically a more welcoming or exciting place. 

As I got older and thought more about these trips, I’ve come to see that me 

feeling lonely after a day of wandering around the city was inevitable – there 

might have been people everywhere, but I didn’t really have interactions with 

any of them. My relationship with the city was purely as a passive consumer – of 

products, places and sights. 

Plus, I’ve spent a lot of time since then in inner cities around the country and 

still feel the same way most times. I’ve come to believe that despite all those 

people, the CBD is the most alienated place you can go. The reason for this I 

think is that since so few people live there, most people don’t feel especially 

connected or in control of that space – their connection is usually an economic 

basis. You go to the CBD to work, to shop, or like I did to consume an 

experience or culture. The “B” in CBD is the key part – it’s a place for business, 

and the logic of profit dominates the city and its layout. 

For the hundreds or thousands of rough sleepers who do call the city home, it is 

hardly a place of connection. They are mostly there for proximity to services and 

people; but live with the constant threat of being moved on, without anywhere to 



relax or leave their stuff. 

After years of occasionally going into the inner cities of Sydney, Melbourne and 

Brisbane, the feelings conjured up are almost always the same – loneliness, 

anxiety, disgust at the vast amounts of pointless junk we buy and sell. And yet, I 

keep going back there. 

This is because, as I intuitively understood when I first moved to Sydney as a 

teenager, the city plays another role besides the centre of business. It also acts as 

the hub for ideas and knowledge; the place where we meet together to hear and 

share views of how things are, and how they could be. The place to access and 

exchange all the accumulated thoughts that we call “culture”. 

In philosophy there is this concept of “the city square”, which goes back to 

ancient Greek times, when cities were still new things and thinkers and theorists 

would take advantage of the people being in one place to expound their theories. 

It has come to signify the realm where ideas can be shared. 

It’s funny that as our cities continue to sprawl outwards, our realm of ideas and 

access to culture has actually become more and more centralised. Where once 

live music could be experienced in a whole network of suburban pubs, these 

days no matter what the style of music you will probably have to go into an 

inner city suburb to see it. I’m not an expert on the visual art scene, but I 

certainly have never seen many galleries in the suburbs. Theoretical ideas like 

political discussions or demonstrations also happen almost entirely in the inner 

city. 

It’s very hard to see this changing any time soon looking at the trend in 

(sub)urban development – public space where ideas could be exchanged is sadly 

lacking. Any kind of chance encounter with a new person or thought is almost 

impossible, with new suburbs looking like vast swathes of private housing, only 

occasionally interrupted by private shopping malls and private carparks. 

Tragically, while this is the state of new developments out on the fringes, the 

actual inner city is getting harder and harder to access. Once, inner city housing 

was cheap, which encouraged artists, activists and students who were interested 

in continuing the idea of the “city square”. These days though, the price of living 

in those tiny terrace houses has gone through the roof as a generation of urban 

professionals have rejected the suburbs and moved back into the city. The result 

is that people who want to dedicate the time and effort into a realm of ideas are 

priced out of living in the places where that can be made into a physical reality. 

And ideas outside of a production/consumption mainstream are less able to 

survive in the city too. Art and culture have never been very profitable, but they 

could carve out a space because people valued that exchange of ideas. Now 



Scenes from the successful campaign for 

free speech in the Queen St mall in the 

early 80’s. That is rugby league legend 

Wayne Bennett on the left arresting 

anarchist clown John Tracey!  

though, the number of community centres, independent stores, art galleries and 

live music venues in the city are dwindling, priced out by trendy shops and 

cafes. 

Public space is an endangered species too, taken over by outdoor commercial 

spaces and policed by security guards armed with council by-laws allowing them 

to eject anyone doing political protest or anything that might disrupt the 

shopping experience. In Brisbane, any public gathering of over 50 people is 

technically meant to apply for a permit, otherwise you can be fined. 

Our changing relationship to the city and the way the subsequent gentrification 

has affected these places is well documented. But it’s also important to consider 

our relationship to the “city square” – the places (physical and ethereal) where 

we can exchange different ideas. Do we value ideas outside of dominant 

paradigms? If we do then how can we ensure there are spaces where these ideas 

can be developed and shared? I guess in a lot of ways the internet plays that role 

today, but I think that fundamental to any idea is the ability to put it into 

practice, which without physical places and relationships seems very difficult to 

do. 

It may be that answers lie not in preserving the city as it once was, but by 

seeking to create new, decentralised “city squares” in different places, utilising 

different technologies and creative ways of thinking about space. I wouldn’t 

especially miss the big buildings, loud traffic and crowded streets of the CBD. 

But for all of us who feel a dissatisfaction with the status quo and a belief that 

things could be better, literal and metaphorical city squares are very important. 



Introducing Woolloongabba 

December 2015 

For many non-Queenslanders, Woolloongabba is probably one of the few 

Brisbane suburbs they could name. When the footy or cricket is on, it is the 

destination for thousands of people from around the country, but the rest of the 

time it is a pretty unglamourous place. The intersection of all those major roads 

means it is constantly bombarded with traffic noise, there are no parks, and no 

real central downtown area for people to congregate – the cul-de-sac at the end 

of Logan Rd is full of cafes but is hardly a social hub, same goes for the 

shopping apartment complex on the other side of Ipswich Rd. 

The Gabba is a geographically big suburb where lots of people live; but carved 

up by the freeway and the busway, full of big warehouse style shops; it almost 

seems more like a thoroughfare than a place of its own. 

Woolloongabba was apparently a gathering place for aboriginal people because 

of ready access to food. The name is said to mean “Whirling Waters”, so named 

because its series of hills and creeks would flood when it rained. Which early 

white settlers found out the hard way, hence the fact that the main horse and cart 

road from the farms of Ipswich into the city (what we now know as Annerley 

Rd) was given the name Boggo Rd. 

That name these days is most linked with the prison whose buildings still stand 

in Woolloongabba – the place that erupted into a riot in 1983 when a protest 

against prison food led to Prisons Minister Geoff Muntz saying that if prisoners 

didn’t like the food “they can starve for all I care”. A friend who moved into the 

area in the late 80’s has told me that as well as hosting the city’s prisoners, 

Woolloongabba was known as “the murder capital of Brisbane.” 

That’s hard to imagine these days, but still the suburb carries a touch of urban 

neglect. The ornate Broadway Hotel burnt down 10 years ago and has sat empty 

ever since, slowly accumulating more and more graffiti. The much loved 

Lifeline op shop caught on fire in 2012 and has also never returned. 

I lived in a squat around the corner from the cricket ground for about six months 

a couple of years ago. I missed the social connections that came so easily with 

West End’s public life and cultural drawing power, but I quite liked 

Woolloongabba’s unpretentious working class style – where people in singlets 

and thongs relax on a public bench on Stanley St with a hundred cars a minute 

flying past them. 

For the last year and a half I have been a suburb further out but ride through 

Woolloongabba nearly every day for one thing or another, and so witness the 



changes in the suburb as they happen. 

Woolloongabba has a 

notably high number of 

pubs – probably due to 

the proximity to the 

sports ground and the 

suburb’s industrial 

background. And most 

of them still 

unashamedly cater for 

a working class male 

clientele – the 

Australian National 

Hotel advertises itself 

as Brisbane’s home of 

the Ultimate Fighting 

Championship. The 

Morrison Hotel has a ridiculously huge billboard on top of it proclaiming 

“Brisbane’s best steaks”. Similarly, the Norman Hotel proudly announces itself 

as “Brisbane’s worst vegetarian restaurant.” 

Notwithstanding that the 

Gabba is also a hub for 

Indian grocery stores, the 

steak is the food I would 

most readily associate with 

Woolloongabba.  Which is 

one reason why the 

advertising for the new 

Sth/City/Sq high rise 

development being built 

(by development 

companies Pellicano and 

Perri Projects) on the 

corner of Logan Rd and 

Deshon St is so 

incongruous. Because the 

advertising hoardings that 

run along the site don’t 

just proclaim the Gabba as 

“the new urban centre”, 

they also contain a bunch 



of images – some of them food. There is not a a steak in sight, instead there are 

plates that say “hola amigo taco” and “ciao sexy pizza” (yes, really) and picture 

of take-away coffee cups, lobster, even that most manly of foods – a bunch of 

asparagus. 

Now I’m certainly not one for a one-dimensional definition of masculinity, but 

there’s no doubt that this advertising is not aimed at the traditional Gabba 

demographic. Throw in some of the other pictures in the ads (coathanger, bottle 

of cologne, umbrella, dress shirt and shoes), and we begin to see that Brisbane’s 

so-called “new urban centre” is targeted to that very urban species – the 

metrosexual.  

The development there – a proposed seven towers ranging between 14 and 21 

stories, with “apartments, a hotel, supermarket, boutique cafes, restaurants and 

cinema” – was the subject of protests from local residents at the start of last year. 

The protesters were especially concerned that the development approval required 

relaxations of the local development plan, and have concerns about flood 

management (those old whirling waters again). But I think one less tangible 

reason why people are against the development is the rather presumptuous claim 

of the Sth/City/Sq website to “introduce Woolloongabba” as a new hub. For 

people who have lived in the area for their lifetime, and potentially generations 

before that, you can understand why there is some resistance to a development 

company “introducing” their suburb as something that doesn’t look very much 

like the place where they currently live. 

The scope of the marketing for the Sth/City/Sq development is quite amazing 

really. Beyond their billboards and onsite display centre; the website promises 

not just a set of towers but a revolutionary new urban hub, and they have even 

for the last two years sponsored a free festival called “End Of The Line” that 

brings indie bands from around the country to play on the streets of 

Woolloongabba. 

I like indie music too, and the things that Sth/City/Sq say they’re about – 

community, greenspace, style and authenticity – all sound pretty good, but the 

question must be asked whether this development company really cares about 

these things in themselves, or whether they are only useful inasmuch as they can 

be used to sell apartments and commercial spaces. Because these corporations 

are obliged to deliver results for their shareholders, and I somehow don’t think 

increased creativity is the dividend they are looking for. 

While Sth/City/Sq claims to offer a lot to the suburb of Woolloongabba, in a lot 

of ways the more successful they are in marketing the suburb, the worse it will 

be for the people who already live there. Not just because of the loss of the 

place’s current identity or increased traffic congestion, but because every time 



fancy buzzwords, music festivals or pictures of asparagus push up the price of 

apartments in the new development, by the rules of supply and demand they also 

push up the price of all the other buildings in Woolloongabba. Which means 

every house or business that currently calls the Gabba home will have to start 

paying more money if they want to keep doing so. 

If you’re into cafes and boutique stores then it’s great living in a hip suburb; but 

ask anyone who once lived in Fitzroy, Newtown or West End but now can’t 

afford to; and they’ll tell you it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. In these suburbs, 

even the creative types – like the bands who play at the End Of The Line festival 

– get forced out as real estate agents happily capitalise on the “hip, alternative” 

vibe to push up rents further. 

Meanwhile the ability of people of low income (who didn’t come to 

Woolloongabba enticed by pictures of lobster or cologne) to live close to the 

city; or in a place where they have lived, worked, and helped to shape; just got 

that bit harder. As property prices go up too, governments begin to see less 

economic sense in keeping public housing in these high demand areas when it 

can be sold off at a huge profit. 

Change is inevitable, and the point of critiquing gentrification is not to wish that 

a suburb would forever stay the same. As I said at the start, the current design of 

Woolloongabba is hardly ideal. But the carving up of the Gabba for construction 

of a web of main roads should be a warning – this suburb has already suffered 

once from economics being put before actual community needs. It would be a 

shame to see it happen again. 

What’s happening right now in Woolloongabba is a great example of how a 

corporation, with the help of a pro-development government, can remodel, 

rebrand and ultimately transform a whole suburb in the interests of their own 

profit margin. Not only that, but it’s an example of the role that seemingly 

unrelated things like music, food and “hip” culture play in the process. 

 



West Village 

April 2016 

I first walked into West End in May 2011. I knew very little about Brisbane’s 

geography, but I had heard a talk given by prominent West End advocate Dave 

Andrews and thought it sounded like a place I would like to go. Amazingly, 

within a few minutes if wandering around exploring the suburb, I ran into Dave 

sitting at a cafe. I chatted with him very briefly, and he sent me around the 

corner to a community house where “there are people you should meet”. They 

invited me in for tea, I stayed a couple of weeks. The rest, as they say, is history. 

I open this article about West End with this anecdote for a couple of reasons. 

Firstly, it is to acknowledge that though I love West End, though I have felt a 

sense of attachment to this place I have rarely felt elsewhere and though the 

culture and history of West End fascinates me; I am a relative newcomer to the 

suburb. Even of the five years since that first day, I have only resided in the 

actual West End postcode for less than two of them. 

Secondly though, this little recollection actually says a lot about West End. It’s 

almost like a West End cliche. Running into people on the street, neighbourly 

hospitality, a stopping place for travellers and vagrants, local celebrities who talk 

about West End as an independent entity. This story helps to illustrate the point 

that gives this article its title – I’ve lived in small towns, outer suburbs and inner 

cities around the country; and West End more than anywhere I’ve been 

genuinely fits the description of an “urban village”. 

 



There are many factors that I think have contributed to this. One is a fluke of 

geography. Despite being walking distance from the city, West End is virtually 

an enclosed peninsula – almost encircled by the Brisbane River, with even the 

land based part partly closed in by Highgate Hill. 

Added to this is the historical demographic of the area. Both aboriginal (who 

traditionally called the place Kurilpa or “Place Of The Water Rat”; and since 

white settlement have always had a strong presence in West End thanks partly to 

Musgrave Park being traditionally used as an informal gathering space) and 

Greek (who made West End their own when post-war migration coincided with 

white Australians’ pursuit of the suburban backyard dream) cultures are strongly 

community based, which contributed to the character of the area. 

Cheap rents and proximity to universities and the cultural hub of the city made 

West End very attractive for students, artists and political activists. The 

introduction of free university education and the development of youth counter-

cultures in the 70’s helped to develop the social and political culture that we now 

commonly associate with the place. In this environment, residents could develop 

a local network of housing co-operatives, community gardens, DIY social 

services and local press. Alternative religious communities like the Waiters 

Union, the Catholic Workers and Ananda Marga chose West End as a home. The 

streets were sprinkled with alternative businesses (the Catholic Workers started 

ethical consumption store Justice Products, while there were multiple 

incarnations of anarchist bookstores, cafes and social centres). 

This culture became self-perpetuating – people moved in to West End because 

they wanted to live in a community like this, which further strengthened the 

sense of local identity. People who didn’t live in the suburb recognised and 

valued it too. People would travel to West End for a night or day out because it 

was a place that contained and encouraged styles and ideas outside of the mostly 

conservative Brisbane mainstream. 

This identity was also solidified by threats to it. When Joh Bjelke-Peterson’s 

dream of holding Expo 88 in South Brisbane meant mass evictions of low-cost 

housing in the area (a high number of boarding houses and hostels, dating back 

to the time when nobody wanted to live in West End, mean there has always 

been a high proportion of disabled and low-income residents); the response was 

a massive anti-Expo campaign and a distilling of what people wanted to preserve 

about the area. More recently, changing demographics and increasing 

development in the inner city has again been the catalyst for residents to protect 

what they see as important, from bushland in “The Gully” to small businesses 

and limiting the size of new developments. 

Among these local characteristics was a prioritising of supporting local 



businesses and preserving public space. These both contributed to the village 

feeling of West End – it’s hard to walk down the street without running into 

someone you know, and you see the same strangers out so regularly that before 

long they become acquaintances. Local homeless or panhandlers are often 

known by name to businesses and locals. When I first came to West End I went 

from knowing no one to running into friends on the street in literally days. 

Share-house culture and local social centres (in my case Turnstyle) also helped 

that process. It meant that I very quickly developed an affinity with the place. 

These things that made West End into the distinctive village that it has been are 

now threatened by other factors – once people moved to the area because they 

shared these same values, but now people are lured in by the attraction of 

property investment, proximity to the city or getting their kids into the catchment 

area for Brisbane State High School (that might sound hard to believe for people 

from other places; but literally the attraction of this school, which functions as a 

kind of publicly funded private school in terms of reputation and extra-curricular 

activities, is one of the key reasons families now move into the area). 

The result of this is that the old make-up of the suburb is changing: artists, 

activists, eccentrics and the disabled making way for a new demographic of 

inner-city professionals. So too the main street – the anarchist bookstores and 

cafes are long gone; in the last year we have seen long-running West End 

businesses like the fruit and veg shop on Vulture St and George’s Seafood close. 

In their place is an ever-expanding array of craft-beer bars and coffee shops. 

It is in this context that local opposition to the “West Village” development by 

Payce and Sekisui House on the old ABSOE site (corner of Boundary and 

Mollison streets) has emerged. The proposed development is made up of seven 

buildings up to 15 storeys each; containing 1350 residential apartments, a 

supermarket, retail space and a 450 space carpark. Quite a sizeable development 

for the main street of a suburb, but the plan of the developers is not limited to 

just the one site. Late last year they held an exclusive event launching their plan 

to “re-brand” Boundary St. 

Notwithstanding that the street’s name harks back to a time when aboriginal 

people weren’t allowed in the city after dark, most West End residents quite like 

Boundary St as it is and don’t feel it is crying out to be “re-branded” by a 

development corporation with no links to the community. 

No doubt the development will radically change what the centre of West End 

looks like – the strong sense of local identity may be drowned out forever by a 

set of new shops (presumably the massive supermarket on the site will not be a 

locally owned business), new architecture and massively increased pedestrian 

and motor traffic. It’s impossible to measure in monetary terms the value of West 



The lush sub-tropical community promo image of West Village. 

End’s cultural contribution to Brisbane as a whole – opponents should not be 

written off as just “not in my backyard” reactionaries. 

But the other irksome thing about “West Village” is all of its talk of villages and 

“lush, sub-tropical community heart” – “re-imagining the precinct as a cathedral 

in the round… Places to sit, gather, relax… with views of our big blue sky”. It’s 

like a parody of the way the most parochial resident might talk about West End 

now, except it’s written by the people who are in the process of destroying that 

sense of community and urban village that West End possesses. 

 

The sense of community that people created over generations is co-opted into 

advertising rhetoric by a corporation with no community aspirations beyond 

delivering a profit to its shareholders. And those suckered in by the marketing 

will never know what it feels like to live in a community that has developed 

organically with the consensus of its residents.  

In a funny way, the changes of the ABSOE site over the last few years is like a 

metaphor for the transformation of West End as a suburb – gentrification in a 

microcosm. Not long ago it was a functioning furniture factory, like West End’s 

working class culture came from docks and factories along the river. I remember 

when the upstairs rooms at ABSOE became art studios – people running DIY 

events and living there against zoning regulations until a fire in the building led 

to a council crackdown (hope you don’t mind me blowing your cover now 

guys). This is like the creative and radical era of West End’s cultural formation. 



For the last two years, the Boundary St night markets on the site give you the 

quirky alternative West End experience but in a commodified form – food and 

handicraft stalls, a bar with live music, firepits with paid staff to go around 

stoking them up. Meanwhile down the street are the hipster bars and cafes that 

offer an “alternative” aesthetic if not an alternative vision of society. The next 

stage of ABSOE? High rise towers, fancy shops, the history of the site preserved 

in building façades but not much else. Unfortunately it doesn’t take too much of 

a stretch to envision the metaphor extending across the suburb. 

The thing about West End’s sense of community and and local identity is that (as 

opposed to West Village’s) it didn’t just happen – it was generations of hard 

work, leaps of faith, visionary ideas and heroic failures that made it the iconic 

urban village that it is. It should never be forgotten that when development 

companies and property investors advertise their sites with “community” and 

“creative” buzzwords, it is this hard and voluntary work they are profiting off. 

But this history should also be a reminder to us, wherever we reside, that we 

can actually shape the places where we live and make them into the kind of 

spaces and communities we dream of. The last ditch resistance to the West 

Village development currently underway by people who care about West End 

shows that this suburb hasn’t given up on this process, but neither should any of 

us – suburbs or inner city, country towns to apartment towers; the communities 

we want around us are ours to create . 

 

 

 



 


