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If you mark off one meter square on the ground you will see that it is a very small space.  Only one person can comfortably occupy it at one time. It is clear that any human activity that takes place in a one meter space is highly dependant on where that meter is situated and what is adjacent to it.  A meter set in a dense forest not only looks different from one in the airport but is peopled much less often.  All this so far is obvious.
What is less apparent is that some places as small as a meter square can contribute to civic peace.  Their presence makes the world a little bit better and together with other such meters help keep us collectively safer.  Yet these places, which I call “congregant spaces,” are ordinary, seemingly unrelated to each other, and ubiquitous.  In each, strangers can safely meet; participate in the same activity at the same time; see, and even brush past, one another; and yet need not talk to or even acknowledge each other.  Most importantly, people feel safe enough to enter or walk through these spaces.  
The absence of such safe places is symptomatic of a community plagued with civic disquiet, even violence and upheaval.  We sense the importance of these places when they’re absent.  It is easy to understand why terrorists target them to promote widespread fear.  

What are the characteristics of safe civic spaces?  They can be outdoors (e.g., sidewalks) or inside public buildings (shopping malls).  A person can sit in some (parks) and walk in others (hiking trails).  One can exercise (athletic fields and playgrounds) or watch (stadiums). One can eat (restaurants) and drink (pubs and cafes). One can listen in some (concert halls) or contemplate in others (museums).  Many are for trips(subway, bus, ferry, trains) and others organize travel (airports, train stations).  And the sites most commonplace are shops of all kinds where one can both browse and buy. 
When such spaces are restricted to the use of some to the exclusion of others, citizens rightly become anxious, seeing that the powerful are exercising organized control over others.  When the Nazi’s came to power, for example, they enforced restrictions on the uses of ordinary spaces.  Jews could not sit on specific park benches or use certain shops.  During the lengthy period of racial segregation in the United States, African-American people were banned from using beaches and water fountains reserved for whites.  More subtly, limiting houses of worship to the use of  believers or building shopping malls that are welcoming only to the affluent may make some more comfortable, but the society as a whole less tranquil.  
I content that places where strangers can safely pass each other while engaging in self-directed activity are essential to our collective well-being.  When people have easy opportunities to view each other, they get accustomed to one another.  And when everyone can use the same spaces and services, we signal a silent welcome to each of the strangers we meet along the way.  

Even better, safe public spaces which encourage learning and debate (lecture halls, museums, libraries, etc.) can move us further -- from mere passive acceptance and civility to understanding and even empathy.
So when a meter square is situated in the midst of a safe congregant space -- where all of society can walk unimpeded -- that meter is contributing to peaceful assembly.  And if that meter can be attached to another beside it, followed by another and another… then…
