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Places of despair, places of hope: the spatial dimension of political imagination

As many of the contributions to this volume show, political projects always have spatial 
dimensions (even if they are not always explicit). At the same time, space is a social 
construction, and therefore always political. Plantations, haciendas, and factories; prisons, 
schools, and hospitals; housing and public spaces; technology and digital tools; collective 
memory and narratives. All of these relate to the values and power relations that shape our 
societies. Whether around social control, oppression, and exploitation, or for supporting 
emancipation, mutual care, and wellbeing (buen vivir), the ways in which social activities 
are organized in and through material and symbolic spaces are relevant and have multiple 
implications. Space (including place and scale) is not a flat, empty surface where things 
happen, but an active component in making things possible. Space is not just something 
out there, but a product of social action and interactions.
Since time immemorial, Indigenous Peoples all over the world have practiced this tacit ethical-
political knowledge based on the respect, care, and protection of all forms of life – human 
and more-than-human – that need physical and immaterial connections to exist and flourish.1 
Within the so-called Western tradition, many authors have discussed the relationships 
between society and space in dialectical terms, highlighting their mutual imbrication and 
permanent tension.2 On the one hand, space reflects and reinforces the social, economic, and 
cultural dynamics at play, including domination, conflict, and resistance. On the other hand, 
it opens countless possibilities for social transformation and collective sites for prefigurative 
imagination. For instance, housing and land policies, as well as the design and use of public 
space, infrastructure, and facilities can reproduce gender and racial inequality, socio-spatial 
fragmentation, alienation, and segregation; conversely, they can also bring about opportunities 
for alternative presents and futures, based on redistribution, equity, and radical justice. 

Authoritarian and anti-authoritarian imaginaries and practices can therefore be reproduced, 
challenged, or transformed in real and virtual spaces. Based on such premises, and reflecting 
from the Latin American experience, this piece contributes some reflections about the 
relevance of conceiving spatial struggles – especially those for the right to the city – as 
anti-authoritarian and emancipatory struggles. As Natalie Koch argues, “cities can offer an 
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especially useful window in how authoritarian practices and spatialities cut across bodies, 
institutions, aspirations, and animosities”; in particular because “the relationship between 
urban space, place, and identity is key to understand how authoritarianism is both made 
and unmade”.3 Scholars and activists have pointed out the peculiar and non-conventional 
nature of the right to the city, called upon not only to claim inclusion or access to what 
already exists but to radically transform it (city and society as one integrated, inseparable 
whole). More specifically, they have described this right as an opening and a commitment 
to profoundly questioning and overcoming the commodification of all spheres of life 
under capitalist relations, as well as the serious limitations of democracy under a Western-
liberal approach. In other words, the city understood as a political, collective, and self-
determined body, and not just as an assemblage of buildings.
More than 50 years in the making, the right to the city can be seen as a dynamic and 
expansive political device that connects narratives and advances practices for more just, 
democratic, and ecological neighbourhoods and territories. At its core are socio-spatial 
and pedagogical processes that challenge power relations and the distribution of resources 
at material, symbolic, and political levels. Originally defined as “a cry and a demand”,4 
social movements have promoted the right to the city as a shared vision of other “possible 
cities”5 as well as the action-oriented agendas needed to achieve these goals. Its values 
and proposals resonate with those of a reinvigorated municipalist programme centred on 
the feminization of politics and the reconstitution of the commons. The right to the city is 
not a traditional right,6 but a commitment to assume the responsibility in creating caring, 
anti-racist, and decolonial places where people can live with dignity and in peace.
The notes below are presented under three thematic vignettes, organized along flexible 
and overlapping temporal frames. The first one addresses the parallel trajectories of 
urbanización popular and democratization “from below” (1940s-1980s); the second one 
discusses the limitations and challenges of democratization “from above” through the 
imposition of a neoliberal agenda (1980s-2000s); and the third and final one proposes 
an open, forward-looking reflection on the relevance of a renewed right to the city and 
municipalist activism in a time of (post-)neoliberal authoritarianism (2000s-2020s and 
beyond). Each section closes with brief reflections on how these topics connect with some 
of the testimonies and artworks included in this volume.
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The right to the city in Latin America: 
urbanización popular as democratization from below

Latin America is a highly urbanized region. Eight out of ten people live in cities of diverse 
sizes and characteristics, including hundreds of millions in megacities and metropolitan 
areas. It can be said that cities here have been built by the people, many of them migrants 
from within and beyond the national borders, with women as the main driving force 
behind community mobilizing. Around an incipient industrialization process fuelled by 
the Second World War in Europe, in the period between the 1940s-1980s millions of 
campesinas/os (peasants) and rural inhabitants moved from the countryside to the cities 
in search of opportunities and the promise of better living conditions. Many arrived in 
overcrowded and precarious housing arrangements located in deteriorated buildings in 
city centres (conventillos, vecindades, patios – known as tenement homes in English). Many 
others had to occupy parcels of land in the peripheries and start building shelters, as there 
were no adequate housing policies in place to meet the growing demand.
Those villas miserias, colonias populares, barrios jóvenes (which are three of the many other 
terms used across the region) are today consolidated neighbourhoods visible in most Latin 
American big and medium cities; in many places, they represent between half and two thirds 
of the urbanized environment, achieved not only without the state but also despite the 
state. Those complex and difficult processes required efforts that went way beyond families 
and their close circles. Social organizing was crucial in guaranteeing a place to live. Access 
to land, introduction of services, and construction of facilities demanded both sustained 
mobilization from within the communities and a significant amount of support from other 
actors. University students and professors, unions leaders, professionals, and a wide range 
of activists, from political parties to faith-based institutions, engaged in decades-long 
processes with relevant political implications, which are still visible today.
In those decades, the inhabitants of self-built neighbourhoods were not only deprived 
of means to address their basic needs; they were violently displaced, tortured, and 
assassinated for vocalizing their political and social demands, and for daring to create 
their own alternatives. Young women and men – from poor communities, working, and 
middle-class backgrounds – were the main targets. While millions were living in inadequate 
conditions, massive investments were dedicated to building major urban infrastructures. 
Highways that cut though city centres, evicting hundreds of people and destroying 
livelihoods, became material and symbolic targets of the struggle against authoritarian rule. 
In the context of civic-military dictatorships affecting most of the continent, denouncing 
injustices and claiming rights was a challenging and dangerous endeavour that so many can 
painfully attest to. For many communities, claiming the right to be part of the physical urban 
setting was necessarily linked with the right to be considered full citizens participating in 
the decision-making processes affecting their lives and the places they live in. 
One of the early explicit references to the right to the city in the region can be found in 
Bogotá, where the term was used to articulate widespread opposition to a highway project 
financed by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) as part of a city-wide urban 
plan. Massive social mobilization of thirty-two barrios and other popular organizations 
successfully opposed the initiative. The following excerpt issued in July 1973 by the 
Llamado de Unidad de la Unión de los Comités Pro Defensa de los Barrios Orientales (Call 
for Unity by the Union of the Committees in Defence of the Eastern Neighbourhoods) 
expresses their claims and proposals in a compelling manner:
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“Some years ago, they expelled us with La Violencia [the civil war from 1948 to 
1958] from the countryside, stealing our land. And now they want to chase us 
away from our barrios ... with violence, with decrees of expropriation and with 
the highway. They want to drive us out of the city with urban development 
plans: a city that is being constructed by our labour and which moves day 
and night thanks to our efforts. We don’t even have a right to the city! ... we 
demand that they let us live in the communities where we live ... that they 
ask us our opinions about what they want to do with us. And especially that 
the unnecessary and wasteful highway should not be built, because for us, it 
means expulsion, more poverty ...”7

The strategic use of the right to the city is already symptomatic of a deep understanding 
of the multi-layered struggle for redistribution of material and political power. The shared 
experience of resistance to guarantee the appropriation, use, and structuring of urban 
space became a key factor for political identities and common agendas. For a long time 
now, the barrio (neighbourhood) has been a crucial arena not just for claiming political 
and social rights but also for experimenting with alternative power relations and spatial 
arrangements. Poder popular (people’s power) can be seen as the nickname of a multitude 
of efforts to build territories of autonomy and horizontality, based on non-hierarchical, 
radically democratic, anti-authoritarian, and anti-capitalist ways of living. As such, 
together with factories and universities, those spaces were visible targets of the repressive 
state apparatus.
The contemporary global campaign to rename city streets in honour of Marielle Franco 
(1979-2018) is a powerful testimony of the continued relevance of territorial struggles 
against invisibilization, oppression, and violence. Self-identified as a Black lesbian 
woman from the periphery, Marielle was a prominent activist from the Rio de Janeiro’s 
favelas. As an elected representative in the local council, she denounced the growing 
militarization and marginalization of poor communities. She was assassinated in public in 
March 2018. As described by the authors of the piece included in this volume (see page 
102), the grassroots initiative to remember her legacy through re-appropriating city space 
represents “[a]n urban poetic gesture, that at the same time reclaims the right to the city 
and the right to memory”.

The imposition of the neoliberal agenda: 
democratization from above and the commodification of life 

Across the region, the 1980s and 1990s saw the fading away of dictatorships and the 
(re)installation of formal procedures associated with liberal democracy, such as the 
separation of government branches, periodic elections, and other civic and political rights, 
including organization, assembly, and participation. Intrinsically limited, particularly for 
those traditionally marginalized and oppressed, these mechanisms were further hindered 
by a weakened institutional framework (with explicit tensions in relation to military and 
paramilitary forces) as well as the excessive influence of multilateral agencies in charge of 
the drastic and violent imposition of the neoliberal agenda. So-called structural adjustment 
policies brought about the accelerated privatization of basic infrastructure and services, 
including water, energy, and communication services, education and health care, public 
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spaces, as well as banks and pension funds, to mention only the most significant. In many 
countries, economic instability, lack of adequate employment, and rising prices translated 
into massive impoverishment and precarization of living conditions for the majority of 
the population. Activists and scholars affirm that cities were transformed in “institutional 
laboratories for a variety of neoliberal policy experiments”, by way of promoting public-
private partnerships, increasing financialization, “and state repression associated with 
new strategies of private appropriation of space”.8

Urban and housing policies during this period present contrasting features as well. In general 
terms, a noticeable shift in the approach to self-built neighbourhoods brought a focus on 
“improvement” programmes that provided resources for community infrastructure and, 
to a lesser extent, for granting security of tenure. Although prominently top-down in its 
elaboration and implementation, some of these initiatives included space for interesting 
exercises of participatory planning and even participatory budgeting. A new generation of 
community organizations, NGOs, and academics engaged in supporting these processes of 
autogestión (self-management) and political pedagogy, was actively involved in generating 
capacity-building and nurturing trans-local, regional, and international networks and 
alliances of learning, solidarity, and advocacy. Paired with decentralization and devolution 
dynamics, the possibility of voting for local authorities translated into progressive 
municipal governments in many cities across the region, which included numerous urban 
social movements leaders as new public officials at local and national governments, as 
well as in legislative positions.
Occurring in parallel, but on an evidently contradictory note, housing policies were overall 
marked by a clear neoliberal character. Directly inspired by the so-called “Chilean model” 
developed during the Pinochet regime, and following the strict dictates and formulas 
put forward by the World Bank,9 housing provision was almost totally transferred to the 
private sector, accompanied by generous public subsidies and the ad hoc modification of 
legal and financial frameworks to facilitate their functioning and maximize their profits. A 
visible result of these policies can be seen in the experience of small single family homes 
mushroomed in the far peripheries of cities, where very poor or inexistent infrastructure 
and services, as well as lacks in employment and cultural opportunities, deeply affected 
community cohesion and social mobilizing, notably weakening participation in democratic 
processes too. Massive new housing programmes since then have focused on individual 
property ownership as the only option, while at the same time collective forms of organizing 
and claiming rights were actively obstructed and undermined. In clear opposition with 
the tendencies of the previous decades, cooperatives and other associative arrangements 
were not only not supported but made practically inviable by forcing them to comply with 
the rules designed by and for profit making companies.
At the turn of the millennium, the “pink tide” would bring some hope to the possibility of 
change in several Latin American countries. Sustained popular uprisings forced neoliberal 
presidents to step down, launching constitutional processes in Bolivia (2007) and Ecuador 
(2008) to reclaim not only alternating party politics and governments but a profound 
reformulation of the social contract. Indigenous peoples’ principles and values such as 
buen vivir and the notion of plurinationality were integrated into the republican and 
modernist framework10 and incorporated as ethical-political goal for policy-making. At 
the same time, the societies embarked on bold (even if limited) exercises of reconfiguring 
the public sector, promoting commoning and re-nationalization processes paired with 
social control and direct collective management.
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Despite those promising transformations, housing and urban policies maintained a 
distinctive neoliberal orientation and a highly centralized, technocratic character. Urban 
sprawl became the norm, with widespread negative repercussions at physical, economic, 
and administrative levels. Medium-size cities and metropolitan areas grew on average 
two- or threefold in relation to the population, destroying environmentally relevant 
resources including forests and farming lands, while at the same time adding enormous 
operational strains to under-resourced small and rural towns, many of them characterized 
by Indigenous Peoples’ and campesinas/os long-standing presence. Housing was seen 
only as a product, a crucial commodity to reactivate the economies affected by cyclical 
crises, instead of as a right, a process, and an act of inhabiting.
The social impacts, which are still visible, were catastrophic. Houses in their millions 
remain empty as people found it impossible to sustain a livelihood in such ill-designed, 
underserved, and isolated residential settings. Lack of adequate services, facilities, and 
opportunities made for divided families, with wage-earning parents renting an expensive 
room somewhere downtown during the week while having to pay off a decades-long 
mortgage for houses with serious structural issues (including shrinking soils and breaking 
walls) after only few years of being built. In the meantime, single mothers, children, 
teenagers, and grandparents are locked in more or less gated poor communities, surrounded 
by ghost towns under very precarious and ever-deteriorating conditions. Crime-related 
activities, insecurity, and violence are permanent concerns in neighbourhoods with little 
social cohesion, which are practically forgotten by public institutions. In many places, 
violent gangs and parapolice private groups control local residents and small businesses 
through continuous threat and extortion.
For decades now, several authors have been alerting us to the risks of “urbanization 
without cities”.11 Framed as a profit-making and electoral strategy, urban sprawl has not 
been accompanied by an enhancement of city-living. On the contrary, contemporary 
urbanization has been presented as a major threat to city and countryside alike, since 
it destroys live-sustaining resources and traditional livelihoods, while at the same time 
reducing inhabitants to mere taxpayers or constituencies without much individual or 
collective political agency. Housing monocultures can be seen as a metaphor of the 
imposition of a homogenizing and extractivist regime. Characterized by a dangerous 
mixture of pro-business management and the continuity of authoritarian narratives 
and practices, the (re)nascent democracies in Latin America made evident their multiple 
contractions and limitations.
Collective counter-cartographies have long been a powerful tool to understand and 
denounce what is going on in rural and urban communities across the region, while at the 
same time providing material and symbolic space for imagining emancipatory alternatives. 
Visualizing everyday struggles against land grabbing, displacement and harassment, they 
are able to strengthen resistance and crystallize aspirations for more egalitarian and 
peaceful futures. As shown in the case from the Philippines included in this book (page 
80), as well as dozens of examples from around the world gathered in This is Not an Atlas,12 
participatory grassroots mapping represents an effective way to reclaim and democratize 
power relations both in knowledge and space.
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Right to the city and new municipalism as key tools 
to build anti-authoritarian, feminist, and decolonial futures

From the squares and neighbourhoods of cities in Latin America and beyond, last 
decades have seen multiple social movements confronting authoritarian rule, neoliberal 
urbanization, and the commodification of all aspects of life – as well as experimenting 
with more just, democratic, healthy, and sustainable paradigms for organizing our 
societies. Linking local and global struggles, the several editions of the World Social 
Forum that started in the early 2000s were crucial arenas for peer-learning and alliance-
building, condensing into forward looking collective documents such as the World Charter 
for the Right to the City, that have become highly influential.13 At the same time, and 
converging on their opposition to austerity measures imposed in the context of the 2007-
2008 crisis, the Arab Spring, Occupy, Indignad@s, and hundreds of similar mobilizations 
brought housing and land rights, public spaces, and radical democracy to the centre of 
shared agendas. An expanded conception of citizenship – not linked with nationality but 
with place of residence and access to rights – and participatory practices grounded on 
autonomy and self-government, are today key political proposals of social movements 
across regions towards different institutional regimes.
Building on these powerful streams and its own historic roots, a renewed municipalist 
movement has showed some concrete possibilities for recreating the local state, away 
from corporate mantras based on competitiveness, privatization, and non-democratic 
decision-making processes.14 By explicitly committing to the feminization of politics, 
during the past decade newly formed citizens’ independent parties and progressive 
platforms in local governments have been openly challenging conventional, hierarchical, 
and masculine leadership models. In this context, radicalizing democracy gains a new 
meaning: it does not just address gender inequality and women’s institutional under-
representation, but it also implements policies that dismantle patriarchy and focus on 
everyday life and well-being for all. Affective politics and an ethics of care are then at 
the centre of narratives and practices in a wide range of cities and territories that are 
being proclaimed as “refuges” or “sanctuaries” to welcome migrants and refugees; which 
“rebel” against national and international policies that seek to impose austerity agendas 
and greater social injustice; or are “fearless” in challenging transnational corporate 
power and all forms of violence. Although not always explicit, an underlying notion of 
the commons can certainly be detected in most of these transformative urban agendas. 
The re-municipalization of services and public-community partnerships are proving to be 
fundamental tools for advancing those goals.
The global pandemic made painfully clear all that is wrong in our increasingly 
segregated, unjust, and environmentally unsustainable societies; by doing so, it has 
also signalled the priorities and the ways forward. First and foremost, it suddenly and 
simultaneously focused our attention on the vulnerability and interdependence of life 
(again, something that Indigenous Peoples all over the world have known for millennia); 
the centrality of care and essential workers, the majority of them women and many 
of them migrants or from racialized groups; and the critical role of neighbourhood 
cohesion and the proximity of services essential to social reproduction (something a 
multitude of feminist academics and activists have been pointing out for decades). 
The sanitary crisis, and the massive social and economic impacts that it carried, made 
visible and exacerbated pre-existing and longstanding gendered, racial, and class-
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based inequalities that have exponentially increased in recent years – a consequence 
of neoliberal policies, the privatization of public infrastructures and services, unpaid 
and underpaid care work, and the greedy commodification of the commons. 
Public debates on social media and countless webinars have addressed the urgent need 
to rethink the way we organize cities and territories, and the way we design economic 
activities and set up decision-making processes at different scales, with cooperation and 
solidarity as key words in framing claims and proposals arising from a wide range of actors. 
Local governments and communities were once again the first responders, although 
often lacking adequate resources and in many cases confronting reluctant – and even 
authoritarian – national authorities. Even with limited budgets, several local and regional 
actors took rapid and bold measures to address the emergency.15 By mobilizing a wide 
network of in-kind support and de-commodifying access to essential goods and services, 
they sought to guarantee housing, water, food, and electricity. Rent moratoriums on public 
housing, lifted fees, and an increase in the provision of food banks were combined with 
pop-up clinics and remote healthcare services. Repurposing buildings, land, and public 
space became a critical tool. Empty housing and hotel rooms, conference centres, and 
other community facilities were adapted to provide shelter for homeless people, women 
suffering domestic violence, and healthcare workers in need of isolation. Empty streets 
were rapidly being transformed into wider lines for bikers and pedestrians.
The initiatives taken to confront the crisis were certainly not enough, but they expanded 
collective imagination and showed that rapid transformations are indeed possible. At 
the same time, they made clear that while the role of the public sector becomes critical, 
with it also comes the renewed risks of bureaucratic centralization, non-democratic 
political agendas, and crony capitalism. In the context of growing ecological cataclysm 
and violent social polarization fuelled by algorithmic, post-neoliberal authoritarianism 
and transnational corporate capture, grounded radical imaginations are needed more 
than ever. Together with long-standing Indigenous cosmovisiones like the buen vivir and 
contemporary eco-feminist, anti-racist, and decolonial transformative agendas, the 
spreading of right to the city and new municipalist practices and narratives might help us 
create the futures we need around an ethics of redistribution, solidarity, and care.
Across the region, women’s, LGBTQIA+, Black and Indigenous movements reclaim bodies, 
monuments, and public spaces as interconnected sites for political struggle. Massive 
feminist protests in Mexico City, Santiago de Chile, and elsewhere16 continue to unmask 
and challenge colonial and patriarchal discourses, objects and institutions through 
collective rebellion and mutual care. Everyday violence, discrimination, and oppression 
are made visible as social phenomena that require naming and shaming of the concrete 
perpetrators, from family members and neighbours, to private companies, the police 
and the state. Cities are once again transformed into megaphones, hugs and songs that 
manifest our anti-authoritarian indignation and hope. 
Political imagination takes shape in and through material and symbolic spaces. A poem on 
the wall reminds us that we have the right – and the commitment – to transform our minds 
and territories into places of emancipation. Confronting non-democratic and speculative 
forces, whether at the main square or in the middle of the forest, our collective voice 
reveals that we are not afraid. We are in this together.
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