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Part I 
Introduction



Chapter 1 
Urbicide: An Unprecedented 
Methodological Entry in Urban Studies? 

Fernando Carrión Mena and Paulina Cepeda Pico 

If the sidewalk ends up favoring the automobile over the 
pedestrian, the street dies and the end of the city begins. 
Jane Jacobs (paraphrasing). 

Abstract This chapter introduces the debate of Urbicide as a methodological and 
theoretical way to understand urban studies. Cities are one of many urban territories 
and are the most relevant, with a social and historic construction. The configuration 
process of cities has an origin and also an apparent end. But the urban policies and 
planning do not consider the process of destruction of cities and try producing utopian 
cities. This chapter opens the debate about the way that urbanization and urban 
development are conceived to cause the death of today’s cities and principally poses 
as a methodological theoretical framework from three central inputs: denial of denial, 
socio-spatial adjustments and transformations, obsolescence and destruction of the 
city, which then opens up into six components of analysis (annihilation, deterioration, 
dissolution, degradation, destruction and contraction). 

Keywords Urbicide · Urban studies · City theory ·Methodology 

1.1 Introduction 

The twenty-first century has been cataloged by the United Nations as the century 
of cities, due to the amount of agglomerated population that inhabits them. Glob-
ally, 57% of inhabitants live in cities, that is, more than 4.2 thousand million 
people.They also concentrate the greatest economic activity (80% of world GDP)
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4 F. Carrión Mena and P. Cepeda Pico

(World Bank1 2022); acquiring a strong protagonism even comparable to that 
of States and large global corporations, according to Sassen (2001). 

Nevertheless, from this relevant weight that the city has, the debate of its crisis 
and decadence is proposed, until the limit of the topic of the death of the city, due 
to the aggressions that it suffers, as well as the deep and structural transformations 
that it goes through. These phenomena have arisen from certain general, spatial or 
sectorial components, as well as from its most intimate and specific structures. 

Therefore, we have some exemplary cases that have occurred systematically 
throughout this twenty-first century. According to the Mayor of New York, Bill 
De Blasio, September 11, 2001, is “the darkest day of our city”. He said this because 
of the attack on the Twin Towers of The World Trade Center by an incursion of three 
commercial flights that left the area in ruins and took the lives of 2,996 people and 
left around 2,680 people injured. In 2005, Hurricane Katrina destroyed New Orleans 
leaving floods, thousands of deaths and a loss of more than 125 thousand million 
dollars. Between 2000 and 2020, the foundational historic center of Quito, as in 
other cities, reduced its population by an annual average of 2.5% by forced eviction, 
emptying the society, reducing its time of use and reducing space in 2015, according 
to UN-HABITAT, 24% of the global urban population lives in informal human settle-
ments or suburbs, it means, out of the city.2 In February 2022, Russia carried out 
a targeted tactical bombardment of the largest cities of Ukraine. This resulted in 
destruction, death and mass expulsion of citizens. In May 2022, UN Commissioner 
Michelle Bachelet, visited Mariupol, stated that “a city that was once prosperous, 
now lies in ruins”. 

Undoubtedly, it is about references of the destruction and death of cities around 
the world, with the aggravating factor that they are neither unique nor isolated cases. 
Oppositely, it generates a global effect that influences other territories. But they are 
even more representative because they impact the urbes in different ways, which are 
the most significant artificial asset produced throughout the history of humanity. 

War aggressions, negative urban processes, the modification of ecosystems and 
historical transformations have generated devastating impacts on certain sectors of 
cities, as well as on the totality of some of them. Indeed, the public space—which 
is the city—is undergoing a process of dissolution and agoraphobia,3 due to the 
monopoly of certain functions, to the rupture of diversity (Jacobs 2011), to the 
violence that reduces social interaction (Carrión and Velasco 2018), to the logic 
of the market that expels population (Abramo 2012); to the damage of the ecosystem 
in which it is inscribed, producing fires, floods and countless disasters (Lavell 2000) 
and finally the wars that rage against cities because of their cultural, social, economic 
and political weight (Graham 2002).

1 World Bank: https://www.bancomundial.org/es/topic/urbandevelopment/overview. 
2 Suburb is a compound word, where sub is a prefix meaning: low, below or inferiority; and urb 
refers to urbe, that is, less than city or, as defined by the DRAE: “population nucleus located on the 
outskirts of a city. 
3 Borja (2003) states that it is a “class” disease that reinforces a segregating and denying discourse 
of the city. 

https://www.bancomundial.org/es/topic/urbandevelopment/overview
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These destructive facts have been brought to the attention of the media, univer-
sities, political parties, citizens, social movements and academia. This has led to 
severe questioning from citizens in general. But these phenomena are also expressed 
socially through a collective complaint that grows in the citizens’ claims and, above 
all, in the presence of certain vindicating and contesting collective projects of the city. 
As a consequence of this perspective and this conjuncture, there is a confrontation 
of two predominant and different models of the city: one, governed by the sense of 
the market and the other by the meaning of the utopia of living well or of the respect 
for the citizen condition, inscribed in the right to the city (Lefebvre 2020; Harvey 
2013). 

The processes of selective and massive destruction of cities take place without 
the impediment of local, national and international institutions in charge of ensuring 
their existence and evolution. Such is the case that they have remained undaunted 
by the impact of wars, urban violence, the emptying of spaces, the expulsion of 
activities and people and climate change, among others, that is, of governments 
that maintain complicit silences, as well as, in many cases, direct, consistent or 
inconsistent public policy actions that lead to the deterioration of the city, causing, 
as a whole, both urbicide (destructive process) and urbanicide (process of complicit 
silence), as Carrión argues in his chapter of this book. 

This institutional quality questions their structural capacities to counteract the 
negative impacts that occur in the city, either because they have entered into the 
logic of the minimal state or because the classic and traditional paradigms of action 
do not contemplate this problem. This leads to a type of government where conflict 
is present. On the one hand, between those who advocate the weight of the private 
world (accumulation), and on the other, those who demand the relevance of the public 
(democratization), both in the exercise of government and in its own institutional 
structure. 

These transformations have a temporal and historical configuration, since a long 
time ago, but also spatially, distributed throughout the planet and converted into an 
essential part of the content of the urbe. Therefore, they are evident now in deep 
structural processes of destruction, which lead to the following questions that roam 
the world: Why and how do these destructive phenomena occur in cities? Why do 
institutions do very little to neutralize them? What is the social and private response 
to these processes? 

This handbook seeks a collective response to these questions, beginning with a call 
for attention to this destructive fact that occurs on a daily basis and unnoticed. The 
publication does not seek to present this phenomenon in a pessimistic and unalterable 
way; on the contrary, it is a warning that seeks to be—from a critical point of view—a 
contribution to the orthodox approaches of urbanism and urban development, since 
cities are the main scenarios of progress and also of conflict and destruction, assuming 
the condition of a contradictory political community, which simultaneously develops 
and could die. 

With this handbook called “Urbicide or the death of the city”, we want to 
contribute to the knowledge of cities, but provoking a methodological turn within its 
hegemonic vision. First, overcoming the understanding of the city as if it were an
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exclusively physical material object; and second, from the design of public policies 
born exclusively from urbanism4 and urban development5 aimed at monopolistic 
and market logic. 

Therefore, the purpose is to open a critique to the concepts of urban development 
and urbanism, which have been pigeonholed in mercantilized and unilateral trends, 
by adding them a new double connotation. On the one hand, by means the logic of 
creator or creative destruction (Schumpeter 1994) through the historical perspective. 
In other words, a process of decay of the old city (urbicide) that leads to generate 
a new one, negating the previous one. And, on the other hand, from the structural 
perspective of the city, as a social and political community, where common sense, 
social interaction and respect for collective rights are systematically eroded. These 
two connotations are framed within an incoherent recognition of the transformation 
of the territorial configuration or scale (city, region, system). 

In view of this, we seek to deepen our knowledge of the dynamics of the creative 
power of negation, in order to understand the causes of its destruction and, based on 
them, to create the conditions of life, of “y” in the city, not only from the perspective of 
innovation, but also of the change of meaning that should follow urban development. 
It is, in other words, to draw attention to how the existing city (memory, buildings, 
population) is destroyed and eroded under explicit liturgies: that is, of an order with 
recognizable logics, actors and forms. This methodological turn will allow to look 
at the city from what is lost and is destroyed, not only in a critical way, for the sake 
of supposed “superior” values coming from politics, culture or economy, which end 
up by functionalizing the own institutions behind these purposes; and not to promote 
strategies aimed at mitigating the destructive effects, in order to begin (re)building a 
real city and urban condition to live better. 

To this, the first thing to be discussed is the meaning of urban development, which 
cannot be conceived under a quantitative notion of growth, for example, demographic 
(range-size), economic (real estate investment) or territorial (urban sprawl, compact-
dispersed city, verticalization). Rather, it should be aimed at solving the unsatisfied 
needs of the population, reducing inequalities and promoting good living. The second 
point to discuss is urbanism, so that it ceases to be a discipline that promotes urban 
development from the exclusive perspective of territorial production and consump-
tion (territorial ordering), dialectically adding it the focus on the social, that is, on 
social justice and civility (Carrión and Cepeda 2021). 

A logic of urban development and urbanism that breaks the social, economic and 
environmental balance leads, for example, to the erosion of the past in the form of 
memory, accumulated acquis6 or the production of oblivion. Also to the logic of 
consumer freedom that segments markets (fragmentation), and denies the principle

4 Urbanism was born at the time of the industrial revolution and its object is the study and intervention 
in the urbs; that is, in the organization of the territory and the own services of the city. 
5 Urban development, also a tributary of the industrial revolution, is understood as a set of tech-
nical and administrative measures aimed at territorial planning, without ignoring the production of 
services (health, education) and infrastructures (mobility, energy), as well as the control of spatial 
and population expansion. 
6 Acquis: a set of moral, cultural or natural assets accumulated throughout history. 
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of urban unity. In addition to the expansive or densified urban growth that violates 
the environment, producing, in turn, phenomena that revert against the city itself, 
destroying or even killing it. Finally, it leads to the construction of stereotyped cities, 
governed by the market and masculinities, due to planning that denies social and 
functional diversity. 

In synthesis, they should focus more on analyzing and assuming the contraction, 
destruction and involution experienced by urbs and, therefore, their inhabitants. This 
means focusing less on the production of buildings and infrastructures and more on 
the effects of exclusion, expulsion and quality of life; less on consumerism and costs 
of services and more on the impacts generated by pollution (lack of recycling, water-
sheds that supply water to cities and then receive sewage); less on conservation that 
freezes history and more on productive heritage that adds value to history (Carrión 
and Cepeda 2022a); less on the dynamics of urban production and more on the logics 
of reproduction, which contribute to the quality of life of the population. 

In this sense, the concept of urbicide, which was born in that decade of the sixties, 
refers to violence against cities, whether due to military strategies,7 environmental 
effects or mismanagement. This concept structures the narrative of the liturgical 
murder that urbes experience, when aggressions are committed with premeditation 
and malice aforethought, by identified actors. In short, it is structured with the inten-
tion of understanding the practices aimed at the production of oblivion, the erosion 
of the material foundations of the city and the destruction of common life. 

In this way, the concept of urbicide begins to interpret urban processes from the 
social sciences, with phenomena that were already present a long time ago and that 
produce contemporary structural crises. This is the case of what it meant at the end 
of the nineteenth century in Paris with Haussmann or in Barcelona with Cerdá; but 
also in the USA, with the penetration of the automobile and in Latin America, with 
the process of urbanization without a city (slums, young towns, popular colonies) 
since the middle of the last century. 

This set of processes seeks to be scientifically understood in order to counteract 
them. To this purpose, this handbook is an attempt to generate a process of system-
atization of different thematic inputs, arising from the confluence of different voices 
from Europe, USA and Latin America. In this sense, it is a collective, theoretical 
and methodological construction of urbicide, born from the convergence of common 
efforts.

7 Atrocious cases such as those of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in World War II, of Guernica after 
Franco’s fascism, or of US President Bush’s preemptive wars. The ex-mayor of Belgrade, Bogdan 
Bogdanovic, pointed out that the wars in the Balkans were anti-urban, with the aim of undermining 
the cultural values concentrated in the cities. 
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1.2 The Urbicide: New Methodological Entry for Urban 
Studies 

Assuming the concept of urbicide implies a change in the method of analysis and 
understanding and, moreover, of acting in the city. It is a contemporary paradigm 
that highlights the destructiveness that emerges in the production of the urbe and, 
therefore, questions the traditional way in which it is understood and managed. It 
seeks to explain what is lost, what is destroyed and, above all, the reasons why all this 
occurs, that is, the causes of its own destruction, in order to act upon them. And this 
is not a recent, punctual or isolated process, because it has history and is structural. 

The process of urbanization is generated by the logic of agglomeration of popu-
lation and activities in specific territories, while the city is directly related to the 
production of public space, services and its collective condition. In this, amalgam 
can be, strong tensions, conflicts and contradictions, where the city and its vital 
cycles are affected. For example, with the industrialization process that has occurred 
since the mid-nineteenth century in Europe or since the Second World War in Latin 
America, the acceleration of migration from the countryside to the city has produced 
vast areas that cannot be considered, strictly speaking, cities, but on the contrary, 
only human settlements, as defined by United Nations Habitat.8 

In this historical process, the city, understood as the space of agglomeration and 
social interaction, goes through multiple stages that can even lead to its death, as in 
fact happens, because it is a living organism. So, for example, if it loses its internal 
and structural conditions, such as life in common, the death of the city sets in. But 
also, if its condition as a living organism is not assimilated, it will not be understood 
that it is a process in which death is present. That is, the explicit practices that certain 
specific actors have to lead to the death of the city are unraveled. In general, they are 
carried out under established or liturgical practices in accordance with an explicit 
order, leading to the destructive end of the essence of the city. 

The urbicide, then, is a death or demise of a being that has life and that, therefore, 
can be susceptible to losing it. Moreover, because everything that lives has an intrinsic 
value inscribed in the meaning and principles of ontology (being and its properties), 
that is, in a condition of existence that is expressed according to its social, spatial and 
temporal expressions. Ontology, as a principle of the strata of being, is historically 
established through a close relationship between social and environmental aspects 
to conform an ecosystem, because the city does not exist independently of society 
(community) and of the place where it is produced (nature). In this way, the commu-
nity (society) and the territory (place) are the result of an indissoluble historical 
process. 

In addition, cities concentrate the largest number of people on the planet, which 
humanizes them. This implies overcoming the orthodox and hegemonic conception

8 Human settlement is a place where population groups are established in precarious shelters. These 
places do not become neighborhoods or part of the city, because they lack services, infrastructure, 
housing and public space. They are informal or illegal, which makes public policies ignore their 
existence. 
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of the city, inscribed in the rationality of an inanimate physical object or inert material 
(urbs), composed of a territory (urban structure), buildings (urban functions) and a 
set of infrastructures (material base of the city). In this way, it is indispensable to 
incorporate the essential condition of citizenship (civitas), which is formed in the 
public space (urbs), in order to make the city what it really is: a political community 
(polis). 

The starting point for this statement comes from the fact that men and women 
live in groups or communities, as they are social and political animals, due to their 
inability to solve their problems in isolation or individually. But they do so not only 
to survive, as is the case with animals, but mainly to live well. Therefore, it is not just 
any community, it is a political community (polis), because the city is not the simple 
aggregation of people or families, but rather the presence of citizens (civitas), with 
its rights and duties (sovereignty), governed by regulated institutional frameworks. 

Hence, the political community is contrary to the individualism that, for example, 
advocates the market (consumer sovereignty) as well as coming from the contrac-
tion and incoherence of the public (minimal state) and from the limitation of the use 
of public space (disturbance of social interaction). On the contrary, the city, under-
stood as a political community, shows the ways and forms in which urban society 
constructs the modalities of coexistence among citizens and their ties with the polis, 
as a territorial and political unit of representation. This is defined by Lefebvre (2020) 
from the right to the city, both in its use and in the participation of its actions. 

The city is a social construction born from the societal nexus that comes from 
conjugal life (home), domestic space (house), village dynamics (community) and 
citizen formation (public space) under a specific purpose: to live well. In this manner, 
the city is configured as the common place or town hall, where the house, the village 
and the public space coincide at the same time to form the political community, with 
the purpose of producing “the happy and virtuous city proposed by Aristotle (Carrión 
and Cepeda 2021). 

If the purpose of living well is not achieved collectively (city of the commons), 
an urbicide process is structured, with which, human rights as a whole are violated, 
particularly the rights of nature (environment) (Acosta and Martínez 2009), the rights 
of the city (Carrión and Cepeda 2021) and the rights to the city (Lefebvre 2020; 
Harvey 2013; Carrión and Dammert 2018). If this happens, the rights of citizenship 
as a group are violated, because their lives are associated, such that if one of them 
fails, everything collapses; then cities lose many of their virtues, conditions and vital 
characteristics. 

If citizenship acquires the rights OF and TO the city, as is already happening per 
se,9 this means, on one side, that the land and the environment receive an explicit 
social function, which means that they establish a relationship between society and 
the ecosystem in a univocal and balanced way, that is, of the city with nature and

9 The right to the city has gained ground in Latin American societies, first from the institutional 
perspective, when it was enshrined in the constitutions of Brazil (1988), Ecuador (2008) and 
Mexico City (2018). But also internationally within The New Urban Agenda (2016) and the Habitat 
International Coalition (HIC). 
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vice versa, and on the other side that the urbe be capable of self-regulating, which 
supposes having its own resources, competences and policy: self-government. It is 
with autonomy; otherwise, it is impossible to satisfy the rights to/from the city. 

Therefore, when this happens, that is, when the collective rights of the citizenry 
are violated, there must be a political community capable of interpreting urbicide as 
a crime, in order to correct the behaviors which are opposed to living well and to the 
common sense of the polis (political community). This means, in an unpostponable 
way, having to typify urbicide as a crime, included in the penal codes of our cities 
and countries, because it is not a common homicide but a murder. In the meantime, it 
is worth asking: Who is responsible for the deterioration, destruction, abandonment, 
erosion of the city? Who should assume the costs of all that this implies? What cities 
are emerging after these crises? 

These phenomena have been little studied, although they have some important 
antecedents that should be highlighted. Francoise Choay (2009) states that since 
the beginning of the twentieth century, some European cities began a process of 
deconstruction, through certain factors related to urbanism, which provoked a sudden 
modernity with, for example, the new road axes in Paris (Haussmann) or the widening 
of Barcelona (Cerdá). Along the same lines, but in the United States of America, 
Jane Jacobs (1973) analyzes life and death in cities, based on the weight of the 
motor car, the predatory verticalization and the insecurity of certain urban places 
in New York City. Likewise, some analyses have tried to explain what is lost, due 
to the effects introduced by: real estate investment (Huxtable 2010), destruction 
by dispossession of housing and population expulsion (Berman 1987). These are 
analytical processes that study the erosion or negative impact on cities, but which 
seek an explicit theoretical interpretation, because they remain in the observation 
and description of the facts. But, in addition, they cannot find a common dialectic 
that intertwines them and leads them in the same direction, both analytically and 
resolutely. 

Subsequently, since the second half of the last century, new analyses appear 
describing the processes of negation of the previous urbanization by the installa-
tion of a new one, provoking the destruction of the old. But it will be in other cases, 
such as those of the wars, that this new theoretical approach is explicitly consolidated. 
There appear authors such as Coward (2006, 2008) and Graham (2002) who interpret 
the violent destruction of the material and human in the urbs, taking the example of 
the Aleppo wars in Syria. Likewise, the phenomena of terrorism is analyzed, espe-
cially of the Twin Towers in New York-USA (Shaw 2000; Campbell et al. 2007), 
something similar but not explicit is the case of Sendero Luminoso in Lima, as well 
as the violence in Medellín-Colombia or Celaya-Mexico, as in other cities of the 
world, where there have been relatively similar phenomena. 

In recent times, some authors, such as Carrión (2014a, b), have added to this 
trend the processes of gentrification, colonization of memory and de-urbanization. To 
these thematic inputs, it would be necessary to include the negative impacts coming 
from the natural phenomena of volcanic eruptions (Armero–Colombia), earthquakes 
(Santiago–Chile), climate change (New Orleans–USA) or even plagues (Spanish Flu) 
and pandemics (COVID-19) (Herscher 2006; Carrión and Cepeda 2022b), among
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others. With all these thematic entries, the multidimensionality of the phenomenon 
and of the concept of urbicide appears. 

In this way, the characteristics of the death of the city have been present throughout 
history, albeit with different expressions. Perhaps, for this reason, at least three 
organizing inputs of the area can be found: 

. The first, coming from the explicit phenomenon of the negation of the negation 
(Hegel 1977), as it occurred throughout history when a city dies to give birth 
to the appearance of a new one. This process expresses the successive character 
of development through a process of substitution or negation of the old. But it 
should also be noted that in many cases vestiges of the previous phase remain 
to form what could be called a palimpsest.10 This happened, for example, with 
the cities of the Inca Empire, such as Cusco and Quito, when, during the Spanish 
conquest, they were (re)founded with other logics that denied the previous ones. 
It also happened with the end of the walled city, which gave way to the emerging 
modern city, with the rupture of the limits or walls, to open up to what would later 
be known as the urban region or metropolitan area. These processes are inscribed, 
following Borja, in that: “Periodically, when change seems to accelerate and is 
perceptible in the expansive forms of urban development, the death of the city is 
decreed”. 

. The second, born from the spatiotemporal adjustments and transformations 
(Harvey 2013), where the generalized problems of the presence of motor transport 
stand out, which breaks the pedestrian and proximity logic of the city, causing 
the development of suburbs (that is, less than a city), of dormitory cities (expres-
sion of the non plurifunctional nature of the urbe) or of car cities, where large 
road axes for motor vehicles dominate over demands on a human scale (North 
American and European urban highways). These phenomena occurred at the end 
of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth century, which continue 
to this day, provoking the destruction of social interaction and of the city’s own 
dynamics. 

. The third, originated by the obsolescence or destruction of the essence of the 
city, where, on the one hand, external phenomena stand out, such as wars that use 
them as scenarios or places to settle political, cultural and economic conflicts. But 
also, on the other hand, internal events, born of the modification of ecosystems 
(pollution, climate change), of the sense of community on which the production 
of real estate projects is based according to profitability, located in the peripheries 
or in urban centers (densification and gentrification); and of the impulse of the 
dynamics of consumer sovereignty that produces fragmentation and segmentation. 
It is about intrinsic processes to the city, which took place 40 years ago, originated 
in the decade of the eighties and inscribed in the globalization process, which tend 
to erode the original sense of city as civitas.11 For they were alerted more than

10 According to the DRAE, Palimpsest is: “Ancient manuscript that preserves traces of a previous 
writing that has been artificially erased”. 
11 Civitas, from Latin, means city, that is, the organized community where citizenship is integrated 
and where it satisfies their rights. 
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half a century ago by Lefebvre (2020), when he stated: “The city is, therefore, 
everything that is experienced, known, represented, built or destroyed as a city. 

With this background, the current peculiar destruction of the city, which has never 
been so evident, is analyzed. In this process, these three explanatory ways converge 
and they do it from the concept of urbicide, as an analytical category. The purpose 
is to interpret and explain the processes of annihilation, destruction, degradation 
and contraction that have been occurring within cities, from a multidimensional 
perspective. Additionally, to understand these processes within dynamics that occur 
deliberately and not by chance or by natural logic, because behind them there are 
social, economic, public and cultural forces that explicitly drive them, with clear 
logic and order. 

Therefore, it is about different forms of un-urbanization or denial of urbanization, 
which tend to question the meaning of urban agglomeration, through the modality of 
sub-urbanization, which is nothing more than an expression of something inferior to 
the city, deduced from the prefix sub, which produce precarious human settlements 
in Latin America, and of high income in the United States of America and Europe 
(dormitory cities, which are not cities). What is clear is that under no point of view 
it is the production of a city that allows its inhabitants to live well. 

As a counterpart, there are the compact zones within cities, which are forming 
large interstitial voids, increasingly extensive and complex, in the manner of what 
Marc Augé (2008) defined as the non-places and Carlos de Mattos (2010) as the  
artifacts of globalization, which managed to attract strong capital investments and 
produce important urban brands, but not collective processes of urban integration, 
denying, then, the sense of city. 

Finally, during its evolution, the existing city is denied in order to give birth to 
a new one. This happens in certain spaces within a city, such as those native or 
foundational places, where local society tends to reject, stigmatize or abandon them, 
configuring what could be denominated as urban patricide, that is, a process of denial 
of the historical origin of the city or of a particular space. It is a way of negating 
the past, whether remote (origin) or recent (modernity). This is the case of historical 
centers, ports or beaches, from which cities initially emerged, not only do they turn 
their backs on them, abandon them, but also degrade or kill them in the collective 
imagination. This is a process where cities tend to deny their original act, physically 
or symbolically, producing deterioration, destruction and denial. 

1.3 The Structure and Content of the Book 

This publication has an expository logic that is structured in ten sections, in which 
each of them represents a thematic approach to the concept. It begins with a first 
theoretical–methodological approach to the process under several inputs and finishes 
an epilogue that seeks to systematize the process in order to open the debate to an 
inverse logic of how the city has been thought, but with an optimistic sense. In
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the intermediate sections, the different topics that articulate this methodology are 
developed in a direct way. 

This means that the book should be read in its totality and under the proposed 
sequential order. With this, a complete and comprehensive conceptual construction 
of the phenomenon is structured, that is, a theoretical notion, anchored in multiple 
heterogeneous realities, built from an inductive point of view, from different themes 
(environmental, economic, social, institutional), as well as types of cities (European 
or Latin American), which coexist as a whole. It is, then, the result of a collec-
tive construction project, where the parts integrate into the whole, to produce this 
theoretical and methodological contribution for the understanding of cities, from 
contemporary perspectives and paradigms. 

The book starts with an exhaustive reflection in theoretical and historical terms 
to subsequently identify the processes that have followed the construction of the 
category urbicide, in order to place it in the present time. It continues with the 
sections that show the different dimensions of urbicide, exposed in the different 
chapters, which follow the logical sequence of the exposition, to later describe, in 
its interior, the articles that compose it which emphasizes that the intention of the 
book is the collective construction of the concept under its theoretical and historical 
discussion, as well as its specificities occurring in reality. 

In that perspective, the book is structured with the following chapters or dimen-
sions of analysis: ii. positioning of the concept and its multidisciplinary and epis-
temological inputs; iii. annihilation of commonplace systems, it is, of public space; 
iv. deterioration of the material basis of the city; v. dissolution of social cohesion as 
gentrification and inequality; vi. degradation and abandonment due to social condi-
tions and denial of history; vii. destruction of common life by violent phenomena 
(wars); viii. contraction of institutional frameworks such as deregulation and priva-
tization; ix. significant cases of study. This is in addition to the introduction and 
epilogue. 

1.3.1 Part 1. Introduction 

The handbook “Urbicide or the death of the city”, begins with a study that seeks to 
situate this thematic as a methodological theoretical framework from three central 
inputs: denial of denial, socio-spatial adjustments and transformations, obsolescence 
and destruction of the city; which then open up into six components of analysis 
(annihilation, deterioration, dissolution, degradation, destruction and contraction). 
This construction is framed within the current debates on the city, relating them 
both to the literature and to the critical positions they carry. Finally, it includes the 
presentation of the theme and the general characteristics of the publication.
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1.3.2 Part 2. Urbicide. The Death of the City 

The death of the city has a liturgical dynamic that is instrumented from both physical 
and symbolic perspectives, that is, from the material and the urban imaginaries, in 
an integrated, historical and structural manner. In this first part of the book, the basis 
of the paradigm of urbicide is constructed from six different but complementary 
approaches. It starts with a theoretical perspective assumed by Michael Cohen and 
Fernando Carrión, then with the historical entry elaborated by Eduardo Kingman and 
Susana Anda. Subsequently, it continues with the vision of the crisis developed by 
Mercedes Di Virgilio, then with the presentation of the theme of disaster (COVID-
19) by Roberto Falanga and Joao Ferrao, and concludes with the vision of urban 
imaginaries by Alfredo Santillán. 

The construction of ideas and urban theories structure the scenarios that, according 
to Michael Cohen, can generate the life or progressive death of the city and, within it, 
of the citizens. Thus, the way in which the city is assumed by public and private actors 
makes them responsible for the strong impact on urban production and/or destruction. 
Highly changing and vulnerable urban territories develop multiple moments of crisis 
that, according to Mercedes Di Virgilio, become a challenge for Latin American 
cities. There, the housing crisis, which is structured under the neoliberal thesis, as an 
effect of the constant urban growth, does not mean processes that allow a dignified 
condition to house citizenship. Likewise, Roberto Falanga and Joao Ferrao suggest 
that the impact of pandemics in cities must be assimilated under certain public powers, 
which generate ambivalent processes, both destructive and constructive, toward the 
management of disasters of these global characteristics. 

In that sense, Fernando Carrión suggests that cities are crossed by multiple threats 
originating in the territorial, symbolic and social spheres, leading to dramatic effects 
that generate forces of social resistance. In this sense, cities are built and destroyed, 
according to Eduardo Kingman and Susana Anda, to contribute to the proposal 
of urbicide from the historical perspective, and with it analyze the breaking point 
between urban order and disorder, imprinting a distinctive seal on governance. So 
the processes of destruction that accompany the historical condition of the city have 
an important dimension in the urban imaginaries, according to Alfredo Santillán’s 
contribution, which adds a moral dilemma. 

1.3.3 Part 3. Annihilation: The End of the Public Space 

If public space is the city, it is experiencing its annihilation and devastation as a result 
of the processes of privatization, violence and exclusion, in the form of agoraphobia 
(Borja and Muxí 2003). The reality of the agony of the street due to the monopolistic 
use of the motor vehicle is evident, as well as the transfer of physical–material 
activities to the digital world of technological platforms, which have a global, virtual
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and private condition. In this sense, the group of chapters that make up this section 
discuss several turning points, all related to public space. 

According to Manuel Delgado, public space is managed as an ethical scenario 
of good citizenship, with a strong idealistic tendency of morality, leaving aside its 
conflictive essence. Then, certain logics of tactical urbanism appear as emergent, 
generating a conflict between urban culture and urbanistic culture, where the aesthetic 
and formal order the space, annihilating it, because they leave aside its real conditions 
to live in. 

On the one hand, the speed of cities generates inequitable ways of using and 
moving through them. According to Pablo Vega Centeno, Jeremy Roberts and Danae 
Roman, poorly designed sustainable mobility initiatives affect the daily mobility of 
citizens, as well as the lack of resources, control and appropriate public policies, 
since most of them reproduce the mercantile trend, which reduces the options for 
an adequate mobility for certain vulnerable groups. On the other hand, the direct 
relationship between urban production and the exponential growth of large mobility 
infrastructures is part of the displacement of weaker activities to the peripheries and 
the colonization of new urban territories. According to José María Ezquiaga, these 
models of individual mobility generate consumerism and degradation. 

This monopoly also has a territorial and temporal base that is built from the 
street, the avenue and the highway, according to Pablo Fernandez Christlieb, when 
it structures the social condition from these infrastructures that make it impossible 
to experience the city. Finally, according to Joan Subirats and Arnau Monterde, in 
the cities the transit of people, events and flows must be assumed in their global 
condition, for being immersed in a world of digital networks, so understanding this 
double condition or analogy allows us to analyze the trajectory that cities take when 
they enter into these logics of tension. 

1.3.4 Part 4. Decline of the Built Environment 

The relationship between the city and its environment builds an ecosystem that gener-
ates constant imbalances, especially when the city and its urbanization process dete-
riorate its surroundings, causing its own destruction. To understand this dynamic, five 
moments stand out, addressed in this part: the urban production of risk, described by 
Maskrey and Lavell; the construction of vulnerability by Marrero, Yepes, Salazar 
and Lara; the destruction of the natural territory by Beuf, Garcia and Quimbayo; 
the obsolescence of the urban material landscape by Reinoso and Martin; and the 
incoherent regulations to the physical, expansive and densified production by Ugalde. 

Capitalist urban production is a generator of risk, according to Andrew Maskrey 
and Allan Lavell, which is produced, accumulated and made visible in the urban 
structure, being an endogenous historical process. Therefore, risk and vulnerability 
in urban environments are factors created by human and collective action, as shown 
by Marrero, Yepes, Salazar and Lara, producing extreme situations, which come
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to qualify them as kamikaze (suicidal) cities. This process of accelerated urban-
ization at the beginning of the cities is still developing with new and particular 
capitalist logics. Large residential projects driven by private dynamics and located 
in protected areas, according to Alice Beuf, Jasso Garcia and Quimbayo, produce 
a high level of environmental degradation that simultaneously deteriorates the city 
and the environment. 

This urban spillage constantly mutates, producing the abandonment of territo-
ries where the relationship between urbanism and architecture, according to Reinoso 
and Martin, enters into conflict, producing obsolescence and expiration of material 
goods. In this and any other process, the regulatory function of the city govern-
ment determines the course of the relationship between city (artificial) and nature 
(originary), leading to Ugalde’s reflection in which he describes the permissive and 
incoherent effect of urban regulations that is responsible for the cyclical process of 
urban deterioration. 

1.3.5 Part 5. Dissolution of Social Interaction 

Cities behave like a factory that produces inequalities, preventing spatial and social 
integration. In this sense, the neoliberal logic of the city is determinant, as it dissolves 
into a constellation of discontinuous spaces. This social dissolution is evidenced by 
the loss of rights, the reproduction of inequalities, the segregation that expels the poor, 
the urban voids that generate social ruptures and the contemporary fractures caused 
by demographic and migration trends. In this sense, Patricia Ramírez Kuri analyzes 
public space and describes how the influence of urban neoliberalism destructs histor-
ical and cultural configuration of the cities and causes social damage. But the citizens 
create forms of articulation and vindicate rights. 

According to Ramiro Segura, the city is considered an organic form within the 
different modalities of existing contemporary urbanization, in this sense the city is 
made and unmade, and the author proposes that, from a double dynamic, on the 
one hand, the social and spatial powers that unmake the city and, on the other hand, 
the ways of remaking the city, the (dis)composition of urban life is generated. New 
demographic trends, in terms of aging and migration, transform territories and deploy 
new vulnerabilities. In this sense, societies that are at risk (social, political, natural) 
have developed important urban exodus processes in the last century, but opposite to 
this there is a strong movement of societies with purchasing power to less developed 
and more economic territories. 

For Juan Pablo Pinto, the trend of relocation of retired U.S. migrants to Latin 
American cities generates processes of segregation and destructive production 
of urban spaces, because of the influence of mechanisms of foreignization and 
colonialism that are not new. Meanwhile, according to Jesús González, Josefina 
Domínguez, Margarita Novo and Juan Parreño, the urban borders or limits that are 
configured within cities are the consequence of the segmentation of social classes that 
reproduce impoverishment and gentrification as delimiting forces. Finally, Andrea
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Catenazzi and Julieta Sragowicz approach a classic urban problem: the need for 
access to urban land generates new and, at the same time, vacant spaces, both in 
terms of their public, symbolic and social condition. 

1.3.6 Part 6. Degradation and Abandonment 

One of the major problems of today’s cities is the insufficient importance given 
to their inhabitants. Citizenship has lost its leading role in this configuration, even 
though there is no city without citizenship. This group of texts highlights two ways 
in which citizenship is destroyed: time (memory) and space (habitat). 

The symbolic (belonging) and symbiotic (integration) inside the urban material 
landscape means recognizing its value in time, but from its inverse perspective, 
because belonging and integration tend to be diluted, especially in sculptures, monu-
ments and nomenclature, which end up devaluing historical facts and producing 
oblivion. Local culture, according to Olimpia Niglio, is the “humus” of the commu-
nity’s life and represents the values that are transmitted through generations, which 
are often erased by foreign interferences, putting at risk not only the material condi-
tion but also the abandonment of the tradition and identity of the cities. Therefore, 
losing memory and history would mean losing cities, as stated by Salvador Urrieta 
and Verónica Zalapa. 

Socio-spatial transformations change local ways of life and since the end of the 
twentieth century have been depredatory, considering that some cities, due to certain 
factors, have been able to preserve their historical patrimony. Urban planning and 
policies are fundamental axes in preserving and revaluing local heritage, from the 
sense of maintaining memory and not abandoning the historical condition that cities 
have. 

Analyzing and understanding this temporality would also mean rethinking these 
spaces from their new logics. According to Francisca Marquez, the condition of 
public space of historic centers places them at a crossroads between the past and 
the present, where social revolts have transformed their principal function. In this 
sense, the author argues that public space is the site of resistance and dispute, but also 
the space for overcoming the historical–colonial matrix of power, which liberates or 
decolonizes. The transformation of the foundational centralities produces systematic 
processes of destruction, but also of resistance, in such a way that the constant 
depopulation they suffer is accompanied by development strategies, such as the one 
related to popular commerce, according to Inés del Pino. 

Finally, neoliberal urban production policies have generated, on the one hand, the 
production of private housing in the city. As Alfredo Rodriguez and Ana Sugranyes 
state, the apparent success of housing policies generated a new problem that is 
expressed in the “the ones with a roof”. On the other hand, the fragmented city that 
contains walled and privileged territories seeks, according to María Carla Rodríguez, 
strategies of resistance from self-managed urbanism.
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1.3.7 Part 7. Destruction of Common Life: Violence 

The increasingly powerful presence of acts of violence is a cause and consequence of 
the negative urban transformation and the destruction of the common life of citizen 
coexistence. In this group, urban violence, illegal markets and social vulnerability, 
both gender and territorial, are analyzed. Citizen insecurity transgresses interpersonal 
relationships, public and domestic spaces, becoming an urban planning principle that, 
for example, induces the construction of gated urbanizations with high rates of social 
exclusion. 

Wars destroy cities in their privileged places, such as spaces of urban social inte-
gration (public spaces), infrastructures (factories and mobility), symbolic expressions 
(monuments, libraries) and instances of connectivity (ports or transmission towers). 
From this perspective, terrorism strikes in the essential places of citizen coexistence, 
as do the illegal markets (drug trafficking) when disputing the territories of produc-
tion, transit and consumption of drugs. In addition, the city becomes a system of 
spaces for aggression and violence against women (femicide) and vulnerable groups 
(racism, xenophobia), as well as the increase in social vulnerability that is built in 
our cities. Terrorism, war and illegal markets (drug trafficking) have an impact on 
coexistence places and put into dispute the territories, turning them into zones of 
conflict, conquest and continuous struggle. 

Violence is a factor that manages to transform the city to the point of generating 
restricted and inaccessible zones, according to Alfonso Valenzuela, which makes 
that time (hour, day) and place become correlating factors to certain crimes. In other 
words, the geography of crime allows the understanding of the lack of protection of 
citizens and the economic contraction it generates. Urban violence can be seen as 
the result of the way criminal organizations affect, control, destroy and reconfigure 
urban life and its spaces. Arturo Alvarado’s approach is based on the fact that the 
power strategies of these illicit markets expand to populations, governments and 
even urban infrastructures, producing the control of territories, as well as strategies 
of exploitation, occupation and destruction of space. 

The accelerated transformation of society and its territories reveals urban violence, 
which has been invisibilized for a long time. Border cities, for example, as Mauricio 
Vera and Luis Alfonso Herrera explain that generate a process of gradual destruc-
tion with their peers where the geopolitical dimension of control produces desolate 
scenarios of destruction, while the dimension of the imaginary finds opportunity 
in complementary asymmetry (Carrión and Enríquez 2022). Finally, the struggles 
for equality and equity vindicate the role of excluded sectors in cities, in order to 
guarantee the right to use and enjoy the city for women, migrants and everyone. 

The city, configured from a patriarchal logic becomes a system of spaces of 
aggression, exclusion and violence against women. According to Nora Libertun de 
Duren, Diane Davis and Maria Lucia Morelli, the daily experience of women in the 
city shows how its management can, directly or indirectly, prevent or allow violence 
against the most vulnerable citizens. These dynamics destroy the development of 
urban, common and collective life, restricting, expelling and violating citizenship.
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1.3.8 Part 8. Contraction of Public Management: 
Privatization 

City government is a fundamental element in the production of urbicide, insofar as it is 
permanently under two complex forces of destruction. On the one hand, the loss of the 
sense of representative self-government, both due to the centralist visions of national 
states, as well as the process of globalization with the presence of virtual service 
platforms. And, on the other hand, the processes of privatization or deregulation that 
leads to have cities that apparently function by themselves (automatons), with no 
other purpose than profit and the abandonment of the social sense. Without leaving 
out the mediocre and erroneous urban policies, lacking of collective city projects, 
in this chapter, there is an analysis of the powers that rule in the city (capital) but 
without leaving aside the role of local public management, which contracts in such a 
way that it abandons its social logic of government. There, the transformation of the 
production and management of urban infrastructures, related to valuation, described 
by Beatriz Rufino, stays consigned. 

Neoliberal policies have transformed the way infrastructures are produced, 
financed and managed, entering into a global and private logic, based on a ficti-
tious capital function (financialization). Certain interests and powers put the life of 
the city at risk but, according to Marcelo Cortí, despite the fact that this is not the basic 
condition of the city. The attacks and threats to which cities are exposed come from 
the decisions of public policies, which according to the author are either erroneous, 
due to ignorance or a nefarious conscience, under a State that facilitates capital, 
or that introduces a mistaken notion of subsidiarity and abuse of urban planning 
strategies and tactics. 

Mariona Tomas introduces the lack of understanding of urban territory (social, 
territorial and political) from its metropolitan condition, which induces logics of 
failure, since this scale is not conceived institutionally and in management policies. 
In this sense, Paulina Cepeda proposes that contemporary logic has produced sudden 
disasters and transformations in social and spatial trends, assimilated as an urban 
shock and not as an urban revolution. This incapacity or abuse generates that the 
city collapses simultaneously from the processes of un-urbanization and mainly of 
carelessness. Finally, Alan Middleton argues that governments become tools for 
destruction, for example, when managing rehabilitation and modernization policies 
that generate an impact on informal sectors to the point of expelling them, thus 
displacing other negative externalities. 

1.3.9 Part 9. Urbicide: Cities Cases 

Finally, it is interesting to incorporate to the debate and discussion of the proposal 
of the category urbicide in some specific cases of cities, where this process is clearly 
observed. This is to indicate not only that there are processes of urbicide in certain
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areas of the cities or in certain central themes of them, but also processes that affect 
the cities as a whole. For example, there is the death of the city resulting from the 
change in the model of global accumulation, which makes uncertain the functioning 
of a city like Detroit. This city of the automobile is used to produce vehicles within 
itself, whereas now the decentralized logic of assembly is promoted. 

The loss of capital status due to the emptying of the functions of the state appara-
tuses located in the city of Rio de Janeiro generated an unusual impact. According to 
Mauro Osorio, Maria Helena Versiani and Henrique Rabelo, the aspects of the city’s 
trajectory that give it the seal of capital status and its economic development condi-
tions have generated marked inequalities. The exclusion of the integration processes 
in the European Union (Brexit) generated negative effects in the city of London. 
In the opinion of Pablo Sendra, cultural diversity in the neighborhoods is typical 
of London, and he analyzes the relationship between urbs and civitas that allows 
replacing it. According to Luis Fernando González in Medellín, the decade of the 
90’s has been marked by terror and urban violence process accompanied by drug 
trafficking investment. The logic of the city of the XXI century socialism in Caracas 
shows us the hardships it lives in all orders, as Alberto Lovera states, and neither could 
miss Santiago, where it is possible to speak, according to Loreto Rojas, Alejandro 
Cortés and Daniel Moreno, of the absence of “city due to the high territorial division 
of its government (36 autonomous communes without an integrating government), 
which shows that there are “cities that are never constituted as such because of the 
fractionation of its government and territory. Finally, Pedro Jiménez analyzes the 
historical centrality of Barcelona and the process of urbicide argument on real estate 
financial destruction. 

1.3.10 Part 10. Epilogue 

To conclude, it is interesting to close the publication with an optimistic view of the 
future of the city. From the sense of Urbicide; it is intended to denounce the key 
elements of the death of the city to, like the phoenix, project its best development 
guidelines, in order to achieve the good living of the population; that is, to provide 
it with a common sense of citizenship, in order to live happily and in peace. In that 
sense, according to Victor Delgadillo, social groups imagine better futures for cities, 
based on social capacities to resist adversities, by recovering collective memory and 
identities. And Saskia Sassen states that this condition is the result of the destruc-
tive power of capital, where local governments guarantee this process, producing 
abandoned territories and even with inhabitants in dead lands. 

All this directed towards the need to build new and more democratic ways of 
sustaining accumulation processes that promote social cohesion, with cultural and 
political objectives to end up with the identity, symbols and collective memory 
concentrated in the cities.
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Part II 
Urbicide. The Death of the City



Chapter 2 
Urbicide. The Liturgical Murder 
of the City 

Fernando Carrión Mena 

¿Has the city died? Globalization is what is killing it now. 
Before it was the metropolization that was developed with the 
Industrial Revolution. And before it was the baroque city, which 
extended outside the medieval enclosure. Periodically, when 
historical change seems to be accelerating and is perceptible in 
the expansive forms of urban development, the death of the city 
is decreed. 
Borja, J. 2003:23. 

Abstract Urbicide is a new analytical category that allows us to understand urban 
processes from the opposite angle to the one that has been hegemonically understood 
until now: urban development. It is about the liturgical assassination of the city 
produced by identified actors that cause the death of a city, of certain parts of it, as 
well as of some strata of the urban population. They are destructive facts that come 
from the economy that fragments society and space, from the culture that denies the 
meaning of diversity, from wars that destroy the material and human bases, from 
the climate change that plagues its essence, from the politics that does not represent 
society, and from public management that denies the sense of common space or town 
hall. Four types of urbicide can be found: historical (law of denial), natural (climate 
change), anthropic (expulsion), and symbolic (toponymy). 

Keywords Urbicide · Urban development · Urban demolition · History 

2.1 Introduction 

Historically, the city is born when the population becomes sedentary; when it begins 
to take shape with the cultivation of the land in fertile places and with good river and 
land connections; when the concentration of the economic surplus begins in a few 
hands and in certain specific spaces; when the city was not just in the countryside, 
but was from the countryside (Mundford 1938).
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Archeological studies determine that these processes occurred around 
10,000 years before the Christian era. From that time to the present, many cities were 
born and all changed, because they are a historical elaboration. They also express, 
with unparalleled richness, that the city is the most significant and important product 
built by humanity throughout history. 

Currently, more than 4200 billion inhabitants live in cities, representing 57% 
of humanity and with a tendency to continue increasing (UN-HABITAT). To this, 
demographic phenomenon must be added the concentration of most of the world 
economy: more than 80% of the planet’s Gross Domestic Product (World Bank1 ) is  
incubated within it. Additionally, it should be noted that politics is also fundamentally 
urban, not only because of the concentration of voters and candidates, but also because 
of the weight of existing problems, which leads to cities directing global processes. 
That is, the large urban agglomerations and the vast complexity of their territories 
make them the great centers of political power and command of world economies. 

The process of urbanization of the planet has led to the city having an unparalleled 
role. If in the nineteenth century the empires were the great actors of the world and 
in the twentieth century the States, for this twenty-first century, it is clearly the 
cities. Never before have they achieved such a significant position and presence. The 
processes of decentralization of the state, the demands arising from the territories, as 
well as the presence of a strong global inter-urban institutional framework (UCLG, 
UIM)2 have contributed to this. Hence, the cities have such a role that has made 
them one of the three most important strategic actors worldwide, together with the 
decomposing States and the large global corporations on the rise (Sassen 1998). 

These characteristics of overcrowding and globalization of urbanization generate 
a series of problems as a counterpart, ranging from: urban inequalities that demand 
spatial justice, the presence of climate change that requires a modification of the 
current model of urban development and increases in citizen violence that modify 
social interaction. They are difficult phenomena to understand, because they contain 
a very large and diverse variety of pathological situations. 

This extermination comes from wars, from the colonization of capital in the built 
space, from the increase in the ecological footprint that induces climate change, from 
mutations of the population due to aporofication (Carrión 2022), from gentrification 
processes, among others, typical of the city or that occur in it. 

Unfortunately, this set of realities shows us that the city can not only wear out, 
but also produce internal dynamics of destruction. In the same way, if this reality is 
not acted upon or is ignored, the only thing that can happen will be its decline, and 
in fact, it is happening now. 

Hence, it is essential and necessary to enter into the discussion of this process, 
which is contrary to what has always been in the field of cities, based on urban 
development. Even more so, this methodological input has obscured the reality of

1 https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/overview. 
2 International relations between nations are overcome, and interurban relations are established 
between cities. 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/urbandevelopment/overview
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the permanent destruction that is embodied within cities throughout history and the 
world. 

If a comparison is made with medicine, which in general terms studies life and 
its pathological vicissitudes, some interesting conclusions can be drawn. Medicine 
is the discipline that identifies problems of the human body (diagnosis) to then carry 
out prevention or healing practices, in order to reduce the death of people. In the 
case of urbicide, we can say that it is similar: It must serve to identify problems 
with the aim of correcting them, in order to prevent the city from dying. This means, 
first identifying urban pathologies, to then heal them, to which must be added the 
principle of justice, due to the prevention it entails and the results it provokes. A 
vision of this type demands that the events that occurred be penalized so that they do 
not happen again, and when that happens, they can be understood in their real legal 
and historical dimensions. 

The area or focal point of analysis is the city, but from a perspective that arises 
from an inverse methodology to the one that has traditionally been used. An attempt 
is made to understand it from a little-explored angle and in a completely different 
way than it has been done until now, to focus less on production and more on its 
destruction, on what is lost or contracted: that is producing a change of method: less 
from the value of what is created and more of what disappears and squanders; less 
about how the city is produced and more about how it is destroyed, less about what 
is gained and more about what is lost; less from memory and more from oblivion. 
This means an entry from the causes of these processes as well as the effects they 
cause. 

All these processes of destruction can be understood and understood under a new 
analytical approach to the city, where the concept of urbicide tends to be central, 
because it locates the fact and explains it within the framework of why the city is 
lost. But it is also a look from the hope that shows that the negative must disappear so 
that city-making prevails. Ultimately, it is about understanding the structural causes 
of its self-destruction, in order to understand it better, in order to subsequently act 
and think less about pessimism and more about optimism; as well as to confront it, 
counteract it by generating alternative proposals. 

It is a deep look at the city from an unconventional point of view, since it is about 
knowing and analyzing what the city loses due to the action carried out by its own 
urbanites, both in the sphere of its production and its consumption. This position is 
directed toward its improvement, showing the face that is not seen but is lived by 
many, so that it can be the basis of a city for the people. It is a vision that assumes 
that the city does not have a linear sequential evolution, nor that each of its parts can 
be understood in isolation. It is a comprehensive phenomenon with history. 

The category urbicide or the death of the city contributes theoretically and method-
ologically to its knowledge, as well as to the design of urban policies to neutralize the 
perverse effects. It is a methodological theoretical castling, which integrates the nega-
tive forms of the city in order to contribute to its positive construction. Thus, the most 
current theories and analyzes on the progressive death of the city are incorporated to 
build its reversal.
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For this purpose, this article has an expository logic with the following four 
sections: first, where the historical background of the urbicide concept is presented; 
second, in which an approximation to the urbicide concept is attempted, third, where 
the types of existing urbicides are described, and the last one, where some general 
conclusions are elaborated. 

2.2 The Trajectory of the Formation of the Urbicide 
Concept: Background 

It is important to follow up on how the concept of urbicide has been procedurally 
constituted over time. According to the existing bibliography, urbicide can be used 
to interpret past times as well as current ones. 

The formation of the  urbicide concept has followed a logic with different thematic, 
methodological entries and moments, which until now has not been clearly defined. 
The existing literature is very dispersed, fragmented and varied, so much so that it 
is necessary to systematize and integrate the contributions made since its inception. 
Despite this, some clearly identified entries can be found, coming from an itinerary 
through the fields of literature, social sciences, urban, environmental and violence. 

To understand the origin of this concept, some significant background information 
can be reviewed, which begin at the turn of the nineteenth century to the twentieth 
century when the processes of deconstruction of the city begin, due to the presence 
of certain factors from modernity. There they are, for example, the weight of the 
motor car and the growth of citizen insecurity. In this perspective, the emblematic 
case of Paris is located, where there is a process of urban deconstruction, originated 
in the changes promoted by the proposal of Haussmann’s road axis,3 which led, 
according to Choay (2009), to the qualifications of post city or post-urban era, which 
would give way to the divorce of the civitas with the urbs, typical of the closure of 
a cycle. Simultaneously, but in New York, the impact of urban regeneration projects 
is being experienced, which today could be classified as part of project urbanism 
(Carrión 2022), interpreted in the classic text by Jane Jacobs (1973), Death and 
Life of Great American Cities, a fundamental reference in the interpretation of these 
processes contrary to the sense of what the city is. The two cases come from different 
realities, although they have a common factor: urban policy actions are decisive in 
inducing the processes of destruction of certain places in large cities, although in 
their interpretation the concept of urbicide is not explicitly present yet. 

Subsequently, and at the beginning of the second part of the twentieth century, the 
first explicit reference to urbicide appears, but not within the interpretation of urban 
processes. In this case, the use of it will come from the space of literature, thanks to 
Michel Moorcock who adopts it in his novel called “Eric: Dead God’s Homecoming” 
(1963).

3 It was a proposal that destroyed 75% of the original urban fabric and produced a compartmental-
ization of the urban social fabric (Marchand 2002). 
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Later, in the 1970s, the concept of urbicide sought an explicit space within the 
Social Sciences, when it timidly entered the interpretation of the urban restructuring 
processes that occurred in some US cities. This is the case of Ada Louise Huxtabl 
(1972), who analyzed the destruction of certain places in New York, within the 
framework of modernity introduced by the aggressiveness of real estate investments, 
superimposing on previously existing constructions. Then, Marshall Berman (1987) 
did the same, with the description of the destruction of the South Bronx, also in New 
York, in the sense of housing dispossession, with the consequent expulsion of the 
population, under the phenomenon of gentrification, as described by Glass (1964) 
for the city of London. 

A totally different entry to the previous ones comes from the effects produced by 
wars: that is, from a phenomenon relatively external to the city, which makes it a 
strategic place, as the scene of a conflict. This is the case of Sarajevo (1982–1995), 
where Marshall Berman (1987) uses it explicitly to describe the destruction and siege 
of the city, which caused the loss of 36% of its population. This conceptual entry 
served to interpret the destruction that occurred in other cities as a result of so many 
war actions: situation that occurred at the beginning of this century with authors such 
as Coward (2006), Graham (2002) who describe the violent destruction produced by 
wars in the material world of cities. From this moment on, urbicide is projected with 
a connotation of violence against the city, an important thing, but still restrictive or 
reductionist. 

More recently, with the expansive processes of globalization and urbanization 
developed within the new pattern of accumulation, authors such as Carrión (2014a, b, 
c) return to the concept to interpret what is happening in the central and consolidated 
areas of Latin American cities. But, additionally, also from the end of the century, 
in the set of urban structures, to analyze the processes of gentrification, colonization 
of memory and de-urbanization in the region, which lead to the interpretation under 
these same guidelines of urbicide (Carrión and Cepeda 2021). 

In the twenty-first century, there are strong negative impacts on cities, generated 
by destruction, erosion and massive deterioration, coming, in this case, from the 
effects caused in the relationship of the city with the ecosystem in which it is based. 
Here are, for example, in the forefront, the causes and effects of climate change, 
which produce floods, alluviums, hurricanes, as well as, on the other hand, fires and 
droughts that strongly affect life in cities. 

There is also another thematic entry, which is clearly delineated from the eighties 
when the reform of the State, the logic of the market, globalization and the develop-
ment of new communication technologies entered with force, producing significant 
processes of alienation, which they generate urban dynamics contrary to city life 
and urban well-being. With this, the components from which urbicide is outlined 
are more clearly delineated; that is, defining the entrances to the massive, selective, 
sectorial or partial death of the cities. With this, it is possible to define, analyze and 
process the deep causes that are behind this dynamic, as well as visualize them and, 
above all, seek to restrict them (Carrión 2014b). 

From this brief journey through the history of urbicide, two types of original 
sources can be systematized: the first, from external causes to the city, such as wars
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or imbalances produced in nature. And the second is the result of intrinsic problems 
or the internal structure of the city. But there may also be a combination of the two, 
as occurred with the zoonotic pandemic of COVID-19, which produced one of the 
greatest deaths in history, as it was an urban disease that was imported and became 
a community disease. Behind all these phenomena, the issues of vulnerabilities that 
cities have are present, which makes it very difficult to counteract or mitigate their 
effects. 

From this journey, it can be concluded that its conceptual formation is in the 
making and that the amplitude of the field is significant. But, without a doubt, a lot 
has been done, so much so that today it is possible to publish this book. It should also 
be noted that it has been very useful that it has been considered as part of the Social 
Sciences, to understand urban processes. However, it is necessary to work on its 
methodological theoretical condition, even more, to understand its effects within the 
current globalization process. And today, it is much more necessary because cities 
have never been destroyed so massively, selectively and under a great diversity of 
situations, all of which can be understood within the concept of urbicide: being its 
antidote: the right to the city (Harvey 2013). 

2.3 What Do We Understand by Urbicide? 

As a starting point to attempt a theoretical approach to the concept of urbicide, a very 
important difference and relation is established between urbicide and urbanicide, 
because some authors use them interchangeably, as if they were synonyms. However, 
it is important to make a distinction, for which we follow the arguments of Marcela 
Lagarde (2006) to differentiate femicide and feminicide.4 

From this perspective, it can be affirmed that urbicide is the death of the city, while 
urbanicide is the death of the city without public, private or community institutions 
doing anything to prevent or remedy it. It may even be the case that the institutions 
themselves are the cause of urbicide, with which its effect is double. Urbanicide 
can come from urban policies, in some cases, originating from the imposition of 
explicit actions that cause urbicide or, failing that, from maintaining a position of 
negligence, complicity or silence. It is a proposal that explicitly integrates local, 
national and international institutions, by omission or by explicit action. 

In other words, there is urbanization when there is no impediment or, even, when 
institutional subjects in charge of ensuring its development promote it directly. Thus, 
there are cases in which the institutional framework has not reacted to, for example, 
the overthrow of the Library of Alexandria, the bombing of Baghdad and the tourist 
invasion in Venice, the construction of large residential towers in downtown Santiago

4 According to Lagarde (2006), femicide is the murder of a woman for being female. Femicide, 
on the other hand, occurs when the set of criminal acts against women occurs in a framework of 
silence, omission, negligence and inactivity of the authorities. 
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or the emptying of society in the Historic Center of Quito.5 Moreover, in many cases, 
their own actions have been those that have deteriorated the accumulated wealth of 
heritage throughout history. 

The term urbicide is a concept composed of two words that have Latin roots: urbs, 
which the synonym of city, and cide, which refers to death or massacre; that is, to 
the death of the city. But it is not a natural death or a homicide, it is rather a murder, 
because it is an aggravated homicide, committed with premeditation and treachery6 : 
nor is it the end of the city, as many have predicted. 

Urbicide does not refer to the death of all cities, nor to the end of the city as a 
complex reality; but, rather, to the murder of a city or certain essential components 
and dynamics of it. These are processes, not facts or specific milestones, which are 
generated recurrently in cities, so much so that certain territories manage to adapt or 
survive, while others inevitably die. 

Urbicide is the liturgical and deliberate murder of the city, carried out with premed-
itation, order and explicit forms. It is produced through actions promoted by identified 
actors that devastate or destroy the urbs, that is, the systems of significant places of life 
in common: squares, monuments, libraries; infrastructures and services; the civitas, 
due to the negative impacts on society and citizenship with the loss of rights; the 
polis, because they annihilate the institutional frameworks of government through 
processes of privatization, deregulation and centralization. 

In principle, it is expressed under a multidimensional logic that has, among others, 
the following components: (i) The dismantling and annihilation of the systems of 
common places, that is, of public spaces (violence, privatization, agoraphobia); (ii) 
the destruction and deterioration of the material base of the city such as infrastruc-
tures (war, risk, vulnerability); (iii) the dissolution of social cohesion (gentrification, 
inequality, fragmentation); (iv) the degradation and abandonment of urban spaces 
(gaps, degradation, inactive); (v) the annihilation of institutional frameworks and the 
design of a type of urban policy (deregulation, flexibility, privatization); and (vi) the 
breakdown of the environmental balance (climate change, pollution, expansion of 
the agricultural frontier). 

The destruction process can be selective or massive, through events in one or 
several cities, in one or some infrastructures, in an area or in a group, in a social group 
or in a community. With urbicide, the processes of urban destruction are questioned, 
in the form of a punctual necrosis, that is, the death of an area (a neighborhood); an 
infrastructure (housing); or a service (health), specific to the city. As it can also be 
ubiquitous, to be located in different places. And additionally, it can occur under a 
general necrosis, resulting from the death of a city due to natural (Pompeii), anthropic 
(Detroit) or war (Sarajevo) effects. 

So, urbicide makes it possible to understand, among others, the phenomena of 
unemployment in urban areas, loss of memory due to modernization, colonizing

5 In 1990, the population of the Historic Center of Quito was 81,384 inhabitants, and 20 years later, 
it was reduced to 40,913 (Del Pino 2013). 
6 According to the RAE, it is understood by: Homicide: “death caused to one person by another.” 
And Murder: “to kill someone with treachery, cruelty or for a reward.” 
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gentrification and the negative impacts introduced by the neoliberal city, by orga-
nizing territories in the manner of a constellation of discontinuous spaces (Castells 
1999). 

Additionally, it is possible to verify the processes of devastation of the public 
(privatization), strengthening of the private (market), change of the domestic (culture 
at home), dissolution of the social (violence) and decomposition of the urban structure 
(project planning). This contributes to the analysis of urban problems, as well as 
to raise the breaking point in the theoretical approaches of urban studies and city 
management policies. 

In this way, urbicide allows us to understand urban processes from a reverse way 
of how they have been studied and prefigured until now: urban development, design 
and planning. It is the production of a change in the research method (it does not 
replace it) and in the design of urban policies (it does not replace it either). It is about 
understanding the city through the origins of its own destruction, to confront them 
for its benefit. For example, in the current context, with the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
global city suffered a significant urban shock, which produced an important change 
in the paradigms of understanding the city, coming from social interaction (civitas), 
from the public space (urbs) and the formation of the political community (polis). 

Urbicide should be involved in urban development, with considerable weight, 
because it tends to explain the reasons why the city erodes. Therefore, it is a criti-
cism of urban development models that strengthen inequalities, fragmentation, and 
exclusion. As well as that they affect climate change, preventing social resilience, 
conceived less as satisfying the needs of the population and more as capital subject 
to valuation. That is why, for example, the anti-seismic capacity of buildings is seen 
as an expense, as is the acceptance of the fragility and vulnerability of the city. 

It is about understanding the city through the causes of its own destruction (struc-
ture and essence), to show how the prevailing city model is producing this nega-
tive effect. Therefore, urbicide does not simply serve to document or notarize the 
phenomenon: nor just to understand and describe it. It is basically to act on the city, 
to correct its anomalies, in such a way that they do not happen again. 

It is a critique of the dominant models of urban development, with the aim of 
finding the dynamics of a new urban reality, which allows it to restore the sense of a 
good place to live happily, and not to undermine the quality of life of its population, 
the well-being of its neighbors and the good life of its citizens; more urgent because 
now it is conceived from a perspective that does not allow the sense of city to be 
strengthened; because its condition as a mercantile and business object prevails. 

It is about critically showing how in the prevailing city model one can find the 
hope of a new urban reality, which will return to the city the sense of a good place 
(utopia); in short to be the starting point for what Aristotle said so many centuries 
ago: 

The city emerged because of the necessities of life, but now it exists to live well. 

Urbicide is a destruction that does not operate as a synonym for the disappearance 
or the end of the city, as some authors believe would be happening. The figures of 
homicide (criminal act of killing a person), genocide (act of extermination of a social
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group) or femicide (execution of a woman for gender reasons) do not mean that they 
lead to the end of humanity. Likewise, urbicide is not the end of the city, but of certain 
parts of it or of those cities in particular that have been attacked in different ways. 

It is not about its natural death either, because it occurs with premeditation, 
treachery and an explicit order. So much so that it is a deliberate and liturgical 
process, behind which there are public and private actors and citizens (urbanites). 
That is why it is not a homicide but a murder, which should even be classified as a 
crime, included within the penal codes. Even more so, if the right to the city is regu-
lated in some national constitutions and has also been recognized by the New Urban 
Agenda, approved by 193 countries in 2016. And especially if there are already envi-
ronmental, patrimonial crimes and paralysis of public services, among others, and 
if not, who is responsible for the deterioration, destruction, abandonment, erosion 
of the city? If they are not typified, they will continue to occur in a general and 
permanent way. It is necessary to hold the perpetrators of urbicide accountable, not 
only to reduce the phenomenon, but also to try to end it. 

It is clear that the concept cannot be understood in a linear way; because it does 
not have an explicit sequence; because it can go forward or backward; nor because 
it has a particular historical condition. But it must be taken into account that cities, 
being historically produced, were born at a specific moment and developed over time, 
they can, at a particular moment, produce something superior or, simply, perish. 

An additional quality must be added as well: Its death, under the figure of urbicide, 
is accompanied by the sense that the city not only dies but also kills, as Eduardo 
Kingman states, in his article in this book. An example of this quality occurs when 
the city violates the ecosystems in which it is part of, causing climate change, which, 
in turn, violates the city: that is forming a cycle of circular causation consisting of 
the city producing environmental changes, which tend to destroy the city itself, in 
the form of an explicit boomerang. The phenomenon of the COVID-19 pandemic 
also clearly illustrates this. 

2.3.1 Toward a Typology of Urbicide 

The murder of the city comes, as has been described, from diverse conditions and 
situations, although always with the same general logic. Therefore, the set of them 
must be ordered, in such a way that it can be understood in its dimension and speci-
ficity. For this purpose, a classification has been made with four particular types of 
urbicides or subentries that make it up, each one with its particular nuances. 

The first comes from a historical perspective (historical urbicide), where each 
city, in its evolution, can find phases in which the birth of a city is inscribed in 
the death of the previous one, establishing an evolutionary continuum. The second, 
originated in an entry born in the relationship of the city, as an artificial product, with 
the environment in which it operates (natural urbicide). The third, coming from the 
human conditions that order the city (anthropic urbicide), are proper to the essence
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of the city or, failing that, from the outside, such as wars; and the fourth, originated 
in symbolic situations (symbolic urbicide). 

Historical Urbicide 

In the evolutionary process of cities, the presence of multiple stages is observed, 
typical of the existence of different historical moments. Hence, historical urbicide 
has to do with the need to understand and diagnose the main problems that cities 
embody throughout their time continuum, that is, of its constant transformation. 

From this perspective, there is a stage of death of a city that gives way to the birth 
of a new one, but within it, which testifies that urbicide is part of the life of cities and 
not its end. It also shows that the city is a historically determined product, where in 
one phase there is one city and in the next there may be another totally different one: 
in short a city that dies and another that is born simultaneously; that is, a process in 
which one city gives way to another, but within it. It is a dynamic that is inscribed in 
the law of the negation of the negation, which embodies the progressive character, 
in the sense that the old gives way to the new (Hegel 2004). 

Thus, we have, historically, that the death of the classical city gave rise to the 
emergence of the modern city and in this the global city originated. As a testimony of 
this process are, among other cities, the cases of Rome. Paris, London and Barcelona, 
which are a perfect sample of this trajectory. The interesting thing is: In each of them, 
the successive sequence of cities can be read in the form of a palimpsest. 

It is a dialectical process that, according to Engels (1951), can be explained within 
the so-called Law of the negation of the negation, where the superior degree eliminates 
or denies the previous one, being present the nascent and the expired, the new and the 
old simultaneously (palimpsest). In urban terms, this proposal is verifiable in the fact 
that every city implicitly carries its own negation. Unfortunately, this phenomenon 
in the urban area has been little studied, which has prevented a better understanding 
of its historical evolution, which is not linear at all: but rather the opposite: that the 
death of the city is a structural and permanent component of its life. 

Thus, we have, for example, how in the medieval city the walls are demolished 
to deny or violate the ordering of the character of a compact city, inscribed in 
specific limits, for refuge and defense purposes. In the city of the industrial age, 
its urban structure was prepared for mass production, mechanized and concentrated, 
far from rural areas, where there are inputs and energy sources at low prices and 
in a dispersed manner. Against this, the anti-urban and anti-industrial criticism was 
born, for producing too large and polluting conglomerates, which destroy human life 
(Engels 1976). 

And now, in these last forty years, with the global city (Sassen 1998), urbicide 
has become more evident from this historical perspective, as it accounts for the 
destructive events that hang over it, mainly due to the weight of the logic of the 
market, of technological innovation and of global competition. 

From this moment, urbicide seeks a space within the Social Sciences, to inter-
pret and explain the processes of massive and selective destruction that have been 
occurring within cities at a planetary level.
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Natural Urbicide 

Natural urbicide is based on the fact that the city is an artificial product produced by 
humanity, governed by social laws, while the environment, in which it is inscribed, 
does so based on natural laws. But now, humanity lives in a new nature, born of mutual 
links that break the balance, which produce problems or complex pathologies, which 
can lead to death. 

Natural urbicide is configured in the interrelation of the city with the environment, 
forming an ecosystem (Figueras 2013); that, when the balance of the pairs in the 
equation is broken, urbicide is present. Clearly, there are alterations in the logic of 
life in nature that have an impact on the city7 : but also some transformations in the 
functioning of the city, which negatively modify the behavior of the environment. 

More recently, with the so-called climate change, the city itself has become the 
cause (victimizer) and the effect (victim). This is because it is the space where 
some of the natural problems originate, but also in the place that receives the greatest 
impacts. Nowadays, cities are the main consumers of fossil fuels, as well as producers 
of greenhouse gas emissions, with which they become the origin and destination of 
urbicide. 

This means that cities are not mere passive victims of these events, but an explana-
tory part of the problem with which they die and kill. For this reason, it is the area 
where its exits must be found, an issue that if it is not assumed it will be the cause of 
urbanicide. For this reason, the city operates from urbicide as well as from urbanicide 
(passivity originated in its ignorance). This is because the current urban development 
models break the balance of the ecosystem, although in a different way depending 
on where they are located, be it in the countries of the South or in those of the global 
North. 

Vulnerabilities are largely the cause of social disasters, because cities not only 
generate imbalances within the ecosystem, but also are not prepared to face the 
boomerang that the logic of urban development prints. Hence, cities are not mere 
passive victims of these events, but part of the causal explanation of environmental 
problems, because the city not only dies, but also kills. 

In other words, urbicide comes from the attacks of nature, caused by different 
reasons, and has a varied expression in cities, for example, through events such 
as: earthquakes (Port-au-Prince, Haiti, Osaka, Japan), volcanic eruptions (Vesuvius, 
Italy, Antigua-Guatemala), hurricanes (San Antonio, USA, Havana, Cuba), floods 
(Quebec, Canada, Piura, Peru), fires (Valparaíso, Chile, Guayaquil, Ecuador), climate 
change (New Orleans, USA, San Juan, Puerto Rico) and droughts (Cape Town, South 
Africa, Chihuahua, Mexico). 

For this reason, the definitions of resilient cities or climate adaptation do not go 
to the cause of the problems, but only to the search for the adaptation of the city 
to supposedly natural phenomena, with which cities do not modify their ecological

7 In Ecuador, according to its Constitution, nature is subject to rights, as specified in its Article 71 
when it states that: “Nature or Pachamama, where life is reproduced and carried out, has the right 
to full respect for its existence and the maintenance and regeneration of its vital cycles, structure, 
functions and evolutionary processes”. 
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footprint (environmental impact indicator) but are adapted, producing more problems 
in the form of circular causation. 

There is a second expression of natural urbicide that has to do with the impacts 
from certain phenomena such as plagues (Bubonic, in Los Angeles, USA or 
Sydney, Australia), epidemics (Spanish, Fever, Kansas, USA, Berlin, Germany) and 
pandemics (COVID-19, in the world’s largest cities8 ), among others. What was inter-
esting about these phenomena were the hygienist tendencies that began to suffocate 
the negative impacts in cities, but unfortunately they are not maintained over time, 
because economic interests prevail over those of human and environmental value. 

Anthropic Urbicide 

Anthropic urbicide is born from the activities promoted by public or private institu-
tions, as well as by citizens, which alter the essence and structure of the functioning 
of cities. In short, it originates from the introduced pathologies, which may be of 
economic, cultural or political origin, through two determinations: one, coming from 
its own structure (internal factors) and two, from outside of it (external factors). 

From the interior, part of the essence of the city, the causes of its destruction or 
urbicide can be understood. In this, the following statement by Lefebvre is clear: 

A city is, therefore, everything that is experienced, known, represented, built or destroyed 
as a city. 

In this perspective, there is a variety of situations, among which are those related 
to urban violence (Carrión and Velasco 2018), where the following stand out: 
common violence, which erodes citizen coexistence as occurs in Caracas-Venezuela 
or San Pedro Sula-Honduras; the violence of illegal economies (drug trafficking) in 
Medellin-Colombia, Naples-Italy or Culiacan in Mexico that impacts daily living; 
and discriminatory violence (gender, xenophobia) that affects public and domestic 
spaces, with the case of Ciudad Juarez in Mexico standing out. And we cannot fail 
to mention the cases of urban terrorism that annihilate social interaction and affect 
certain specific spaces in cities, such as in New York, USA, on September 11, 2001, 
or in Lima-Peru with the actions of Sendero Luminoso. Some particular aggressions 
can also be highlighted, for example, from the blowing up of a bridge (Toledo, Spain), 
the attack on Churches (two churches burned in Santiago, Chile) or vandalism against 
the signage or the nomenclature in the Historic Center of Quito, Ecuador, or in the 
city of San Luis Potosi, Mexico. 

Additionally, they can come from pathologies originating from the weight of 
economic logic. Here, for example, the reform of the State leads to undermine the 
self-government of the city through the centralization of powers and privatization 
processes, which functionalize urban planning, conceiving it as part of the urban 
planning of projects (Special Zones of Urban Development). Similarly, the dynamics 
of the market take weight, especially, linked to real estate businesses above the 
satisfaction of the basic needs of the population (Santiago, Chile; London, Great 
Britain).

8 This is the case of what has recently happened with COVID-19 in most cities on the planet (Carrión 
and Cepeda 2021). 



2 Urbicide. The Liturgical Murder of the City 37

The phenomenon of inequalities has been tremendously devastating, as the gentri-
fication processes can testify; that is to say, of the population changes due to the 
expulsion of those with low economic resources, producing verticalization of certain 
places of exception, eroding memory and increasing the economic returns of capital. 
With gentrification, places of memory are colonized, the pre-existing physiognomy 
is expelled, the historically constituted ways of life are modified, and the previous 
daily life is killed, as has happened in London, England, and Santiago, Chile, among 
many other cities in the world: nor can we fail to mention the weight that a sector of 
the economy such as tourism has been acquiring especially because of the impacts 
it has brought; now is called touristification (Calle 2019). These processes radi-
cally change the daily meaning of the city, as occurs in cities such as Venice, Italy, 
Barcelona, Spain, or Cusco, Peru, with devastating effects, because they homogenize 
internal supply with external demand and they empty the population originally from 
the historic centers and imposes foreign currency on local markets; it is enough to see 
these effects in Havana in Cuba. The idea that tourism is an industry without chim-
neys is not sustainable, because it is highly polluting, so much so that it produces 
urban devastation. 

Within the inequalities it is necessary to take into account the phenomenon of the 
unprecedented presence of the so-called closed neighborhoods in almost all cities 
(gated communities), their excuse is that they guarantee the citizen security of the 
area, which abounds in residential segregation, it erodes the sense of public space and 
produces ghettos (Caldeira 2017), as occurs in many cities, such as Buenos Aires, 
Argentina (Countries), São Paulo, Brazil, Bogota, Colombia, and Quito, Ecuador. 

A large part of these inequalities are built on the basis of evictions and disposses-
sion, producing the denial of universal access to the city and the functional disartic-
ulation of the city. These are processes that today are generalized under the concept 
of urban extractivism, which has to do with the appropriation by real estate corpo-
rations of the speculatively produced income, the expulsion and displacement of 
the low-income population, environmental imbalances and institutional degradation 
(Vásquez 2017). 

Another of the degrading factors has to do with the weight of the motor car, 
producing various direct effects in the city, which are: the monopolization of the 
road infrastructure, the reduction of public space (parks, sidewalks, equipment) and 
the redirection of urban planning toward demands of capital and not of those coming 
from the population. North American cities like Miami or Detroit are the best and 
most obvious example; but also, for other reasons, the cities of Bogotá, Mexico 
or Lima, where there has been a notable drop in speed, generating dysfunctional 
pathologies. And, as if that was not enough, it is the cause of air, land and water 
pollution in cities. 

Also, in the line of anthropic urbicide, the actions of structures originating outside 
the cities are presented, such as wars and economic or political conditions that, 
without a doubt, severely and directly affect them, because it is not only the scenario. 

In contemporary wars, the cases of Sarajevo, Bosnia, Aleppo, Syria, Gaza, Pales-
tine, or Kyiv, Ukraine, among many others, can be verified. However, they all have
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a common distinctive element: These wars, unlike the previous ones, are fundamen-
tally urban wars, where there is a high density and diversity of the population. This 
new condition makes wars more destructive in material terms and more painful in 
terms of loss of human life. Perhaps, Hiroshima and Nagasaki are the most extreme 
and terrifying examples of the double urbicidal effect: of the material and the human. 

Due to the sense of tragedy caused by wars, some authors ended up linking urbicide 
with the crime of genocide: first because they cause massive deaths of urban dwellers 
and second because the destruction of the material base of a city directly affects the 
life of its population. In other words, the destruction of the material base of the city 
leads to the annihilation of the human being, because it is destined to satisfy the basic 
needs of the population. There are the blows suffered by the infrastructure (transport, 
drinking water), services (education, health), production (goods, information), public 
space (squares, parks) and the government (institutions, policies). 

These destructive effects tried to be nuanced by the definitions of wars. For 
example, preventive wars, promoted by President George W. Bush, such as those 
that occurred in Afghanistan and Iraq, or the necessary wars, produced in Syria 
and Libya by President Obama (Nobel Peace Prize) or the so-called Arab Spring in 
Tunisia and Egypt. This set of wars are nothing more than euphemisms that end up 
justifying the impact on spaces for social integration, the destruction of the material 
base of the city and the massive loss of human lives. 

In the case of the general economic effects, it can be exemplified with the crisis 
experienced in Detroit, USA, under the presence of a new model of accumulation 
of the automotive industry worldwide, which introduced the logic of assembly.9 It 
can also be verified with the meaning of national policies, as happened in Cuba with 
the precariousness of Havana, because the revolution placed more emphasis on the 
countryside than on the city. The case of Rio de Janeiro in Brazil should also be 
highlighted, which lost its status as capital, due to the transfer of this representation 
to the city of Brasilia. 

It is worth pointing out that many economic policies originating in national states 
directly affect the life of cities, for better and for worse. The city becomes the stage 
where the institutionality of the economic system is expressed by imposing itself 
over the meaning of the social system. 

This institutional weakness not only calls into question its structural condition, 
but also becomes an additional element for the destruction of the city.10 In other 
words, heritage destruction, institutional weakness and conceptual obsolescence, in 
the framework of globalization, configure a situation marked by the production of

9 Detroit, a symbol of the industrial power of the USA and of the American dream, goes bankrupt and 
begins to run out of economic activity and population. The city was called “motor city because it was 
the mecca of the automobile industry in the USA and the world, a cutting edge in the development 
of that time. However, it began to die due to the change in the logic of production at a global level: it 
is inefficient to have all the links in the production cycle concentrated in a single space: Detroit. For 
this reason, assembly was imposed, which is nothing more than bringing the places of production 
closer to those of consumption, seeking to improve competitiveness worldwide. 
10 The hegemonic paradigms have been functional to these processes. For example, thanks to 
tourism, gentrification and conservation policies, among others. 
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oblivion, which could well be characterized as a global crisis of heritage; very similar 
to the one produced after the Second World War,11 with the difference that it was 
located in Europe and the current one is deployed in a generalized way in the terri-
tory and ubiquitously12 ; which is possible because the globalization of heritage has 
occurred, thanks to the scientific–technological revolution in the field of communi-
cations, the declarations of World Heritage,13 the weight of international cooperation 
and the homogenizing tourism that breaks borders. 

Symbolic Urbicide 

Within symbolic urbicide, some determinations can be found that tend to affect 
the life and structure of cities. They come from various orders and from different 
constructions, as can be illustrated with the meaning of toponymy, perceptions and 
urban imaginaries. 

In this perspective, there are certain instructive cases around urban toponymy, 
converted into a powerful instrument of symbolic urbicide, in at least two  forms:  the  
names of cities and the nomenclature of public spaces. Regarding the former, at least 
two singular entries can be found: the first originating from colonial subjugation and 
the second from the internal conflicts of the countries.14 

The mutation of the names of a city has a logic and an explicit meaning, which 
has been a regular practice throughout history. There are the names of certain cities 
that illustrate these processes. The modification of the name of a city tries to kill its 
past and mark a new reality, in the manner of a historical urbicide, that is, inscribed 
in the law of the negation of negation, where the metamorphosis of the name of a 
city redefines a new form of possession, of dominion, but also of belonging.15 

In these cases, it represents a change of hegemony, expressed in the struggle 
for toponymy, where symbolic urbicide makes a lot of sense, because it gives the 
inhabitants of a city a sense of belonging. It is the feeling that instills the notion of 
homeland,16 but it can also produce a displacement toward another denomination, 
which represents a different city.

11 A very similar situation was experienced with the Second World War in Europe, which gave rise 
precisely to a very strong impulse of the theses of monumental restoration and reconstruction. 
12 Humanity has experienced three great patrimonial conjunctures: the first with the first modernity, 
the second with the World War and now with globalization. 
13 At the moment, there are 187 cities considered world heritage, which decides to form the Orga-
nization of World Heritage Cities (QCPM), to exchange experiences, disseminate knowledge, and 
generate technical assistance, among others (ovpm.org/main.asp). In addition, it should be noted 
that currently (2013) 981 sites are cataloged: 759 cultural, 193 natural and 29 mixed, in 160 countries 
around the world. 
14 The original names of the cities made reference to the places where they were located, to the 
vocations, to the religious, natural or social symbols. 
15 “On the map of Europe, we find the same names as in the Middle Ages, we admire the long duration 
of these urban constructions that are named Paris, Naples, London, Milan, but also Barcelona, 
Prague, Zurich…” (Choay 2006). 
16 According to the dictionary, Homeland is: “Place, city or country where you were born.” 
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The cases of the names of colonial cities in Latin America are directly linked 
to the founding processes of Spanish cities. The foundation is a colonial act of 
construction of a new administrative base of the territories,17 to reorganize their 
domination politically, socially, economically and militarily. In this case, it is done 
in previously existing cities, to which the original name is replaced by an additional 
one of Spanish origin, precisely to symbolically show the colonial domain. 

In these cities, their foundation goes hand in hand with the imposition of a name, 
in many cases composed, where the name of the conquerors goes first and then the 
original. There are the examples of San Francisco de Quito or Santa Fe de Bogota. 
But there are also those of Santiago de Nueva Extremadura, Chile, (originally with 
the Inca name of Laja, which disappears with the foundation); then, Nuestra Señora 
de La Paz, Bolivia, that was also imposed. However, the names of Mexico City, 
Mexico, and Cusco, Peru, still survive, which kept the original, due to the weight of 
the Inca and Aztec culture in those locations. 

In the case of the change of the names of cities, originated by internal conditions 
to the countries, perhaps the most interesting, although not unique, is Russia, Soviet 
Union, with the city of Saint Petersburg. This name was originally given in homage to 
Peter the Great, its founder, in the seventeenth century. With the outbreak of the First 
World War, the German sound of the name was eliminated, to be renamed Petrograd. 
Then, it acquired the nomination of Leningrad, ten years after the death of Vladimir 
Ilich Lenin, Leader of the Soviet revolution (1917), with all the ideological weight 
that this change implies18 and with the elimination of its capital status. Later, in 1991, 
it recovered the initial name of Saint Petersburg, within the framework of Perestroika. 

What is perceived in this process of transformation of the names of cities is that 
the denomination can deny a type of city and give birth to another; but it always 
goes hand in hand with other changes, for example with the colonial imposition of 
the foundation of cities (the Spanish Crown in Latin America), with the change of 
political regime (Franco in Spain, Lenin in the Soviet Union) or with the functional 
modification of the city capital (Río de Janeiro). 

The change of the nomenclature in the public space is also very revealing. It 
transits from the first moment when it is marked by the customary logic, coming 
from the society that names according to perceptions, traditions, and features of the 
place or the daily life of the population. This is how we have the names of the streets 
of silver shops or butcher shops; also from the Sol or Grande squares; or from the 
neighborhoods of La Pradera or Bellavista. 

But, subsequently, the commemorative determination penetrates, with which it 
is sought to implant and legitimize the official history (of the dominant), above the 
socially constructed one. In this case, a different order is imposed on society, thanks

17 Currently, there is an inverse process, described as colonial, which is expressed, for example, 
in the overthrow or destruction of commemorative monuments. These are the cases of Christopher 
Columbus in almost all the cities of the continent (Buenos Aires, Mexico City, Quito), as well as of 
the founders of cities (Benalcázar in Cali or Jiménez de Quezada in Bogotá) and of certain generals 
such as Baquedano in Santiago. 
18 Volgograd, or city of the Volga, is the initial name, to later give way to Stalingrad (1925–1961) 
and, finally, with the fall of the Soviet regime, return to its original name. 
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to the fact that the city is the most important instance of socialization. With this, the 
names of women or indigenous people are made invisible or ignored, while the names 
of soldiers or conquerors are consecrated through authoritarian imposition. In other 
words, uniformity is established that denies the essence of the city: its heterogeneous 
structure, which is the basis for respect for difference. 

Another interesting case to be analyzed within symbolic urbicide is the one that 
originates from what could be called the conflict over language. It is in the colonial 
logics of power, as well as in authoritarian visions. This is the case of the dictatorship 
of Francisco Franco in Spain (1936–1975). In his authoritarian policy, he sought to 
impose the hegemony of the Castilian language over regional languages, for example 
in the Basque Country, in Valencia or in Catalonia. For this purpose, he uses the 
nomenclature of the cities, forcing the use of the Spanish language in the public 
space, as well as exalting certain historical facts typical of his political sign: in other 
words denying local languages and imposing a questionable historical view. 

In Spain, the names of the streets and squares that were castilianized have not 
been completely reversed. There are the examples of 51 streets in Valencia and 52 
in Madrid that changed (also in Barcelona and Bilbao), to reconcile memory with 
history. In Barcelona, the names of the streets begin to be feminized and to recover 
their Catalan meaning. 

The case of Xátiva-Valencia should be highlighted. In 1707, Felipe V, ordered 
“to have it ruined to extinguish its memory” through the burning of the city, the 
irrigation of salt in its supply fields and the change of its name to Colonia Nueva 
de San Felipe. But history resists: Felipe V, is in the Museu de l’Almodí in Xátiva 
in a painting placed upside down, as an act of repudiation. This fact has become 
the emblem of the city and of the Valencian progressive and nationalist movements 
precisely in order not to lose memory. The dictator Franco also wanted the name of 
the city to be Játiva, in Spanish, but its inhabitants keep it as Xátiva, in Valencian. 
Undoubtedly, the conflict over the words, the language and the tradition inscribed 
in the toponymy of the place comes from the need to maintain identity and sense of 
belonging (Mascarel 2019). 

Urbicide additionally comes from symbolic constructions called urban imagi-
naries. In this area, within Latin America, the greatest imaginary that exists in the 
city is that of fear, converted into an urban principle that liquidates public space 
(agoraphobia), producing the so-called closed urbanization or urbanization of walls, 
which leads to the loss of public space and community life.19 It also reduces time, 
space and life in society. 

And another powerful imaginary is the one of territorial stigmas (Wacquant 2007), 
inscribed in urban segregation and fragmentation, which end up generating social

19 The walls in the cities, in their diffuse peripheries or, even, in the compact city and in its central 
zones, respond to the same logic. It is not about protecting free citizens but about excluding overex-
ploited or marginalized social sectors. The supposedly protected ones are locked up in their neigh-
borhoods; they are generically called: “closed neighborhoods”, “gated cities, “private urbanizations, 
etc. In some cases, the names are sufficiently explicit, such as “El Encierro (The Confinement).” 
This closed population renounces the city to defend its position of privilege with respect to the 
excluded sectors. 
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grievances, leading to the denial of the other (otherness), putting an end to alterity, 
a substantial base of the city. In this way, for example, what is called the dual 
city formally composed of exclusion is established: the formal city/informal city or 
legal city/illegal city, which ignores the existence of the illegal and informal, being, 
paradoxically, a considerable part of the Latin American city (Hardoy and Satterwaite 
1987). 

2.4 Conclusions 

Urbicide is a daily reality in today’s cities, originating in the liturgical murder of 
the city. A set of social and institutional forces participate in it with the decision to 
make it happen, for which they draw up explicit strategies. The economy seeks the 
efficiency of the city, in order for it to become a space for business and profit. Politics 
uses it for the purposes of domination and hegemony. Wars have it as a setting for 
settling exogenous situations. The changing nature lies in wait for it with an explicit 
schedule. 

All this is possible thanks to the concept of urbanicide, which makes the process 
more regulated and liturgical, both to destroy the city and to ignore the processes 
that undermine its existential foundations. Behind these processes are explicitly a set 
of public, private and social institutions—local, national and international—that do 
nothing or do very little to stop or, at least, mitigate the damage that has occurred. 
This means that behind urbicide there is an explicit order and actors that promote it. 

After the urbicide and urbanicide, there are explicit tensions or contradictions, 
which lead to shaping the death of the city. They can be located in the urban periph-
eries (sub-urbs) as well as in the consolidated areas (centralities): also in the internal 
logics of the functioning of cities, such as in the presence of property (patrimony), 
which gives the city a sense contrary to that of living happily or living well. Now, 
here are the main tensions or contradictions. 

Urbanization that does not produce a city 

Since the post-World War II period, urbanization in Latin America has accelerated, 
producing a phenomenon of concentration of the population in peripheral areas of 
cities, thanks to migration from the countryside to the city, which produced an urban-
ization without a city (urbicide). The cities were filled with human settlements that, as 
the name indicates, do not become part of the city, because they are simply deposits 
of people. It is about sub-urbs, that is, of spaces (urbs) that do not become cities 
(sub). 

Memory and history 

Remarkable transformation processes are experienced in the consolidated city, which 
lead to its degradation. There are located, for example, the initiatives of gentrification 
and touristification, as economic processes of valorization of capital, which tend 
to expel historically resident population and colonize memory. With this, the fight
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against memory is established from a double perspective: the deterioration of daily 
life and the destruction of the material and symbolic base of the city. In this case, 
the tension is inscribed between memory and history, expressed in the production 
of oblivion (urbicide), when in reality all times should be present simultaneously, 
configuring the value of history (Carrión 2022), with a sense of future or project. 
Urbicide leads to a memory without history, because it entails oblivion. Recovering 
memory means recovering the value of use and the value of history. More clearly: 
when conservation policies are established, that seek to return to the origin and not to 
the productive estate, the importance of adding time to the past is left aside (Carrión 
2022). 

The city that dies and the one that is born 

The historical condition of a city is structured on the basis of sequential moments, 
where the superiors deny the previous ones (historical urbicide). Currently, the global 
city tends to deny the modern city, with which cities are no longer urbanized but 
are urban regions. Much of this has to do with the weight introduced by strong 
technological innovation, which Bauman (2002) warned us about in his book on 
liquid modernity. In this sense, there is a need for cities not to forget what happened 
historically so that the memory of its destruction serves as a containment dam so that 
it does not happen again. 

Heritage of humanity and the market 

Cities are historic and everything in them is historic. Therefore, it is the place with 
the highest concentration of heritage. A condition of this type shows the voracity of 
capital, especially in those places where its presence and density is more pronounced. 
A situation of this type causes a position in which heritage is appropriated by the 
market, causing a notable change: the city assumes the strategic condition of business 
(capital valuation) and not of good living (urbicide), with which the sense of the 
heritage of humanity yields to the inclement market, which devours everything. 

Everything that happens after the urbicide has incalculable consequences. That is 
why it must be prevented. In this perspective, the thesis of the right to the city becomes 
an obvious antidote: first because it gives society the possibility of leaving for a 
different city, in terms of access to the goods, services and wealth that are produced 
in the city; second because it will be possible when the population represented in 
the city government can design the exits linked to the majorities; third, that you can 
think of a totally different city, based on meeting the needs of the population and 
not those of the market: good living; fourth, recover history so that the memory of 
its destruction serves to prevent it from happening again; and fifth a good citizen 
urbanism has to be installed.
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Chapter 3 
Death By Theory and The Power 
of Ideas: From Theories of Cities 
to “Smart” Cities 

Michael Cohen 

Abstract This chapter focuses on the power of ideas and how the adoption of certain 
ideas and theories serves as the substantive basis for policies. Ideas affect urban 
behavior. By themselves they do not “kill” urban areas, but their impacts in many 
forms and processes contribute to the worsening of urban conditions. The chapter 
cites the impacts of theories and concepts such as theories of legality which lead 
to exclusion, or intra-urban inequality; terms such as marginal; distinctions such 
as formal versus informal; and conventional economic concepts such as income, 
wealth, and investment. The use of these concepts in an international context of 
United Nations Habitat conferences, the adoption of Sustainable Development Goals 
and the New Urban Agenda, and growing concern about climate change raise the 
importance of clearly understanding how “theory”. 

Keywords Cities · Urban development · Urban policy 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the power of ideas and how the adoption of certain ideas 
and theories serves as the substantive basis for policies. Ideas affect urban behavior. 
By themselves they do not “kill” urban areas, but their impacts in many forms and 
processes contribute to the worsening of urban conditions. 

Theory is an important tool in helping us understand how the world works. Its 
greatest analytic power lies in explaining patterns of causation through demonstrating 
the relationships between concepts, showing why and how things happen within a 
world of great complexity. Its normative power comes from asserting how things 
should be and what social outcomes will be best for society and/or categories of its 
members. The difference between the analytic and normative voice is very important, 
because confusing how things work with how things should work is fundamentally 
different.
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If theory is a necessary component of positivist thinking, theory also poten-
tially has enormous negative power in asserting, often with unjustified certainty, 
that specific patterns of causation are the only reasonable and compelling explana-
tions for the origin and significance of phenomena. To say, simply, “no, it does not 
work that way”, is an authoritatively sounding assertion of fact. 

However, while such assertions are frequently not proven, they are nonetheless 
often accepted and disseminated by the great majority of people so that an assertion 
is transformed from a hypothesis to a statement of fact. This process is very profound 
and affects many spheres of human behavior, regardless of the extent to which their 
assertions are true or false. As a supporter of former US President Richard Nixon 
replied in 1973 after hearing about the Watergate break-in, “don’t try to confuse me 
with the facts”. 

This article examines how some theories applied to urban areas have had dramatic 
and long-term negative impacts on the management of urban areas, despite that their 
assertions are not either correct or proven. The consequences of these impacts can 
be characterized as contributing to the undermining of the quality of life of urban 
residents and, in the extreme, to “the death of cities”. 

If this assertion itself seems extreme, it is worth considering the relationship 
between ideas and specifically theoretical assertions and the existing levels of urban 
poverty, intra-urban inequality, environmental deterioration, growing challenges to 
public health, and increasing levels of unmet demand for urban services by urban 
residents. This essay suggests that ideas have a powerful role in determining public 
and private attitudes and understanding of urban issues. Further, it argues that some 
ideas have contributed to policies which have resulted in growing levels of depriva-
tion, conflict, violence and, in some cases, outmigration from specific urban areas. 
These phenomena should not be assumed to be “natural” or “costless” to the families 
concerned, but rather as a direct consequence of policies that have, in many cases, 
failed to understand and/or resolve these urgent problems. 

These issues are particularly relevant to the current historical moment for several 
important reasons: 

First, it is now more than five years since the global community met at the United 
Nations Habitat III Conference in Quito, Ecuador in October 2016, and adopted the 
New Urban Agenda, a 22-page list of 54 commitments made by national governments 
to support the sustainable development of urban areas (UN Habitat 2016). This docu-
ment is a noteworthy example of the application of theory as the remedy of massive 
problems at the urban level in countries around the world, when the “smart cities” 
movement gathers in strength, actively supported by technology companies, and 
the ubiquitous urban impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic suggest that relationships 
between cause and effect can be identified, understood, and even managed. 

Secondly, urban issues were included in the list of Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) adopted in 2015 by national governments at the United Nations General 
Assembly. The SDGs include a statement of global objectives about cities, in SDG 
#11, and targets relating to various urban challenges (UN 2015). SDG #11 is notable, 
because it does not include the words poverty, inequality, or productivity, all of which 
must be central concerns for cities and towns. Those issues are included in other
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SDGs, suggesting that, while they are important, the authors of the SDGs believed 
that it was possible to divide up objectives and not to insist, in the end of a long 
negotiating process, that the SDGs needed to reflect some level of integration. This 
issue will be discussed later in this article. 

Thirdly, the issue of which theories are appropriate foundations for urban policies 
by national and local governments is very much in debate. This debate has centered 
around the assertion that “smart cities” approaches can provide the basis for more 
“scientific” and “systematic” analysis of urban problems and the identification of 
solutions to address them. The subject of smart cities is largely based on the notion 
that more complete data and information about cities can become the basis of policy 
and budgetary decisions at the urban level. This is well-captured in the recent book, 
Urban Operating Systems: Producing the Computational City (Luque-Ayala and 
Marvin 2020) which presents the different analytic elements of how cities can be 
understood as computational spaces in which specific objectives can be identified 
and pursued using quantitative data. There has been a plethora of books about the 
promise of the smart city, as well as some very compelling counter arguments such 
as those provided by Adam Greenfield in Against the Smart City, (Greenfield 2013) 
who asserts that smart city approaches tend to assume that urban areas are homoge-
nous, are all the same, and thus do not recognize the importance of local differences 
whether ecological, cultural, spatial, material, or economic. He argues that smart 
city approaches are therefore reductionist and unable to identify what specific cities 
require in terms of policies. Greenfield’s position fits well with three decades of urban 
studies going back to the 1980s which articulated the singular importance of “the 
local”. Many scholars and observers have insisted on this local perspective (Lippard 
2007; Kemmis 1995). 

This debate has evolved over the last decade and now very much reflects the 
central role of digital platforms in organizing and managing data which are used for 
a variety of social purposes. A 2021 article on this issue is titled “Platform Urbanism 
and the Impact on Urban Transformation and Citizenship”, thereby asserting the 
central technological role of distinct digital platforms to produce different outcomes 
in cities as diverse as Singapore, Seoul, Rio de Janeiro, or London (Hanakata and 
Bignami 2021). 

A fourth reason for the importance of this issue is growing appreciation of the 
impact of cities on climate change as well as the effects of climate change on urban 
areas themselves. Rising temperatures around the world very much confirm that 
climate change is indeed a global phenomenon with growing impacts on all forms of 
life. Inferences from the scientific evidence about climate change can imply different 
policy directions for cities. 

Finally, a fifth arena in which the role of theory is very important is the experi-
ence and understanding of the COVID-19 pandemic in urban areas around the world. 
Patterns of contagion were first understood in terms of the role of population density 
as a contributor to higher rates of contagion. Later analysts observed that the different 
definitions of density at varying levels of scale suggested much more complicated 
patterns of causation, raising significant concerns. While some argued that density
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was “green” and therefore “better”, the need for “social distancing” to limit conta-
gion and reduce the demand for health infrastructure implied that density was to be 
avoided. 

All of these examples suggest that “death by theory”, therefore, is not simply a 
provocative title, but rather poses a much broader question: Does reliance on theories 
and explanations of urban behavior and phenomena lead to a situation where we can 
no longer see urban differences and, therefore, we implicitly accept the fundamental 
assumptions of smart cities that urban behavior is similar across urban areas? And 
going further, does a blindness to seeing local differences actually lead to bad policies 
that harm cities and their residents? 

3.2 Powerful and Dangerous Theories 

Given this context, it is worth examining examples of how some theories have 
proven to have had very dramatic and decisive consequences for urban areas. These 
examples are presented in this essay as a cautionary note to those who believe 
that well-articulated policies and examples of urban analysis can immediately be 
assumed to have positive effects. Rather, these examples suggest that the conse-
quences these theories legitimize can also become justifications and instruments 
for social exclusion, discrimination, stigmatization, and can institutionalize intra-
generational misery and deprivation. While some argue that we need an “urban 
science” or a “science of cities”, this article argues that the theories implied in such 
systematic approaches may actually have serious negative consequences for cities 
and their lower income groups. 

The essay briefly presents the following types of theories. 

3.2.1 Theories of Legality Which Become Theories 
of Exclusion 

One of the most powerful legal instruments in cities in developing countries are 
building codes. These codes, often inherited from earlier British, French, Portuguese, 
or Spanish colonial rule, legitimize certain kinds of buildings, the materials with 
which they are built, and their spatial and physical dimensions. Such codes describe 
what is “a proper house”, regardless of whether their costs are too high for 80% 
of the local urban population to pay. In some cases, these codes are more than a 
century old and bear little relevance to the current local economy, building costs, and 
the availability of urban land. Yet, these codes are vigorously applied by municipal 
authorities and force large numbers of urban residents to build housing which is “out 
of code” and therefore illegal. The bulldozer has become the logical consequence of 
building codes in some cities (Turner and Fichter 1972).
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In Buenos Aires, the local water supply company decided that it could not connect 
“out of code” houses to the municipal water supply system. The result was that 
families living in “out of code” housing were forced to pay higher rates for a liter 
of drinkable water, which they had to buy from private water vendors, than those in 
“proper” houses connected to the public water supply system (Cohen et al. 2004). This 
situation has been well-documented in Ethiopia, India, Indonesia, Yemen, Honduras, 
and many other countries, where poor households living in “out of code” housing 
pay private water vendors a multiple of the legal price for a liter of water. The result, 
as demonstrated during the pandemic, millions of urban households could not afford 
“legal” water, and, among other consequences, were unable to “wash their hands” as 
the World Health Organization was advising everyone on the planet to do. Indeed, 
in 2020, the United Nations once again repeated that there were more than 2 billion 
people without adequate water supply. 

In the 1980s—declared by the United Nations as the International Drinking Water 
and Sanitation Decade—more than 550 million people received potable water as a 
result of international assistance and national efforts. Yet at the end of the decade, 
more people did not have potable water than at the beginning of the decade.1 Popu-
lation growth and making it illegal for poor households to receive “legal water” 
contributed to this problem. 

The water example suggests that “theories of legality” within urban areas can 
become “theories of exclusion”, justifying why it is not “legally possible” to provide 
public services to homes which have been built with other materials. The human cost 
in health, longevity, labor productivity, and environmental sanitation is enormous. 

3.2.2 Theories of Recognition: Formality and Informality 

One of the major theoretical themes repeated in the economic and social literature 
is the dualistic distinction between the formal and informal sectors in employment 
and housing. This distinction was established in 1972 by the International Labor 
Organization’s Mission to Kenya to examine informal employment (ILO 1972). 
This was later followed by studies in India (Calcutta), Indonesia (Jakarta), Nigeria 
(Lagos), Philippines, Brazil (Sao Paulo), Cote d’Ivoire (Abidjan), and Colombia 
(Bogota) and first published in the academic literature in 1973 by Keith Hart in his 
article on economic activities in Ghana (Hart 1973). 

Forty-five years later, the ILO published another major report, in 2018, asserting 
that 60% of global employment and 90% of employment in developing countries 
was informal (ILO 2018). This stunning conclusion completely turns analyses of 
national economies on their heads by demonstrating that statistical evidence proves 
that the dualistic representation of national and urban economies has been completely

1 UNDP, International Drinking Water and Sanitation Decade, 1970–1980: Results, (New York: 
UNDP, 1981). 
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incorrect. Moreover, these analyses have generated a prejudicial attitude toward infor-
mality by national and local governments who believed that informal economic activ-
ities represented a minority of total activity and was, by definition, “not modern” and 
thereby not worthy of official recognition or policy support. 

Theories of informality have led, therefore, to a failure to recognize the reality of 
employment and income generation in most economies and this failure has under-
valued the enormous contribution of informal employment and production to national 
and global economic performance.2 If 90% of employment in developing countries 
is informal, and about 80% of GDP in most developing countries is generated in 
urban areas, one can conclude that both national and urban economies are heavily 
fueled by the informal sector.3 

Instead of focusing on economic policies to support formal sector enterprises, 
for example with loans for equipment or working capital, international agencies 
and national governments should have been recognizing the role of informal enter-
prises and alleviating their constraints on productivity. They should now ask who 
are the majority of employers and firms in economies and respond by affirming 
their support for informal enterprises. In simple terms, why should the majority of 
economic enterprises in developing countries be discriminated against while only 
10% of employment, in the formal sector, is considered the only legitimate source 
of income? 

3.2.3 Theories of Description: The Myth of Marginality 

Another example is the use of the term “marginal” to describe slum dwellers in Latin 
America. This theory of description, going back to the 1950s, was disproven in 1976 
by the North American social scientist, Janice Perlman, in her award-winning book, 
The Myth of Marginality, which demonstrated that slum dwellers in Rio were not 
unemployed, were not victims of broken families, were not promiscuous, and were 
practicing churchgoers (Perlman 1976). This research convincingly demonstrated 
that the characteristics of the so-called marginal populations living in the slums of Rio 
de Janeiro were not “deviant” or worthy of derision. Rather, the favela dwellers were 
poor people who, despite their low incomes, worked hard to improve their incomes 
and the lives of their children. The study contrasted sharply with the incorrect use 
of the descriptive term “marginal” by policymakers in Brazil and throughout Latin 
America. A follow-up study by the author in 2010 showed that this misuse of the 
term marginal continued to be incorrect (Perlman 2010).

2 For an excellent analysis of the process of recognition of informality, see Maria Carrizosa, Working 
Homes: Space-use Intensity and Urban Informality in Bogota, Publication # 28498120, Doctoral 
Dissertation, The New School, 2021. 
3 The assertion that 80% of GDP is generated in urban areas has evolved from the World Bank 
analysis in 1991 that 50% of GDP came from cities and towns. See Michael Cohen, Urban Policy 
and Economic Development: An Agenda for the 1990s, (Washington; World Bank, 1991). 
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3.2.4 Theories of Validation 

The use of derogatory terms to describe the urban poor not only reflects deep 
and pervasive ignorance in policy circles in Latin America and the interna-
tional community. It also challenges the methods by which most economists have 
studied, explained, and apparently misunderstood what was happening in developing 
economies. By failing to perceive the scale and magnitude of informal economic 
activities, these economists have deliberately ignored what must be contradictions in 
their own assessments of the scale and quantitative composition of Latin American 
economies. For example, how could they be accurate in projecting national economic 
performance if they did not have accurate estimates of 90% of economic activity? In 
what professional field can projections be made on the basis of 10% of the sample? 
This question raises serious questions about the integrity of these economic analyses, 
whether carried out at the national government level or in international agencies such 
as the IMF, World Bank, Inter-American Development Bank (IADB), or the Caja 
Andino de Fomento (CAF). 

Going further, if macro-economists calculate that 70–80% of GDP is generated in 
urban areas, this suggests that the majority share of national GDP is itself informal 
and, consequently, has therefore been badly under-estimated for decades. In fact, it is 
a shocking reality that economic analysis is so biased against informal employment 
that economists are unable to see what is happening in cities around the world. As 
a critic of economists in the World Bank once noted, “always certain, occasionally 
correct”. 

3.2.5 Theories of Profiling 

Theories of racial and ethnic profiling have become widespread justifications for 
police stopping and, in some cases, arresting people in cities around the world. The 
so-called stop and frisk policy of New York City Police under the administration 
of Mayor Rudolph Giuliani and then continued under Mayor Michael Bloomberg, 
proved to be a violation of the human rights of “people of color” in New York. 
Similar profiling occurs in other cities, such as Buenos Aires, where young dark-
skinned men from the Andes, whether Argentina, Chile, Bolivia, or Peru are similarly 
discriminated against by white Argentines. 

Theories of profiling have become increasingly dangerous over the last few 
decades, as the police murder of African Americans all over the USA demonstrates 
systematic police bias against people of color. The most well-known case of this 
profiling is the case of George Floyd who was murdered on May 25, 2020, by 
Minneapolis, Minnesota police. This case led to global protest marches and the 
conviction of Derrick Chauvin, the police officer who killed Floyd.
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3.2.6 Theories of Intra-Urban Inequality 

It is also very significant that, in the so-called post-COVID-19 environment, so 
many people are only now discovering the enduring power of intra-urban inequality 
in most urban areas. Structural racism and the role of informality have long been 
important features of so-called industrial societies. This is hardly a surprise. Indeed, 
the pandemic might be viewed as the symptom and not the cause of this realization. 
With millions of the urban poor deprived of adequate housing, clean water, sani-
tation, and health services during the pandemic, this lack of services has certainly 
contributed to the scale and severity of the pandemic itself, whether in rich or poor 
countries. A horrifying photo in spring 2020 of slum dwellers fighting for food in the 
Kibera neighborhood of Nairobi, the largest slum in Africa with more than a million 
residents, demonstrated the acute lack of food for the urban poor. This deprivation 
most certainly contributed to the contagion in the pandemic as malnourished people 
are likely to have weaker immune systems than better-fed populations. 

A critical dimension of intra-urban inequality is the difference in incomes between 
rich and poor in all cities. These differences reflect longstanding generational differ-
ences in economic and educational opportunities between rich and poor. School 
attendance and the quality of education are highly correlated with neighborhood per 
capita and household incomes. 

But they also reflect differences in the distribution of public expenditures by 
national and municipal governments. A study in the late 1990s showed that 11% of 
the population of Buenos Aires received 68% of municipal expenditures for infras-
tructure and public services (Cohen and Debowicz 2004). A conclusion of this study 
was that “if I know your zip code, I can predict the future of your children”. Similar 
patterns exist in many cities, even if such stark contrasts are rarely studied by urban 
specialists. As one Argentine colleague told me in 1998, when the article was being 
reviewed, “Doesn’t the same pattern exist in New York City?” The answer is most 
certainly yes. One of the zip codes in the South Bronx of New York City is the poorest 
in the entire USA and not surprisingly, the social indicators are far below averages 
within New York and certainly within the country as a whole (WHEDco 2021). 

This unequal concentration of public expenditures per capita stands in stark 
contrast to the average financial bonus received by Wall Street employees which 
reached $257,000 a year in 2021 (DiNapoli 2022). This payment is in addition to 
annual salaries and eight times more than the income required for a household of 
four to remain above the poverty line in New York City. 

It is against this backdrop that it is important to recognize that New York lost a 
million jobs in the first three months of the pandemic and that, more than two years 
later, many of these informal sector jobs have not yet come back. From 2010 to 2020, 
New York had experienced a massive increase in wages for labor at the lower end of 
the income distribution, but this was abruptly interrupted by the pandemic (Parrott 
2022). This unequal effect of the pandemic is supposed to be addressed by new 
municipal government policies as outlined in the new report by Mayor Eric Adams, 
“Renew, Rebuild, and Reinvent: A Recovery Strategy for New York” (Adams 2022).
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The issue remains whether this will actually address the question of intra-urban 
inequality. 

3.2.7 Theories of Income and Theories of Wealth 

Another interesting and understudied subject is the focus on income rather than 
wealth. As French economist Thomas Piketty suggested in 2014 in his important 
book on inequality, if private wealth for some groups increases faster than GDP, then 
inequality will increase (Piketty 2014). Yet most studies of well-being in the USA 
focus on income differences rather than wealth differences, thereby understating the 
important economic differences between races. This finding by Darrick Hamilton 
represents an important case in which theory, in this case theories of well-being, 
badly distort our perceptions of what we should be studying and monitoring through 
time (Hamilton 2021). As Hamilton emphasizes, measuring income and not wealth 
dramatically fails to assess individual and family possibilities to invest in education 
of their children, undertake expensive medical procedures, and build assets such as 
housing, among other important lifetime objectives. 

3.2.8 Theories of Density 

Another important theoretical problem relates to spatial concepts such as density. Up 
to March 2020 and the outbreak of the pandemic, most urban theorists were arguing 
that higher density was good; i.e., it was environmentally friendly, it reduced the time 
and pollution costs of commuting from home to work, it helped to create the cultural 
identity of neighborhoods, and in general helped to reduce the negative externalities 
of urban living. This view was found within many statements of the United Nations’ 
New Urban Agenda document approved at the UN Habitat III Conference in Quito 
in October 2016 (UN Habitat 2016). 

This perception changed in a few days after the outbreak of COVID-19. People all 
over the world realized that if they were wearing masks to protect themselves against 
contagion with the virus, they also should be avoiding high-density situations, such 
as public transport, going to movies or sports events, attending school, and many 
other activities. 

Density had suddenly become a problem to be avoided at all costs. The rich were 
able to move out of dense urban environments and to ride out the storm of contagion 
by living in rural areas or near the beaches. 

Even though the debate about density and contagion has been raging since the 
outbreak of the pandemic in March 2020, it is not at all resolved. Analysts have 
pointed out that many cases appeared in small, low-density towns, so the correlation 
between density and well-being was not so tight. It remains to be seen how this debate
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will be resolved, but also whether individual families will decide whether they are 
“safer” in the suburbs or less dense residential environments. 

The example of outmigration from New York City to surrounding states as a 
result of high housing prices over the last decade suggests that when existing finan-
cial burdens have become too onerous to overcome, urban residents vote with their 
feet. When a two-bedroom apartment in Harlem costs $2400 a month in rent plus 
utilities, it is time to consider paying half that amount in a mortgage to buy a modest 
home in nearby suburban New Jersey. The quantitative significance of the New York 
housing market has turned out to be significant at the national level in the USA. 
Two economists from the University of California at Berkeley, Enrico Moretti, and 
Chiang Tai-Hsieh, have demonstrated that high housing costs in New York City and 
Silicon Valley in California together have a significant statistical effect on reducing 
the GDP of the USA (Hsieh and Moretti 2019). 

This outmigration also happened in New York City during the COVID-19 
pandemic when high levels of hospitalization and death frightened people from 
continuing to live in a high-density environment lacking adequate medical care. 
Seeing freezer trucks filled with dead COVID-19 victims lining New York’s streets 
was enough to scare people to seek other places to live, especially after the City 
Government erected emergency tent hospitals in 2020 in Central Park. One analyst 
of these movements wrote of New York “hemorrhaging people” in 2020, while 
conceding that many of these people returned from the upscale Hamptons area of 
Long Island in 2021 when COVID-19 deaths had declined (Offenhartz 2022). Yet 
real estate prices in New Jersey have continued to increase, much as the United States 
has experienced “The Great Retirement”, as millions of workers have quit their jobs, 
preferring life at home and avoiding their prior work environments. 

These phenomena are not just the privileged behaviors of wealthy people in 
wealthy countries. In the 1960s, when Calcutta was widely considered to have the 
worst urban conditions in the world, largely due to its slums, its lack of water and 
sanitation, and to the millions of people sleeping in the streets, migration to Calcutta 
from the desperately poor rural areas of West Bengal in India completely stopped. 
Rural families had heard that life in Calcutta was worse than their plight in rural 
villages. How people perceive urban phenomena affects how they understand them. 

3.3 Smart Cities and the Death of Localism and Local 
Knowledge 

As Adam Greenfield wrote in 2013, the theories about smart cities represents one 
of the most serious historical impacts about cities, (Greenfield 2013) assuming that 
urban areas are basically alike. This assertion of homogeneity failed to acknowledge 
and recognize that the local attributes of individual urban areas are often their most 
significant characteristics, including for example their ecology, their location, their 
economic functions, their cultural histories and values, and their accomplishments,
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whether local orchestras, art museums, political organization, and/or their policies 
which may or may not be particularly successful in dealing with a specific problem. 
The “lure of the local” is an assertion of something special about an individual 
locality, suggesting that these special features attract visitors, encourages repetition 
in another place, or explains why its local population wants to live there in the first 
place. 

A particularly important aspect of this argument is the role of local knowledge as 
a critical input affecting local decisions and long-term decisions about the future of 
the place. Without local knowledge, there is no explanation of why the place has its 
present characteristics, as well as the likelihood that the narrative of the place will 
be considered worthy of attention and safe keeping. 

3.4 Toward a Conclusion 

This brief essay has not intended to claim that all theory is bad. The functions of 
theory which help us to understand causation are necessary to enable us to avoid 
making the same mistake twice. But that said, it is nonetheless true that there are 
many examples where simplified explanations have had enormous impacts on how 
we see the world and particularly cities. Flawed or overly simplified theoretical 
explanations have significantly damaged our understanding of urban phenomena 
and distorted our normative judgments, particularly in terms of policy, regulations, 
and rules more generally. It is time to revisit our theoretical assumptions to see if 
they are still relevant or whether their explanatory power is no longer justified. 
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Chapter 4 
Urbicide: Towards a Conceptualization 

Maria Mercedes Di Virgilio 

Abstract According to the United Nations (2018), since 2007, we are living in a 
predominantly urban world. By 2030, more people in all world regions will live in 
urban rather than rural environments, even in Asia and Africa. In Latin America, 
more than 80% of the population lives in cities. This chapter presents a systemati-
zation of contributions from various authors from different latitudes of the world to 
conceptualize urbicide. It examines different definitions and case studies, from North 
to South but with Latin American reality as a background, presenting perspectives 
and discussions around the concept. We are witnessing an era of growing cities, 
but they do not seem to have the capacity to house people facilitating their daily 
lives, but rather urbicidal practices and processes promote the destruction of the city. 
Therefore, this chapter suggests these could be understood as “urbicidal cities” by 
presenting other features of urbicide and different ways in which urbicidal violence 
is expressed, examining three cases of urbicide experiences from the South: (i) the 
eradication of slums (the case of the City of Buenos Aires); (ii) abandoned neigh-
borhoods with empty houses (the cases of Querétaro, Monterrey, and Ecatepec in 
Mexico); (iii) urban catastrophes (the case of Port-au-Prince in Haiti). 

Keywords Urbicide · Urban environment · Latin America · Urban sociology 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a systematization of contributions from various authors from 
different parts of the world to conceptualize urbicide. It examines different defini-
tions and case studies, from North to South but with Latin American reality as a 
background, presenting perspectives and discussions around the concept. 

According to the United Nations (2018), since 2007, we have lived in a predomi-
nantly urban world. By 2030, more people in all world regions will live in urban rather 
than rural environments, even in Asia and Africa. In Latin America, more than 80%
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of the population lives in cities. In addition, cities have achieved such prominence 
that, together with states and large global corporations, they have become the three 
most important actors at the planetary level (Carrión 2018). However, we are heading 
a contradictory path: an increasingly urban world in a scenario that announces the 
death of the cities. Never before was the city threatened in such a massive way, 
and under a great diversity of situations, it could be classified under the concept of 
urbicide. The city death does not seem to attack the city as a geographical space but 
as an “experiential space” (Löw 2013). Therefore, urbicide appears to relate more 
to the death of cities by and for the people. According to United Nations statistics 
(2020), approximately 1.6 billion people live in substandard housing, and 100 million 
are homeless. In Latin America, one of the poorest regions on the planet, one out 
of every three families—a total of 59 million people-lives in inadequate housing 
or housing built with precarious materials or lacking essential services. Nearly two 
million of the three million families formed each year in Latin American cities must 
settle in informal housing because of an insufficient supply of adequate and afford-
able housing (Bouillon 2012). The housing deficit has systematically increased since 
1990. Without a profound change in this trend, the housing shortage will continue 
to be one of the most significant challenges in the region in the coming years. Even 
when urban areas are expanding as cities consume more land, the housing crisis 
continues to deepen. Far from being a symptom of poorer economies and countries, 
the housing crisis has become a significant challenge in urban centers, impacting 
people, and communities worldwide (Fields and Hodkinson 2018). 

We are thus witnessing an era of growing cities, but they do not seem to have 
the capacity to house people facilitating their daily lives. Therefore, I suggest we 
could understand those as “urbicidal cities that, “bound by its instrumental role for 
neoliberal urban growth, results in the urbicide of preexisting socio-spatial forms of 
urban life” (Lesutis 2021: 1197). 

Based on a bibliographic review, we identify cases that allow us to characterize in 
a general way the urbicidal processes and practices in contemporary contexts. The 
chapter is organized into four sections, apart from this introduction and the conclu-
sions. It begins by presenting the origins of the concept of urbicide and its different 
meanings associated with the changes in urban policies and renewal processes. It 
continues by pointing out the features of urbicide violence and how it relates to the 
destruction of the cities. The third section presents the mechanisms involved in urbi-
cidal practices and processes. Then, the chapter points out the urbicide experiences 
in Latin American cities, presenting the City of Buenos Aires (Argentina) case to 
illustrate the urbicide processes through the eradication of shantytowns. Mexico’s 
experience points out the abandoned neighborhoods with empty houses and the 
Haitian suffering as an example of urban catastrophe. Finally, we present the main 
conclusions.
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4.2 The Concept of Urbicide 

In the literature, the concept of urbicide emerges associated with urban renewal 
processes in the postwar USA.1 Marshall Berman (1996) coins the notion by evoking 
the process of creative destruction that occurred in the Bronx since the middle of 
the twentieth century. The physical and social destruction of the area began in the 
late 1950s with the construction of the major freeway in the district—the Cross 
Bronx Expressway—and spread gradually southward during the early 1960s. The 
structure of the monumental work devoured hundreds of houses and blocks. In 1987, 
The New Internationalist journal declared that, in the 1970s, alone in the South 
Bronx, home destruction displaced more than 300,000 people. The use of the concept 
associated with urban renewal processes continues until now. For example, Günay 
(2015) shows how the renewal schemes employed to resolve the urbanization problem 
are turned into the instruments of “urbicide as a political model of urban destruction 
in Istanbul. In other latitudes, other studies show similar consequences. For example, 
Hall (2016) argues that redevelopment practices implemented to face the “low-access 
food desert” in a poor black Miami neighborhood (Overtown) far to secure food 
security are undermining networks of social and economic interdependency in the 
existing foodscape. Thus, the urban renewal practices reproduce the spatial and racial 
urbicide through more overt forms of racism and spatial violence. As a result, the 
so-called food desert landscape mutates toward gentrifying foodie districts. Rodgers 
(2009: 965) uses the concept to refer to the elite-led process of urban disembedding in 
Managua (Nicaragua). In their struggle against “the utopian attempts of the Sandinista 
revolution to foster more egalitarian forms of social organization,” they underwent 
the citys urban transformation sponsored either by unregulated private initiatives or 
directly by the elite-captured Nicaraguan State. 

However, the use of the concept became widespread by analyzing neocolonial 
military strategies to destroy built urban environments to crush organized resistance 
(Coward 2004) and deploying warfare and militarized urban planning in neo-imperial 
wars (Graham 2003, 2011). The most treated cases in the bibliography are related to 
military conflagrations (such as Baghdad, Iraq; Aleppo, Syria). In addition, though, 
other forms of para-militarization linked to terrorism (Lima, Peru; New York, USA) 
or drug trafficking (Ciudad Juarez, Mexico; Medellin, Colombia) are associated 
with urbicide (Carrión 2018). In all these scenarios, destruction goes through the 
annihilation of the enemy by killing large numbers of civilians (Coward 2018). 

Urban militarization followed by displacement could be at the base of urbicide 
practices—in the war contexts or out of. It is a condition of “urban cleaning” or 
“pacification” interventions that generate the appropriate context to develop mega-
events such as the World Football Cup or Olympics Games. “As it prepares to host 
the upcoming mega-events, Rio (Brazil) has sought to reduce crime in the favelas to

1 The federal urban renewal program adopted in 1949 included planning, regulation of private land 
use, and financial aid to stop urban deterioration. Urban renewal was oriented to slums, deteriorated 
and deteriorating areas that could be vacant or have predominantly residential, commercial, or 
industrial use (Johnstone 1958). 
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improve the citys public image and secure the areas proximate to event sites (Watts 
2013a). The city government has instituted the Favela Pacification Program (FPP) 
[…] Rio’s “shock of peace” (Smale 2011) strives to “pacify” both the drug trade 
and social unrest through the militarized occupation of the favelas, the long-awaited 
provision of social services (Bailly 2011), and the integration of local businesses 
and properties into the formal economy” (Fisher 2014: 3). Tanks, armored vehi-
cles, rifles, and trained police dogs occupied these areas. The result was hundreds of 
people injured or killed. Others suffered displacement due to peacekeeping destruc-
tion (Romero 2012; Garcia-Navarro 2014).2 Residents who stayed in the neighbor-
hoods fear that the FPP actions will also lead to gentrification and, consequently, 
more displacement. 

Since then, we can identify more meanings for the concept of urbicide in the 
literature. For instance, urbicide is also linked to ethnic or religious wartime recon-
struction strategies and the effects of urban redevelopment practices. Based on the 
case of Syria’s civil war in 2015, Di Napoli (2019: 255 ss) “demonstrates that urbicide 
should not be seen as a discrete destructive event or even series of events occurring 
during a period of direct hostilities.” Instead, it ought to be interpreted expansively. 
Furthermore, it is an ongoing process in which “postwar reconstruction is not the 
solution to urban destruction but rather the continuation of such violence.” The 
underlying recovery process logic may result in post-conflict authoritarian economic 
patronage practices and selective recognition of property assets—urbicidal in purpose 
and effect. Traditional models of post-conflict property restitution usually fail to prop-
erly consider the linkages between methods of destruction and possibilities of future 
conflict, permitting urbicidal reconstruction and the persistence of authoritarianism. 

More recently, the concept has been associated with the spatial violence of poverty 
or austerity policies.3 As another way of creative destruction, austerity promotes 
ruined geographies and blasted landscapes, inflicting an insidious spatial trauma 
(Shaw 2019). The spatial trauma seems to be racialized (also gendered and class-
based), addressing variegated race, class, gender, and austerity interactions. Thus, 
austerity policies do not govern in a homogenous manner but instead operate on 
historically and geographically raced and classed terrains of domination (see Phinney 
2020). Other urban policies—or the lack of them—could also promote the creative 
destruction of the city. It can be related to “the weight that the logic of the market has 
around tourism (Venice, Italy; Barcelona, Spain), gentrification (London, England; 
Santiago, Chile), gated communities (Buenos Aires, Argentina; São Paulo, Brazil), 
the weight that the automobile acquires (Miami, USA; Lima, Peru) and the under-
mining of the self-government of the city, through centralization and privatiza-
tion processes that eliminate urban planning, conceiving it as project planning that 
stimulates real estate businesses” (Carrión 2018: 6).

2 “In these communities, residents are served eviction orders, minimally compensated, and resettled 
in areas on the periphery of the city.” https://crownschool.uchicago.edu/shock-peace-intersection-
between-social-welfare-and-crime-control-policy-rio-de-janeiro%E2%80%99s-favelas. 
3 “Austerity is a common name globally for neoliberal policies of public-service cut-backs and 
pro-market discipline” (Sparke 2017: 287). 

https://crownschool.uchicago.edu/shock-peace-intersection-between-social-welfare-and-crime-control-policy-rio-de-janeiro%E2%80%99s-favelas
https://crownschool.uchicago.edu/shock-peace-intersection-between-social-welfare-and-crime-control-policy-rio-de-janeiro%E2%80%99s-favelas
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Finally, Lesutis (2021: 1197) focuses on the urbicide “as constituted through 
natural resource extraction […] [showing] how urbicidal extractivism is a part 
of a broader multi-scalar territorial reshaping of social relations of contemporary 
capitalist development characterized by multiple forms of socio-spatial destruction.” 

In this way, the social sciences have adopted the concept of urbicide to describe the 
different forms of violence applied to a city—or city areas such as the favelas in Rio 
de Janeiro—as a whole. The common point in these experiences is the destruction 
and weakening of the record that gives memory, culture and identity, and material 
support to cities and their inhabitants (Aguirre and Baez Gil 2021). 

4.3 The Features of Urbicide Violence 

Urbicidal practices and processes promote the destruction of the city. Destruction is 
always “widespread and deliberate” (Coward 2013: 201), reducing the city to rubble 
and making it practically impossible to inhabit and/or reuse any material. They repre-
sent a unique and paradigmatic form of material violence that aims to destroy the 
constitutive elements of urbanity (Stenberg 2010; Coward  2007). Coward’s under-
standing of the killing of urbanity has three critical dimensions. Firstly, urbicide is 
seen as the killing or slaying of the citys structure, form, and experience. Second, 
the killing of urbanity is related to a necessary destruction process of the modern 
city. Multiple remodeling forces—the car, the architect, the urban planner, and the 
capital—are responsible for killing the modern city. “In some senses, then, this urbi-
cide is neither avoidable nor, ultimately, condemned. Indeed, without this killing of 
the urban, the city would stagnate and become moribund. However, this brings us 
to the third facet of this conception of urbicide.” Such destruction attempts a partic-
ular ethical and political impulse toward maintaining or revivifying an urban ideal 
characterized by diversity, modernity, and functional and aesthetic integration of the 
urban environment. Also, it is associated with “the democratic utility of the city to 
emancipatory politics (Davidson and Iveson 2015: 648). Ultimately, urbicide refers 
“to the loss of an experience specific to the city through the disruption, destruction 
or remodeling of the material infrastructure on which that experience is predicated” 
(Coward 2007: no page). 

In all urbicidal practices and processes, we can recognize the symptoms of political 
violence instead of the signs of physical coercion. We talk about political violence 
because, in urbicide practices and processes, violence seems to be subordinated 
to achieving political goals. Sometimes as in the war context, political goals are 
the objectives of some national states with colonizing or domination desires. In a 
civil or ethnic-military conflict, political goals are the (social, racial, religious, etc.) 
regimen that part of the society—in general, the most powerful—aims to impose 
on the other. Finally, in policy implementation (e.g., urban renewal, reconstruction 
processes, austerity policies, etc.), the purpose of homogenizing lifestyles and the 
urban experience plow through poor built-up areas with impunity.
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Through physical and political violence, urbicidal practices and processes 
promote the symbolic violence associated with destroying memory, history, and 
the collective effort. Urbicidal practices and processes colonize places of memory, 
expelling the historically constituted physiognomy and life forms to kill the previous 
daily life (Carrión 2018). Urbicide, then, as a fundamentally political issue, represents 
the violent exclusion of the possibility and the condition of being with others. 

All the different forms of violence are involved in the urbicidal practices and 
processes. The aim of all these forms of violence acting together is the systematic 
destruction and weakening of the support of the public and the inhabitants as a 
condition for the possibility of urbanity. 

Paraphrasing Brenner and Schmid (2015), it is argued that when the built environ-
ments can no longer manage such forms and levels of violence, they are creatively 
destroyed through urbicidal practices and processes. Then a new exclusive formation 
of the urban takes place, supported by other social hierarchies. 

4.4 The Mechanisms Involved in Urbicidal Practices 
and Processes 

In scenarios scared by combined forms of violence and their clear material manifes-
tations, empirical evidence of urbicide cases shows some mechanisms involved in 
the destruction processes. We could associate urbicide with two essential tools that 
operate at the base of such practices: dispossession and spoliation. 

Dispossession is materialized when people lose their house using different coer-
cive public and private and material and symbolic means, becoming deprived of place, 
home, citizenship, and modes of belonging (Butler and Athanasiou 2013; Alexan-
dria and Janoschka 2018). The bibliography identifies different means of disposses-
sion. The housing bubble bursting has left thousands of families without homes and 
indebted for life. (i) Mortgage debts: mortgage financing arrangements permitted 
lending standards to become laxer. When the growth in household debt proves to 
be unsustainable, household defaults, foreclosures, in some cases, the loan balance 
exceeds the house value, and fire sales are undesirable consequences. (ii) Land grabs 
around the globe (Hadjimichalis 2014). Borras et al. (2012) show that contempo-
rary land grabbing is associated with the power to control land and other associated 
resources, such as water, to derive benefit from such control. Land grabbing is also 
linked to the extraction of resources (Wolford 2010). (iii) Displacement in renewal 
or gentrifying neighborhoods (Janoschka and Sequera 2016; Shin and Kim 2016), 
especially when the primary buffers against gentrification-induced displacement of 
the poor (public housing and rent regulation) are being dismantled by policymakers. 
Finally, we could consider (iv) the social and material enclosure of commons and 
how they operate across scales and sites (Hodkinson and Essen 2015). 

Urban spoliation “refers to the precariousness of collective consumption services 
that, together with access to land, are shown to be socially necessary for the urban
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reproduction of workers. […] spoliation can only be understood as a historical 
product that feeds on a collective feeling of exclusion and produces a perception that 
material or cultural good is lacking, when socially necessary.” It is associated with 
a “process of denaturalization of violence that permeates the banality of [everyday 
life]” (Kowarick 1996: 737). 

With these two concepts in mind, urbicide could be considered an expression 
of a spoliative process that dispossesses a city and its inhabitants of their rights to 
urbanity. 

In the context of global capitalism, the State, through its policies, seems to accom-
pany the processes of spoliative progress in globalized cities (Brenner and Theodore 
2002; Harvey 2007). It happens through dismantling policies and institutions of 
the Welfare State and the construction and consolidation of new institutions aimed 
at facilitating all types of private instruments in production, financing, and access 
to housing for business purposes. The change of the State’s regulatory functions 
and normative frameworks, the privatization process, and the subsidized transfer of 
resources—such as, for example, urban land or public debt—are enabling mecha-
nisms that facilitate these processes. The tendency has been to focus on forms of 
de-regulation to support real estate firms in generating new supply levels (Brill and 
Raco 2021). However, even in this structural continuity, the instruments that opera-
tionalize the processes have varied under different circumstances, establishing local 
scars in institutional destruction/construction dynamics. 

Within the frame of urbicidal practices and processes, urban dispossession and 
spoliation are often associated with colonial practices: methods of domination, which 
involve the subjugation of a social group, a state, or other forms of collective life 
and living organization to another, including political and economic control over a 
dependent territory (Hidalgo 2016). Moreover, they engage in the form of conquest 
that is expected to benefit a state or a country economically and strategically (Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2006). 

4.5 Urbicide Experiences from the South 

Most of the papers that give an account of cases, processes, or urban practices focus 
their analysis on traumatic experiences that have or took place in cities of the global 
north (for example, Sarajevo, Vukovar, etc.) or the Middle East (for instance, Aleppo 
or Jenin, among others). However, in Latin America, these experiences are repeated. 
In this framework, this section aims to recover cases of Latin American cities that 
allow us to think about other features of urbicide and different ways in which urbicidal 
violence is expressed.
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4.5.1 The Eradication of Slums 

Since the end of the 1970s, the City of Buenos Aires began to undergo important 
transformations in the context of the last civic-military dictatorship. Some authors 
(Oszlak 1991: 15) suggest that urban, infrastructure, and housing policies imple-
mented during the dictatorship government (1976–1983) have had “serious conse-
quences on the spatial distribution and living conditions of low-income sectors of the 
Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires”—including the City of Buenos Aires.4 Urban 
policies during the dictatorship in the city were the initial kick that unleashed the 
expansion of gentrification processes in many of its neighborhoods and continues 
even today. Even though these policies and the state stakeholders had different and 
often contradictory rationalities, they laid the foundations for a significant transfor-
mation. In fact, during the dictatorship period, urban policies often acted as a bastion 
for decisive intervention and state investment (Menazzi 2012). The interventions 
serving as the spearhead for the transformation of the city were many: (i) those that 
operated on the housing market—the implementation of the Building Code (1977) 
and the rental market Act 21342/76, (ii) land-use planning instruments—Code of 
Urban Planning (1977), (iii) those of infrastructure—construction of the highway 
network and the recovery of “green spaces” and, finally, (iv) eviction policies appli-
cable to undesirable situations (Martel and González Redondo 2013)5 —eradiation 
of villas (shantytowns) and the militarization of the public space.6 

Although all the actions of the last civic-military dictatorship had dire conse-
quences in the restoration of the free housing market and on the (in)access of low-
income groups to housing in Buenos Aires, the process of eradicating slums was 
especially perverse. As an urbicide practice, it was based on State violence milita-
rizing the right to the city among these populations and combining material, political 
and symbolic forms of violence. 

In 1980, the former head of the Comisión Municipal de la Vivienda (Municipal 
Housing Commission), Dr. Del Cioppo, stated that: “living in Buenos Aires is not 
for everyone but for those who deserve it, for those who accept the guidelines of a 
pleasant and efficient community life. We must have a better city for the best people” 
(Competition, 1980 cited in Oszlak 1991: 78). Under this ideological framework, the 
military government carried out the most violent slum eradication policy in the citys 
history, while freeing up rental prices to restore the free market.7 The coercive erad-
ication of slums was also accompanied by an intense advertising political campaign

4 The Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires includes the common urban area composed of the City 
of Buenos Aires (central city) and 32 surrounding municipalities totally or partially corresponding 
to the urban agglomerate. 
5 They are the actions aimed at expelling “the squatters” who are not legitimate subjects of the right 
to the city (Martel and González Redondo 2013). 
6 During this period, political activity was suspended, the anti-subversive struggle was intensified, 
and popular demonstrations were repressed (Oszlak 1991). 
7 Moreover, the operation was initially focused on the settlements of the northern part of the city: 
the shantytowns located in Belgrano, Retiro, and Colegiales neighborhoods. However, in southern 
districts, slums were also violently eradicated. 
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aimed at stigmatizing and criminalizing villeros (Oszlak 1991). The dictatorship 
destroyed the neighborhood improvements population had achieved over years of 
struggle with great effort and scrapped the organizational fabric. Of the 224,335 
inhabitants of the citys slums in 1976, only 40,533 remained in 1980 (Oszlak 1991). 
The total population of shantytowns in the area decreased from 109,601 inhabitants in 
1976 to 14,578 in 1980. In some cases, they were relocated to areas practically unoc-
cupied and reduced to grasslands and rubble. In others, these spaces were occupied 
by parks and new public spaces (Arqueros Mejica 2013). 

Consistent with the period of economic restructuring, territorial interventions 
sought to promote a change in the citys productive profile, restricting industrial uses 
to some city areas and encouraging residential, service, and business uses. 

To promote city southern area urban development [where the industrial uses are located], the 
Municipality amended the Urban Planning Code. It is intended to facilitate the construction 
of housing and retail businesses without limits on the ground floor. Therefore, building 
applications […] shall be exempt from payment of drainage and construction rights and 
shall not pay the tax for land contribution for five years (La Prensa 30/06/1978).8 

Sectoral policies aligned with the economic restructuring process focus on market 
de-industrialization and liberalization. The measures’ consequences in the city land-
scape became evident soon: de-industrialization of the central areas, displacement 
of numerous industrial activities to the suburbs, and of tertiary activities concen-
tration in the city and clean industries. Thus, the industrial sector lost its ability to 
absorb labor and left productive facilities (Oszlak 1991). Moreover, these initiatives 
took place within an institutional framework in which the State abandoned its role 
as a redistributive agent and did not defend urban services as an object of social 
consumption (Herzer 1992).9 

Dictatorial policies strongly impacted the physiognomy and dynamics of Buenos 
Aires’ central neighborhoods and downtown area. The changes in the Urban Plan-
ning Code implemented during the civic-military dictatorship (1976–1983) and its 
subsequent amendments in 1989 generated conditions for the renewal of these areas 
in the following decades (Guevara 2010). 

On the one hand, the changes in the Urban Planning Code enabled the transfer of 
the lands surrounding the old port of Buenos Aires to private hands. The old Puerto 
Madero10 had been abandoned after a few years of its creation and left unused. After 
its inauguration (in 1889), it ceased to be a port for export ships to become a river 
port. The port activity was dramatically decreased as infrastructures became obsolete 
and the process of import substitution was exhausted. Warehouses and cargo cranes

8 The paragraph highlights the positive aspects of this measure—elimination of open-air garbage 
dumps, construction of recreational parks, and widening and resurfacing of avenues—while 
avoiding the negative consequences of these processes. 
9 The eradication of slums was the most prominent and brutal measure that expressed the change 
in the role of the State. 
10 Puerto Madero did not meet the technical conditions to house large vessels and, about ten years 
after completion, due to the increase in the size of ships—by the end of the 1910s—it became 
obsolete. 
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were neglected, along with large unoccupied vacant lots.11 Based on the regulations 
in force, in 1989, the area was declared unusable from the port point of view.12 On the 
other hand, de-industrialization and rules changes also affected the neighborhoods in 
the South-San Telmo, La Boca, Barracas, etc.—and the north of the city—Palermo. 
The process of de-industrialization pushed the shutting of workshops, factories, and 
warehouses, making a large amount of land and buildings suitable for reusing or 
demolishing. 

4.5.2 Abandoned Neighborhoods with Empty Houses 

During the 1980s, Latin American countries began implementing a massive housing 
construction policy articulated with market initiatives and concentrated construction 
industry sectors. The forerunner of such initiatives in the region was Chile, where 
the Ministry of Housing and Urbanism, with the Chilean Chamber of Construction, 
produced social housing for 12% of the country’s population, some 600,000 fami-
lies, between 1980 and 2006. The production model—spread in other Latin American 
countries—was based on a financing mechanism in which public and private actors 
converged and combined savings, subsidy, and credit (Rodríguez and Sugranyes 
2011). In this frame, the State provided the housing subsidy, and the beneficiary fami-
lies saved and took out a housing loan. The construction companies were responsible 
for producing low-cost housing with a guaranteed financial profit. Although the State 
would hold tenders for the presentation of projects to provide land and housing, the 
construction company would define the location of social housing, usually offering 
the lowest possible cost land located in the periphery, which could generate future 
profitability in the surrounding plots. Consequently, the model, which blurs the role 
of the State and abandons to the market the criteria for urban development, produced 
housing without equipment, far from productive centers, and with scarce recreational 
areas. 

The Chilean model was implemented in Mexico in the last decade of the twentieth 
century. In this case, the State articulated the shift of its regulatory role in the design, 
planning, and implementation of housing development programs with the liberaliza-
tion of ejido lands to the urban market (Salazar 2014). Thus, the de-regulation of 
housing policy made it possible for private companies to oversee land production, 
infrastructure production, and the construction and marketing of housing. Mexican 
State’s role was reduced to granting mortgage loans to “rightful claimants,”—which 
between 2001 and 2011 totaled 7 million loans for new housing. The titling trans-
actions for this housing were supported by granting thousands of mortgages. The

11 There were numerous proposals to reactivate it and transform its functions (in 1925, 1940, 1960, 
1969, 1971, 1981, and 1985). However, none of them came to fruition. 
12 “The declaration of lack of necessity was recorded in the transfer of land and other state assets to 
the private sector, under Act No. 23,697 of Economic Emergency of 1989. Following trends from 
other cities in the world (Barcelona and London, for example), it was then decided that the area had 
to be urbanized to integrate it with the rest of the city—(Guevara 2013: 148). 
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policy shift was supported by the official discourse outlining that “the formal market 
should solve the continuous and growing housing demand through the construction 
of new housing, which also constituted a good stimulus to the economy” (Salazar 
2014: 8). 

The creation of low-income housing grew exponentially during the Fox adminis-
tration and that of his successor, Felipe Calderón. Through credits from the National 
Workers’ Housing Fund Institute (Infonavit), citizens could acquire a house in areas 
exclusively for this type of real estate. But unfortunately, the production of social 
housing financed by the State and in the hands of real estate developers produced 
housing complexes located in the peripheries, of small size and low construction 
quality, contributing to the existence of a large stock of substandard housing and, 
more recently, abandoned ones. Thus, as a trace of these social housing projects in the 
country, entire neighborhoods of houses already built have become almost deserted. 

In the cities of Querétaro, Monterrey, and Ecatepec, we can find kilometers and 
kilometers of unused social housing, one next to the other, creating a desolate image. 
According to the National Council for the Evaluation of Social Development Policy, 
there are five million abandoned properties throughout the country. This way, neigh-
borhoods with identical buildings house and millions of empty dwellings create long 
stretches of buildings without urban quality rules.13 According to Oxfam Mexico’s 
Research Coordinator, Milena Dovalí: “They promised people that factories would 
arrive and there they would find jobs. But unfortunately, that never happened, so the 
infrastructure never arrived, and they were left in very unsafe and underdeveloped 
areas, forcing many people to leave” (Cited in Transecto, 05/02/2020). 

4.5.3 Urban Catastrophes 

Twelve years after the catastrophe, there still seems to be no agreement on the number 
of deaths caused by the earthquake in Haiti in January 2010. Some sources put 
the death toll at 190,000, and others count it to 300,000 (DesRoches et al. 2011). 
Undoubtedly, the number of fatalities is shocking. Even more surprising, however, 
is the fact that all sources agree that these casualties could have been avoided. The 
2010 earthquake seems to have synthesized a long-standing social process that fatally 
impacted the daily life of Haitian society in general and the inhabitants of Port-au-
Prince in particular. The consequences of the disaster have been due more to the 
communitys vulnerability than the magnitude of the natural phenomenon.14 Year 
after year, about fifty earthquakes of a magnitude similar to the one recorded in Haiti

13 The picture of abandoned cities by different failed public policy initiatives is repeated in different 
latitudes: for example, Madrid Metropolitan Area (Spain) (Cañizares and Rodríguez-Domémech 
2020) or Lanzhou region, Tieling in Liaoning, and Changxing in Zhejiang estate (China) (Duhamel 
and Trápaga Delfín 2015). 
14 The earthquake reached 7.3 on the Richter scale. The most powerful earthquake to hit the country 
in 200 years (GOH 2010). 
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in 2010 occur in different latitudes. However, they rarely produce the destruction and 
devastation recorded in this country and its capital city. 

The earthquake struck west of Port-au-Prince: 65% of the buildings in the 
metropolitan area collapsed or had a high degree of destruction, affecting more 
than two million people who were left homeless. According to official data (GOH 
2010), over 600,000 people had left the affected areas to seek shelter elsewhere in the 
country. In October 2012, almost three years after the catastrophe, 496 refugee camps 
were open, and 358,000 people lived in displacement (Feldmann 2013). Even today, 
the destruction of infrastructure (beyond housing) remains chilling: More than 1300 
educational institutions and more than 50 hospitals and health centers have collapsed 
or are unusable. The country’s main port cannot be used. The Presidential Palace, 
Parliament, law courts, and most ministerial and public administration buildings have 
been destroyed. The destruction of physical assets, including housing units, schools, 
hospitals, buildings, roads, bridges, ports, and airports, was estimated to be USD 
4.3 billion. In addition to the collapse of urban infrastructure, there was the envi-
ronmental collapse: The earthquake has put further pressure on the environment and 
natural resources, increasing the Haitian people’s extreme vulnerability (GOH 2010: 
7).15 

What factors explain such figures? On the one hand, the existence of very unfa-
vorable living conditions. At the time of the earthquake in Haiti, more than half of 
the population was poor (54% in 2009), and 80% survived on less than two dollars 
a day. In the metropolitan neighborhoods that were most affected by the earthquake, 
such as Carrefour Feuilles, Bel Air, or Cité Soleil,16 hunger, overcrowding, filth, 
and material shortages still plague today. No drinking water, sewage, waste disposal, 
electricity is extremely limited (many houses have no electricity), street lighting is 
non-existent, most streets are made of gravel, and health services are highly precar-
ious.17 Illiteracy in the country reaches 50%, and the infant mortality rate is 70 per 
1000 live births. Thus, the intense destruction seems to have been due more to the 
very precarious living conditions, urban density, and poor housing conditions than 
to the earthquake’s intensity (Durán Vargas 2010). 

On the other, the figures can be explained by the weak institutional capacity 
of public agencies and the national State itself. This weakness is associated with 
centuries of dispossession at the hands of imperial forces and, more recently, with 
political conflicts and economic crises fomented by transnational interests. It is worth

15 “The main source of energy for Haitians is wood (it is cooked with charcoal), and thus the 
population consumes the trees, and the country’s forests are almost non-existent. A key fact that 
explains another of the frequent natural disasters Haiti suffers, flooding” (La Capital, 03/01/2015). 
16 Cité Soleil is the poorest neighborhood in the country and perhaps in the entire region. An area 
that extends from the airport to the bay of the capital, on the Caribbean Sea. “Citi Soleil is the most 
dangerous neighborhood in Haiti; the situation here is very fragile. During the day, it is considered 
a yellow zone where you must patrol very carefully, and at night it becomes a red zone, very 
dangerous, where different criminal bands and gangs operate” (Interview with the press officer of 
the Argentine contingent of Blue Helmets, La Capital, 03/01/2015). 
17 At the time of the earthquake, less than 10% of the population has access to potable tap water, 
and less than one-third has access to electricity, even intermittently (DesRoches et al. 2011). 
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recalling that Haiti was the first country to pay an indemnity of 50 million gold 
francs18 to the French Empire as compensation for gaining its independence in 1804. 
A little more than a century later, the yoke of imperialism would be felt again: Haitian 
society suffered at the hands of the armed forces of the USA, almost two decades 
of occupation (1915–1934) under the pretext of safeguarding the interests of US 
companies based in the country. To these milestones must be added the repeated 
military dictatorships that caused atrocious living conditions that remain over time 
and weakened public and private institutionality (Feldmann 2013; Gómez Gil 2010). 
Finally, multilateral actions and agreements to help the Caribbean country overcome 
the tragedy do not seem to have been entirely adequate. Gómez Gil (2010) points out 
that the interventions did not necessarily contribute to rebuilding and strengthening 
the country’s institutional structures. Nor did they manage to avoid contradictions 
and uncoordinated actions among the major donors, especially of a regional and 
institutional nature. Finally, not all the organizations that acted in Haitian territory 
seem to have proven experience in implementing emergency aid mechanisms. 

At the scene of the catastrophe, a multiplicity of urbicide practices was deployed 
that managed to consummate the violent destruction of urban materiality (Coward 
2006; Graham 2002) inseparable from the violence of poverty: more than 80% of the 
population survives in the informal economy (changas, street vending, shoe shining, 
exchange of any merchandise or directly, begging). 

Multiple forms of urbicide are present in the streets of Port-au-Prince: the necrosis 
on the postcards of the collapsed houses, the leaky walls, the lack of roads, and/or 
the destruction of infrastructures or public services (health, education, etc.). They 
seem to foreshadow the total death of a city. The worst of deaths, one executed for 
decades but never ends (finally) to kill it: the agony. 

“In Port-au-Prince, everything but everything seems eaten away by the sun, the 
weather, and oblivion. Garbage is piled up on the streets […]. The lack of infrastruc-
ture and streets in conditions to move around (with ditches on the sides and very few 
sidewalks) makes it take more than fifteen minutes to travel 500 m by car, without 
exaggeration. The multitude of people on the street is doing nothing. They are there. 
They leave their homes to make a living” (La Capital, 01/03/2015). 

4.6 Conclusions 

In this chapter, I asked what urbicide is and what features have urbicidal practices and 
processes. Also, I wondered how violence is articulated with them and how dispos-
session and spoliation operate in these tragic urban experiences. Social sciences have 
adopted the concept of urbicide to describe the different forms of violence applied 
to the city and urbanity. 

These practices focus on the destruction and weakening of the record that gives 
memory, culture and identity, and material support to cities and their inhabitants.

18 Equivalent to the French state budget on those dates. 
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The concept of urbicide emerged associated with urban renewal processes in the 
postwar USA. It currently applies to analyze neocolonial military strategies to destroy 
built urban environments, urban para-militarization linked to terrorism and drug traf-
ficking, urban militarization followed by displacement, ethnic or religious wartime 
reconstruction strategies, etc. More recently, the concept has also been associated 
with the spatial scars of austerity policies and natural resource extraction. 

In these urbicidal practices and processes, we can recognize the symptoms of 
different types of violence: physical, political, and symbolic. In the destruction 
processes, dispossession and spoliation raze the cities and the right to urbanity. Often, 
they take place associated with colonial practices. 

Focusing on cases from Latin American cities, I approached less examined urbi-
cidal experiences and their impacts on urban life and city spaces. In all cases, the 
consequences are vulnerable groups’ economic, social, and political destruction or 
marginalization. A common feature stands out in the review: urbicidal violence 
destroys cities and, above all, the right to the city. 
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Chapter 5 
Urban Order and Disorder. Genealogy 
of Urbicide 

Eduardo Kingman Garcés and Susana Anda Basabe 

Abstract The aim of this chapter is to broaden the notion of “urbicide” by relating 
it to notions developed within conceptual fields other than those of urbanistics, such 
as “biopolitics”, “governmentality”, “anthropocene”, and “climate change”. The text 
is inscribed within a perspective of comparative historical analysis between Europe 
and the Andes (and more than historical genealogy, since it connects the present and 
the past within the same problematic axis). Its central concern is to relate “urbicide” 
not only to the destruction of the city but also to what the city destroys in terms of 
ways of life and the quality of life, of species and of landscapes. At the same time, 
our concern is to analyze how this problem could be managed. It is possible that 
notions such as governmentality could lead to more democratic and inclusive forms 
of governance of both cities and populations. 

Keywords Genealogy · Historical research · Demolition · Town planning 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter aims to enrich the notion of urbicide, relating it to the effects suffered 
by the city just as much as to those caused by the city, or in other terms that brings 
us closer to the dominating conceptual frameworks in the discussions about the 
Anthropocene and climate change phenomenon: both processes concern the fate of 
the city as well as that of the planet.1 Every city is built on the rubble of other cities 
and/or their resources. Many European cities were not only destroyed but their fields 
were turned into wastelands. In his travels through America, Humboldt registered 
some of these ruins and its uses made by the conquerors:

1 Cities are currently responsible for the production of 70% of CO2, while by 2060 the number of 
buildings in the world will double in relation to the present (Chumpitaz Requena 2021). 
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Despite the admiration that the spaniard conquerors showed for the roads and aqueducts of 
the Peruvians, not only did they not take the trouble to preserve them, but they deliberately 
destroyed them in order to use their artistically carved stones for new monuments2 (Humboldt 
1876: 550). 

Cities are both constructive and destructive. They generate order as well as 
disorder in its interior and surroundings. In classical terms, we speak of powers, 
both affirmative and negative, and of agencies and complex systems. The city and its 
urbanism cannot be understood outside of this dialectical relationship in the deploy-
ment of its historical and natural forms. To what extent have scholars of the city 
incorporated this type of problem into their agendas? And to what extent has this 
incorporation occurred from politics rather than from the police? 

In the chapter, we try to define what urbicide implies in social terms, leaving the 
much more complex discussion of urbicide and climate change for another moment. 
Our perspective is historical or more precisely genealogical. Our interest is to under-
stand the starting point of the game of oppositions between urban order and disorder, 
urbanization and urbicide, to illustrate secondly, the transformations that the city 
generates in terms of governance. 

5.2 The Urban Context 

Unlike what happened until relatively a few decades ago, when capitalism did not 
reach everywhere or did so more in extension than in depth, without completely 
affecting many of the rural areas, mountains, and forests, today we are witnessing 
the functioning of an urban and conurban continuum capable of including all terri-
tories, including remote areas such as those of the Amazon, the “punas” or the  
high “páramos”. There are also an infinite number of energy flows interacting with 
each other without necessarily taking spatial forms. Mongin (2005), for example, 
discusses the widespread urban, but we could also describe the urban as fluids or 
as agencies and relations located in different strata or nodes, in the sense of a new 
kind of palimpsest. We refer, among other things, to the connections generated by 
the informal circulation of resources (including those related to narcotraffic and 
organized crime), as well as to the increasingly complex relations of the city with 
geology and the ecosystem, the circulation of algorithms or viruses, such as the case 
of the actual pandemic. It is not a matter of aggregations but rather of systems and 
“machinic assemblages”. If we follow Nietzsche, we could refer to powers, both 
affirmative and negative: This helps us to understand the notion of urbicide, not as 
something that is imposed from the outside, but as forces that breakthrough from the 
inside, crossing different temporalities.

2 Author’s translation. Original Spanish passage: 
“A pesar de la admiración que los conquistadores mostraban por las vías y acueductos de los 

peruanos, no sólo no se dieron el trabajo de conservarlos, sino que los destruyeron deliberadamente 
a fin de utilizar en sus nuevos monumentos sus piedras talladas artísticamente” (Humboldt 1876: 
261). 
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The city is covered with traces and imprints. Simultaneously, what we refer to as 
the past, continues to act on the present as survivals. In this sense, urbicide is consub-
stantial with the birth of cities and urban development, in the same way that death is 
consubstantial with life. It is expressed in the form of major catastrophes, but it is not 
limited to these. In the nineteenth century, European cities were perceived as great 
references of civilization and progress, but at the same time they had generated not 
only the destruction of the natural environment but also colonization and pauperism. 
Therefore, cities in Africa, Asia, and Latin America are now perceived as “cities of 
misery” while for others they are new spaces opened for opportunity, investment, 
and the idea of “progress”. 

Cities enabled long-distance trade and the emergence of modern States. Yet, the 
development of trade, manufacture and later on, industry, led to the transformation, 
frequently violent, of the old forms of production and its lifeworlds. It consisted in a 
dialectic that was both constructive and destructive at the same time, of which there 
are not necessarily any records and that was generated step by step, in a manner that 
is often imperceptible. Some of Marx’s texts show the destructive effects of primitive 
accumulation or industrial development in cities like London: 

Every unprejudiced observer sees that the greater the centralisation of the means of produc-
tion, the greater is the corresponding heaping together of the labourers, within a given space; 
that therefore the swifter capitalistic accumulation, the more miserable are the dwellings of 
the working-people. “Improvements” of towns, accompanying the increase of wealth, by the 
demolition of badly built quarters, the erection of palaces for banks, warehouses, etc., the 
widening of streets for business traffic, for the carriages of luxury, and for the introduction of 
tramways, etc., drive away the poor into even worse and more crowded hiding places (Marx 
2007: 722). 

Not only London or Paris but also in Latin America the cities were the point of 
deployment of civilizing projects directed to the indigenous and black population 
and to the poorest.3 National and republican projects in Latin America took shape in 
the cities. These were the great referents for a new type of economy and a new type 
of aesthetics based on ornamentation and hygienism. 

Cities and its inhabitants have passed through great transformations as a result, 
among other things, from the “epochal changes”. The history of cities has not, in 
fact, followed an evolutionary lineal path. On the contrary, it has gone through great 
moments of change, caused by natural disasters, wars, plagues, famines, but also 
by social events, such as those of the commune of Paris, la rebelión de los barrios 
in Quito in the context of the independence movements (Minchom 1994) or by the  
simple urbanístic action generated by Cerdá, Haussmman, Vicuña Mackenna, Pereira 
Passos, and Torcuato de Alvear. All of this has led to radical modifications of their 
internal configurations, making them unrecognizable from one generation to the next 
(Almandoz 2006). 

The history of architecture has made enough records of how significant buildings 
and spaces of an era were demolished to allow expansions, or to modernize uses,

3 A current example is the one concerning the construction of “Millennium Cities” in the territories 
of indigenous communities located in the Ecuadorian Amazon (Wilson and Bayón 2017). 
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activate flows, or simply to change landmarks and historical references. At the same 
time, the natural environment has also been impacted by urban expansion, as have 
the different species that inhabit it. As Bruno Latour points out, although without 
referring directly to cities: 

all human activities turn out to be transformed, in part, into geological forms; everything 
that we used to call bedrock is beginning to be humanized – or, in any case, to bear traces 
of a tempestuously remodeled humanity! It is no longer a question of landscapes, of the 
occupation of land, or of local impact. From now on, the comparison is made on the scale 
of terrestrial phenomena (Latour 2017: 114–115). 

As Latour himself shows, the amount of energy produced by human civilization is 
equivalent to the energy of volcanoes or tsunamis. It is possible that we are witnessing 
a sort of contradiction: on the one hand, the urban, as well as modernity or the idea of 
progress, as Western paradigms, have been generalized reaching the whole planet, but 
on the other hand, the city has lost many of its virtues as a living space, as a possibility 
of utopia and as a polis. In general terms, the city as a device of economic, political, 
and social order has left behind many of the characteristics to which we were familiar 
to, or that we imagined, related to everyday life, or to be more precise: It has acquired 
a new reality and a new complexity, within larger networks, spatial, territorial and 
terrestrial, but also biological and technological. 

5.2.1 City Government, Governance, and Urbicide 

When we discuss the city, we are interested in understanding more than just its 
spatial configuration. It is important to know how its government is organized.4 A 
city depends on an order that makes possible supplies, the construction of roads, 
public hygiene, and the provision of labor. In principle, this order could be the 
effect of urban planning and demography, the natural result of the economy, or it 
could be imposed from above. In general, everything is resolved historically, within 
multi-located fields of forces. 

One of the issues of concern in Occident since the mid-eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries was the governance of large concentrations of population, with all that this 
implies in terms of resources, movements, needs, and interests. Before the emergence 
of modern society, cities developed in a context that was predominantly agrarian, 
involving relatively small concentrations related to trades and commerce. 

The cities of the ancient regime, on both sides of the Atlantic, simultaneously 
strove to build the public image of the sovereign (Burke 1992) and at the same 
time protected economies and societies that were dominantly territorial. On the one 
side was the city, on the other were the localities in which power was exerted in a 
personalized way by local aristocracies.

4 Many of the devices necessary for them can be operational during one period and cease to be so 
in another. Walls, for instance, responded to defensive and commercial needs, marking a difference 
between “an inside” and “an outside.” 
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The aim of early modernity was to organize the management of entire populations 
related to relatively stable urban activities such as industries and services. We refer 
to the transition of societies organized on the basis of a bureaucratic order to properly 
defined urban societies. This was a much more complex exertion of power, since it 
was directed at an unknown, somewhat autonomous population, which required the 
development of much more sophisticated systems of intervention in administrative 
terms, but also in terms of bio-politics and political economy. This was directly 
related to the needs of accumulation, but also to the requirements of widening and 
deepening power in fields such as sexuality, health, education, and entertainment. 
The problem does not now lie in: 

that of fixing and demarcating the territory, but of allowing circulations to take place, of 
controlling them, sifting the good and the bad, ensuring that things are always in movement, 
constantly moving around, continually going from one point to another, but in such a way 
that the inherent dangers of this circulation are cancelled out. No longer the safety (sûreté) 
of the prince and his territory, but the security (sécurité) of the population and, consequently, 
of those who govern it (Foucault 2009: 93). 

Each of these interventions was accompanied by changes in the organization of 
spaces. The eradication of the old market plazas and the type of culture that thrived 
in them and their replacement by gardened spaces is an example in this sense. But 
also the production of places and non-places destined to put into practice what would 
eventually be called “mass culture”. 

If cities had served as a base for sovereign power and acted as the basis for an 
aesthetics of representation, a new type of concern was now developing related to 
the government of populations, with all that this implied in urbanistic terms. It was 
a social concern that took urban forms. From the last third of the eighteenth century, 
but especially during the nineteenth century and even later in the twentieth century, 
in Latin America, the State and its devices were oriented towards integrating strips 
of life that had previously escaped its control and influence. The concentration camp, 
as well as the panopticon, are forms of power resulting from architectural practices, 
just like other spaces such as hospitals, psychiatric centers, housing programs, and 
schools. This is an initial moment of the control of bodies or what Agamben calls 
the Bare Life. A second moment, which is properly biopolitical, is related to the 
governance of populations (Foucault 2009; Agamben 2004). 

In every city, there is a need for governance, but we must distinguish the way in 
which this is resolved in the old cities, whether corporative or based on the “power 
of the prince”, from what happens later with the development of mercantilism and 
capitalism, with the administration of population flows as well as parallel flows of 
commodities, information, waste, viruses, and pests. Ordering implies to differen-
tiate, classify, design, and to take control of spaces that while favored by agglomer-
ation and by the concentration of resources, lead to conflicts of a new type, such as 
those generated by the presence of waves of displaced, unemployed, or permanently 
unoccupied people due to deforestation or by the growth of violence. 

This dynamic of urbanization and urban modernization began to take hold from the 
second half of the nineteenth century in Europe and later in Latin America, leading 
to new forms of relationships between individuals and classes, based on political
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economy rather than on forms of mutual dependence and reciprocity. The conversion 
of labor force into commodities was a fundamental condition for the formation of 
societies of separation and discipline, but not necessarily the only one, since it was 
necessary to colonize the whole of individuals’ lives, a process that has taken on new 
and unusual forms in recent times with the accelerated changes in technologies and 
biotechnologies. The city has been a favorable place for the development of urbanistic 
devices, technologies, and knowledge oriented to the governance of populations, in 
a modern sense. All this has involved a long process of destruction of old forms of 
social and cultural relations and the dismantling of traditional spaces of socialization, 
related, among other things, to religiosity and street commerce, but it has also given 
rise to the creation of new forms and indeed to the survival of old forms in the middle 
of new ones. 

If we speak of urbicide, we must not lose sight of the creative as well as destructive 
character of these devices; their concern for disciplining in factories, the formation, 
and control of childhood, the healing and subjection of the insane, as well as the 
transformation and destruction of nature, civilization, and extermination of other 
cultures. The major problem, in any case, was and is the administration of flows, 
which is the reason for the existence of political economy, statistics, probability 
calculus, and more recently metaverses and informatics. It was, according to Debord 
(1994), a colonization of social life, including spare time. But it was also about 
devices and systems of government, capable of controlling both urban conglomerates 
and their different points of escape (in Deleuze’s terms, their forms of territory and 
deterritorialization). Much of that control has now become invisible and at some 
points subtle, while remaining profoundly violent. The city, in order to exist, needs 
to destroy and to self-destruct. This destruction extends beyond its surroundings, in 
the elimination of forests, the extermination of terrestrial species, including human 
groups, as well as the pollution of oceans and rivers.5 

5.2.2 Ruins, City and Modernity 

There is not a single path in the development of modernity in Occident, and this is 
because it is a rather complex constellation of economic, social and political forces, 
biopolitics being one of them, but not the only one. Walter Benjamin (1999) showed  
how the deployment of the world of commodities in nineteenth-century Paris brought 
changes in the organization and functioning of the city, in the structures of sensibility 
and in the forms of public relations. These were, as we can now see, complementary 
or rather parallel to the development of biopolitics. It was the two-faced side of an 
urban model in which the ideals of great avenues, gardened spaces, specialties in

5 In Peru as in other Andean countries, for example, it is more and more evident the transforma-
tion of Amazonian territories produced by unsustainable agriculture and a fallow crisis caused by 
the increased use of agrochemicals which generates widespread destruction of forests, including 
deforestation, and soil impoverishment (Bedoya et al. 2017). 



5 Urban Order and Disorder. Genealogy of Urbicide 83

trade, the theater, and the opera, had as a permanent counterpart the deterioration 
of the working-class neighborhoods, the underworlds of the sewers and the ports. 
On the one hand, there was an early development of consumption and consumption 
spaces, but on the other hand, there was a proliferation of motley, dark, labyrinthine 
spaces such as those described by Dickens, Poe, or Sevenson. 

Benjamin’s analysis focuses on the city, on the passages, the great avenues, the 
Flâneur, while a more recent perspective examines the place that the city occupies 
within a network of planetary flows. When we now speak of urbanization, we are 
referring both to population concentrations and to networks and flows of commodi-
ties, people, equipment, and resources at a global level, which is something that goes 
beyond cities, and at the same time includes them. These networks are now largely 
self-generated, virtual, and somewhat autonomous. The functioning of biopolitics, 
in the same way as economy, communication, administration, and distance control, 
depends as much on spaces with concentrated populations as on networks and flows, 
aggregations, and micro- as well as macro-policies. This whole scenario has led to 
new ways of organizing spaces and new forms of relating to them. 

Not only the State and the institutions intervene in the lives of the populations; 
there are a series of dynamics that are generated from within the devices that in many 
cases enter into contradiction with the State itself. We refer to the demands of war 
industries, pharmaceutical industries, entertainment industries, financial capital, or 
the drug trafficking industry. But also to the control of plagues and diseases, security, 
the civilization of customs, the government of women and infants, the management 
of anomie; as well as, the organization of economy from below, such as the efforts 
of the population to rebuild social bonds or cope with plagues through networks of 
care. It is about needs that do not necessarily come from the State, but that originate 
in cities and out of them, with the passage from manufacturing and artisan forms 
to industrial and post-industrial ones, demographic growth, migratory movement, 
the expansion of markets and the “democratization of consumption”, as something 
that starts in Occident and spreads throughout the rest of the world. These aspects, 
that are related to urbanization, as well as the formation of concentrations, networks 
and population flows; needed and need to be organized, governed, managed, not 
only directly but at a distance with resources that start both from the State and from 
machinic assemblages (Deleuze 2017). 

The city, in itself, constitutes a powerful device that makes this operation neces-
sary. In terms of governance, the city does not only operate from a space of concen-
tration or territorialization, but also from deterritorialized networks, many of which 
are—as we have already pointed out-virtual. The city is constantly being made and 
unmade. It has, in fact, a much greater mobility than the State: This forces it to be 
much more creative and active and not only destructive. 

Now we know, in addition, that life and the control of life must be assumed not only 
in relation to humans, and that a city, in spite of being an urban phenomenon or being 
defined in urbanistic terms, constitutes a form, more or less violent, of intervention 
in the natural and geographic environment. This means that we are talking about 
appropriation of life in a broader and more complex sense than the one conceived 
by Foucault. In fact, the destruction of forests and the extermination of biological
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species were parallel to the dynamics of subordination of human conglomerates, and 
not only follows, but precedes the policy of population administration in the world, 
although until now we had not been aware of it. 

Walter Benjamin was one of the first to show the relationship between the city, the 
unfolding of the world of commodities, and the generation of ruins, overflows, and 
catastrophes. These ruins are not necessarily physical, they can be social: They are the 
expression of a mechanical order that at the same time as it grows, it collapses. The 
modern city, with its passages, arcades, buildings, fashions, universal expositions, 
and spectacles, is at the same time, according to Benjamin, a generator of misery, 
overcrowding, and waste.6 Urban renewal and urbicide would be, in this sense, two 
sides of the same coin. 

But there is something else in all this: changes in materiality, mobility, and 
consumption lead to transformations in the structures of sensibility. If we follow 
Benjamin, the most important critique to modern social functioning that occurs in 
cities, should not be oriented so much to their economy, although this is undoubt-
edly important, but rather to the loss of experience and with it the loss of meaning. 
What the city provokes (if we can still call the city itself as a “body without organs”) 
is a sort of “narcotic historicism”, an “addiction to the masks” of which Benjamin 
himself refers to. The problem with this reverie is that it does not allow us to assume 
the conditions to which we have been dragged into: the fate of the city, but also the 
fate of the planet. 

If the city is presented as the best reference of progress, we must not lose sight of 
the fact that “The concept of progress must be grounded in the idea of catastrophe. 
That things are “status quo” is the catastrophe. It is not an ever-present possibility but 
what in each case is given” (Benjamin 1999: 473). In this way, Walter Benjamin has 
detached himself from the illusion (or dream) of progress. Progress and decadence 
are for Benjamin “two faces of the same thing”. 

5.2.3 City and Biopolitics in the Andes 

The colonial city was initially perceived as a fortress city and an outpost of conquest. 
Many of the indigenous ruins served as a base for Spanish buildings, but this did 
not mean that the indigenous exchange networks necessarily ceased to function, 
as evidenced in Quito, La Paz, and Cuzco (Musset 2011). The Hispanic commer-
cial activity itself relied on the network of tambos and roads left by the Incas 
(Poloni-Simard 2006). Although the colonial pattern of spatial organization aimed 
at separating the “republic of Indians” from that of Spaniards, this did not operate in 
practice:

6 Architecture itself is, as Toyo Ito (2000) shows, an architecture made to be quickly discarded. 
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In Lima, Viceroy Toledo had reduced the Indians to the suburb known as El Cercado, in  
1570, but many continued to live in various districts of the city, mixed with the non-Indian 
population (Chocano 2000: 28).7 

The idea of a good government, as it was assumed in Hispanic America by the 
Bourbon reforms, included urban planning policies that included population policies 
in the context of a predominantly agrarian world. The proposals focused on the 
generation of a certain disciplinary order in the context of non-disciplinary societies, 
as well as on the strengthening of cities prior to urbanization. This included the 
relocation of cemeteries, slaughterhouses, hospitals, and the control of food supplies. 
As the historian Gabriel Ramón writes in relation to Lima: 

In the words of the viceroy Marqués de Avilés, Lima, capital of the Peruvian viceroyalty, 
was the center from which Enlightenment derived and the model for arranging the rest of 
the provinces of the kingdom. With the continent as context, this titanic task had in each 
city a privileged scenario. Not only did it aim to refine the mechanisms of surveillance or 
urban policing, such as the subdivision of the city into barracks and neighborhoods and the 
introduction of new authorities, but it also attempted to use the physical urban elements as 
pedagogical instruments. The reorganization of the city under Cartesian parameters and the 
construction of sumptuous official buildings in neoclassical style were concomitant with the 
social reorganization of the city walls and had to convey a univocal message to its inhabitants 
(Ramón 1999: 96).8 

Both the foundation of cities and their refoundation were based on the need to 
make them organized spaces. In Ecuador, the refoundation of Riobamba after the 
earthquake of 1797 was based on the model of separation, due to the fear of riots 
and indigenous uprisings (Coronel 2003). Many years later, the Ecuadorian president 
Gabriel García Moreno, took advantage of the destruction of Ibarra caused by the 
earthquake of 1868, to design a city model, conceived in terms not only of urban 
planning and policing but also of moral control. These were experimental actions of 
population administration and modernity under strata-based patterns. 

Andean cities, far from developing during the first phase of the Republic, began 
to decline due, in part, to the deterioration of long-distance exchange. With the 
Republic we witnessed, in the Andean area, a double process in terms of territorial 
conformation: the constitution of a State centrality located in urban contexts and, on

7 Author’s translation. Original Spanish passage: 
“En Lima, el virrey Toledo habìa reducido a los indios al arrabal llamado el cercado, en 1570, 

pero muchos continuaron viviendo en diversos barrios de la ciudad propiamente dicha, mezclados 
con la poblaciòn no india” (Chocano 2000: 28). 
8 Author’s translation. Original Spanish passage: 

“En palabras del virrey, Marqués de Avilés, Lima, capital del virreinato peruano, era el centro 
de donde se deriva la ilustración y el modelo que arregla las restantes provincias del reyno. Con el 
continente como contexto, esta titánica tarea tuvo en cada ciudad un escenario privilegiado. No solo 
se apunta hacia un refinamiento de los mecanismos de vigilancia o policía urbana, como por ejemplo, 
la subdivisión de la ciudad en cuarteles y barrios y la introducción de nuevas autoridades, sino que 
se intentó utilizar los elementos físicos urbanos como instrumentos pedagógicos. La reorganización 
de la ciudad bajo parámetros cartesianos y la construcción de suntuosos edificios oficiales de estilo 
neoclásico eran concomitantes con la reorganización social de intramuros y debían transmitir un 
mensaje unívoco a sus habitantes” (Ramón 1999: 96). 
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the other hand, the generation of necessarily decentralized forms of administration 
of populations by delegation (Guerrero 2010). It was a question of State constitution 
attempts generated from a center as well as from the plantations, rural parishes, or 
the hacienda system. 

It was only towards the last third of the nineteenth century that cities began to 
gain weight in the Andes. These were cities that in turn gave rise to proposals for 
renovation and progress that allowed the reproduction of an oligarchic order. In 
social terms, modern urban devices were combined with forms of an ancient regime, 
oriented towards moral and racial control (Coronel 2003). 

The control of indigenous and peasant migration, home visits, sanitization of 
public spaces and markets, towards the first decades of the twentieth century, were 
early forms of administration of populations anchored in the cities (Kingman Garcés 
2006). This was not something that occurred only in the Andes. In the case of Rio of 
Janeiro, hygienist and urban improvement policies led to the overthrow of the cortijos 
and the locations where small popular enterprises operated (Popinigis 2007). 

In historical terms, it is necessary to distinguish the personalized management 
of the proper Indians, peones concierto, colonists, and tributaries, from the admin-
istration of “loose populations”, transformed into day laborers, porters, or small 
trajinantes who were limited to precarious labor inside the cities. It was about the 
management of the city as a whole, as well as the development of a police and an 
aesthetics, marking the differences between those who have a part and those who have 
no part, in Ranciere’s sense. It is difficult to establish a clear separation between the 
forms of private administration of populations and public forms during the nineteenth 
century and until late in the twentieth century (Poole 2009; Guerrero 2010). In small 
towns in the interior of the Andes, local power remained in the hands of the hacienda 
owners for a long period of time. There was undoubtedly an urban dynamic—gener-
ated by regional markets—that pointed towards another field of forces, but society 
as a whole was in one way or another interwoven with agrarian economy and a form 
of daily relations marked by servitude and racism. 

With early modernity, the city became an object of concern for different fields 
of knowledge related to State planning. The cities demanded the organization of 
mechanisms such as the police, the school system, hospital services, customs, and 
planning and statistical centers, while agrarian areas were organized on the basis of 
local micro-powers that only with time and as part of urbanization gained access to 
modern devices. 

Sanitation of port cities and the control of epidemics responded to the requirements 
of a fledgling global economy. All this was accompanied with a concern about racial 
degeneration factors, European immigration to the detriment of Asians, the separation 
and control of spaces and the increase in birth rates. This assumed the organization 
of an urban order, in urbanistic, hygienic, and security terms. Epidemics and the 
measures generated to combat them became central in debates about urbanization, 
without, however, developing practical actions to improve the health of the vast 
majority of the population in the long term.
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5.2.4 Urbicide in the Andes 

One of the problems that would appear in the Andes with early modernity up to the 
late twentieth century was how to administrate a population that was losing its links 
with the hacienda and migrating to the cities, becoming urban, but not necessarily 
considered to be citizens. This involved a dynamic generated by the incorporation 
of the indigenous and peasant population in the dynamics of the modernization of 
the State and the economy. As José María Arguedas (1983) points out in relation to 
Peru: 

The opening of the highways broke the isolation that the barbaric geography had imposed 
on Peru. The penetration of the powerful and multiple modern factors that, inevitably, drive 
to the development or the rupture of excessively antiquated social structures, have made 
explosion, in part, in the still viceregal organization of the society of the Andean region. 
The Indians have invaded the cities escaping from the frozen villages or haciendas, frozen 
in the sense that no possibility of ascent existed and still does not exist in those haciendas 
and villages: whoever is born Indian must die Indian. On the other hand, the communities 
with more or less enough land found themselves, almost suddenly, with the opening of the 
roads, with a prodigious increase in their economy9 (Arguedas 2012: 83). 

Such waves of population from the Andes had become necessary for the expan-
sion of trade and for the functioning of cities with increasingly complex networks. 
Given the nature of Andean societies, large parts of this population were incorpo-
rated in a precarious manner as servants and urban peonage, as well as in informal 
commerce. Even though the “legitimate citizens” continued to perceive them as 
“non-citizens”, they were gradually opening their way both on the margins and in 
the heart of the cities. While there was a formation of labor sectors, necessary for 
the functioning of the cities, these were assumed in terms of disorder, pollution, and 
urbicide (extrapolating the times). 

Cities such as Lima, Bogotá, Guayaquil and Quito contributed, in long and 
medium terms, to break many of the ties with the villages and small provincial cities 
as well as to the formation of semi-autonomous popular neighborhoods, plebeian 
cultures, and counterpublics. By occupying public spaces, historical areas and poor 
neighborhoods, this population was placing in question the hierarchical order traced 
by the “literate city” and “aristocratic modernity”. 

While urbanization had expanded by the first decades of the twentieth century, 
not all sectors that were inscribed within it followed a capitalist logic. There was

9 Author’s translation. Original Spanish passage: 
“La apertura de las carreteras rompió el aislamiento que la bárbara geografía había impuesto al 

Perú. La penetración de los poderosos y múltiples factores modernos que, inevitablemente, impulsan 
el desarrollo o la ruptura de estructuras sociales excesivamente anticuadas, han hecho explosionar, en 
parte, la todavía virreinal organización de la sociedad de la región andina. Los indios han invadido 
las ciudades huyendo de las congeladas aldeas o haciendas, congeladas en el sentido de que no 
existían ni existen aún en esas haciendas y aldeas ninguna posibilidad de ascenso: quien nace indio 
debe morir indio. Por otra parte, las comunidades con tierras más o menos suficientes se encontraron, 
casi de pronto, por la apertura de las vías de comunicación, con un incremento prodigioso de su 
economía” (Arguedas 2012: 83). 
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undoubtedly a specificity inherent to the Andes, which did not correspond exactly to 
what had occurred in Europe. We are referring to a particular form of urban society 
closely imbricated with the agrarian space as well as with a mobility of populations, 
trajines, and merchandise that is at the same time capitalist and non-capitalist. The 
colonial and racist bases of this process mark some differences with what happened, 
long before, in Europe.10 

As we can see, the Andean maintains various dimensions: the Andean as networks 
of kinship and reciprocity, as well as its relations with nature that differ from those 
of Western cultures (Degregori 2013: 324); the Andean as particular ways of being 
and doing that, although having a rural origin, continued (and in part continues) to be 
reproduced in urban contexts; the Andean as an urban–rural mechanism that included 
both a modern dynamic related to migration, the formation of poor neighborhoods, the 
incorporation in the labor world and urban consumption, as well as social and cultural 
patterns coming from the hacienda and the communal ways of being and doing: the 
cities of the Andes as cities of peasants, but not only of peasants, since they included 
mestizo and mixed indigenous populations, as well as Afro-Latin descendants and, 
more recently, displaced populations from other countries (Kingman Garcés and 
Bretón 2016). In this sense, on one hand, a large part of the peasant population 
was (and still is) related to commerce and street trades, with independent and semi-
independent occupations established between the city and rural areas, in the form of 
“trajines callejeros” (Kingman Garces and Muratorio 2014). However, another part 
of the population formed part of the servitude and urban peonage or was gradually 
being incorporated into labor sectors. Therefore, the urban, in this case, did not 
necessarily coincide with industrialization or with a given model of industrialization, 
but neither with urbanization as it had occurred in Europe. 

5.2.5 The Organization of Space and the Governance 
of Populations 

The functioning of an order, in an economic, political and social sense, has depended 
on cities and imagined urban-based communities, as well as on the formation of 
communication and exchange networks to which the entire planet has been inte-
grated. In order to function, States require the development of a certain administrative 
centrality and at the same time a decentralizing capacity, capable of relating them to 
what operates outside of their dynamics. In the city there are the ministries, as well 
as the main civil, military, and lettered authorities, and it is from there that a series of 
interested actions are deployed to integrate (and subordinate) other areas, even the 
most remote ones, but none of this is given more than as a possibility, because there 
are other forces at play that operate under other logics and even outside of all logics. 
It is possible to name it as urbanization, but it is a new form of urbanization.

10 However, this does not mean to disregard what happened to the Irish laborers in London or to 
the immense mass of unemployed and underemployed in Paris or Berlin in the nineteenth century. 
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It is possible that we may be permeated by political, technological, and biological 
devices of unknown reaches, many of which have achieved a life of their own. These 
devices have put in crisis our old ways of understanding the organization of space 
and, as part of that, the place that cities and localities occupy in the dynamics of 
current transformations, related to the production of images and virtual worlds, but 
also in the destruction of species and climate change, as well as the colonization of 
life and its imaginaries. It is something that goes beyond what humanities conceive, 
and within them urbanism and urban sociology, as well as the partition established 
between what is human and non-human, biological and non-biological, sensible and 
non-sensible, robotic and organic, and even beyond the current ways of understanding 
domination and power. If we want to continue the discussion of urbicide, we can only 
understand it within this dynamic. If we want to continue the discussion of urbicide, 
we can only understand it within this dynamic. As part of radical transformations, 
partly future and partly present, capable of generating bewilderment and fear as well 
as fascination. 

Michael Foucault showed the relationship between biopolitical devices and the 
organization of space, introducing, in this field, a genealogical perspective. It is 
possible that beyond Foucault it may be necessary to think about the way in which 
these devices function in the midst of transformations in the biosphere or in the 
non-places of media order. For Foucault, there is a difference between the admin-
istration of leprosy, based on the separation and expulsion from the cities, from 
the administration of the plague, oriented, on the contrary, towards the inclusion 
of plague victims within devices of control organized internally in neighborhoods, 
blocks and dwelling houses. “It is not a question of driving out individuals but rather 
of establishing and fixing them, of giving them their own place, of assigning places 
and of defining presences and subdivided presences. Not rejection but inclusion” 
(Foucault 2003: 46). Foucault was referring to specific forms of intervention in the 
lives of populations in urban contexts, oriented towards their government rather than 
to their expulsion. Deleuze (1995) perceived the technological, political, and social 
reaches of this phenomenon and did so in terms of a society of control rather than a 
disciplinary society. 

It is worth discussing to what extent the structuring of space under urban and 
conurban forms conditions and is conditioned by modern forms of life administra-
tion. This is directly related to the development of capitalism, but also to the need to 
broaden and deepen power over sexuality, emotions, health and disease, and educa-
tion, as well as overflows of natural and technological resources, consumer goods, 
information, and population segments. By power in its broadest sense, we refer to 
something related to individuals, but also to social conglomerates in need of super-
vision, evaluation, normativization, as well as to certain levels of permissibility and 
informality, making use of closed spaces but also of open spaces and those of circu-
lation. If we consider the way in which the world-economy operates, or the way in 
which information is produced and circulates, we are not really discussing processes 
produced from one unique center, but rather about the incorporation, under different 
conditions, times, and forms, of a disparity of phenomenons, which are economical 
as well as social and environmental. For instance, let us think of the integration within
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the same production chains of cutting-edge technology resources with rudimentary 
technologies or of populations subjected to super-exploitation and even slavery in the 
midst of the euphoria of progress, consumption, and modernity. One might say that 
we are living a process of integration within a unique system, but under privileged 
conditions, or, on the contrary, under subordinate and subaltern conditions, both in 
terms of what enhances life and what destroys it. 

By examining the current pandemic, we are confronted with new ways of struc-
turing spaces and flows, both related to biological factors and to issues of control 
and security. But at the same time as the pandemic remained, we witnessed the 
multiplication of unemployment, the trafficking of populations, the multiplication of 
precariousness and of what Butler (2004) refers to as precarious life. The pandemic 
has put into question the previous devices of disease management, generating new 
challenges in biopolitical terms. The pandemic constitutes a new phenomenon, with 
its own specificities, on a scale never seen before, which has demanded the develop-
ment of new forms of health organization and administration, but above all new ways 
of understanding governmentality. We now know that a pandemic cannot be resolved 
exclusively on the basis of hospital practices, since it depends on the management 
of flows, many of which are invisible, and on relations with economy and politics. It 
is a global phenomenon with local effects, difficult to solve if issues such as equity 
and redistribution of resources at the global level are not addressed. Although it is 
true that the pandemic is a biological phenomenon, it is not separated from politics 
and political uses. We know that its management has implications that go beyond the 
strictly medical field, and that are related to biopower, but also to the possibility of 
contributing to the construction of new proposals for coexistence, which are much 
more fair and less invasive with the planet. 

The dynamics of urbanization not only raised an economic problem, but also a 
political, social, environmental, and human one. Even globalization could be assumed 
in terms of urbanization, only that we are dealing with a generalized urban or inte-
grated urban scenario, like a spatial continuum in movement (which includes virtu-
ally, as well as non-places and non-localizable energy flows). We refer, among other 
things, to the gigantic waves of migration from one border to another or from one 
continent to a different one, which has been occurring for several decades, but also 
to the various forms of aggregation of small- and medium-sized populations, as well 
as the traditionally agricultural and jungle areas, within the urban framework. 

Haussmann’s strategy to modernize the city developed in terms of urban plan-
ning as well as security and urbicide. More recent ways of adjusting spaces have 
given rise to “cities of separation” and “cities of walls”, as well as “cities of misery”. 
The formation of large population conglomerates has made necessary the develop-
ment of centralized forms and at the same time sufficiently flexible and decentral-
ized forms to be able to control the flows and counterflows, but much of what has 
happened has escaped from any control, as in the case of drug trafficking. What we 
are currently witnessing is the formation of large machinic orders composed of places 
and non-places, in permanent change, construction, and destruction. It is possible 
that the significance of all of this will go considerably further than what we currently 
understand as a city.
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Chapter 6 
Imaginaries and Archetypes on the Death 
of the City 

Alfredo Santillán Cornejo 

If the apocalypse is only a fantasy, the society that invents it to 
scare itself is very real and each end of the world is the 
reflection of its time (Musset 2022, p. 15). 

Abstract This essay draws on the historical persistence in Western culture of literary 
and cinematographic images about the destruction of big cities to present its reflec-
tion on urbicide. The constant repetition and renewal of these images in each age 
evoke the existence of an imaginary that associates urban destruction to superhuman 
forces, whether divine or coming from nature, following the imprint of the biblical 
Apocalypse. Following this reflection, the essay discusses how urbicide entails an 
archetypal meaning as punishment to the city in its double dimension, as physical 
and moral order. This archetypal basis allows us to extrapolate the reflection to the 
crisis of inhabiting in today’s cities. Lurked by the logic of commoditization of urban 
space inherent to post-industrial capitalism, contemporary metropolises encourage 
the detachment and disinterest of people with the spaces they inhabit. Faced with this 
situation, the essay concludes that the dilemmas of urbicide can be approached from 
the perspective of philosophical anthropology, which focuses on the existential sense 
of inhabiting as reference that guides decisions about preserving or transforming the 
urban environment. 

Keywords Urbicide · Catastrophe · Apocalyptic illustrations · Archetypes ·
Inhabiting 

6.1 Introduction 

The destruction of great cities has become a persistent image over time: from the 
cities razed to the ground by the wrath of God in the biblical stories of the Old 
Testament to the apocalyptic scenes offered by contemporary cinema and science 
fiction. As Musset (2022) shows, the conversion of monumental buildings into rubble
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mobilizes a collective imagery about the fate of civilization in the hands of colossal 
forces capable of generating such devastation: earthquakes or giant waves, asteroids 
from space, nuclear bombs, alien attacks, among many other agents. These images 
have a long-lasting historical persistence and can be considered as “stagings” of 
urbicide, that is, as representations of the killing of the city. Within the field of 
reflection on urban imaginaries, representations are a window to access the structures 
of signification that constitute the social labor of imagining. In his proposal for 
myth analysis known as “myth critique” Durand (2012) recognizes the historicity 
of imaginaries in the sense that each era is characterized precisely by a particular 
type of dominant imaginaries. However, the persistence and constant recreation of 
the representations of urbicide show us a deeper layer of cognition, in terms of 
Jung (1970) the presence of an archetype, an archaic matrix in which eschatological 
fantasies of the end of humanity are presented. 

But what sense do these apocalyptic images make in the midst of the triumph 
of planetary urbanization? To think of the destruction of cities at a time when more 
than half of the world’s population lives in them is an unprecedented event, typical of 
this millennium. Even more so during the global pandemic of COVID-19, which has 
shown us an image of the post-apocalyptic city very different from the one imagined 
in the movies. The intact but uninhabited infrastructure shows us a new urban life that 
develops on an “augmented reality” in which connectivity and telematic relations are 
consolidated as a daily mode of urbanity (Cortez and Finquelievich 2021). In this 
context, the current proliferation of images of urban dystopias constitutes a window 
to glimpse the fate of the urban environments we inhabit, not because they may or 
may not come close to concrete experiences or scientific predictions, but because they 
serve as a symptomatic manifestation of the discomforts of planetary urbanization. 

This imaginary dimension of urbicide seeks to open a dialogue with the more 
consolidated reflection on this category. Although there are some very important 
ideas about the symbolic death of the city through toponymy or the loss of memory 
of many heritage policies (Carrión 2014), the major referent of urbicide is the physical 
destruction of the urban environment, either in the most direct sense as shown by 
the reflections of Aguirre Moreno and Báez Gil (2020) on the cities annihilated by 
military actions, or in its broader sense linked to the transformations that generate 
destructive impacts on the territories and the ways of inhabiting them as follows from 
the tradition of Jacobs (2011) which has generated a fundamental line of reflection 
in force to this day. In both cases, processes of urbicide are really dramatic, not at all 
spectacular as in the field of cinematographic imagery. However, we already have a 
thorough reflection on both and therefore the purpose of this essay is to strengthen a 
view of their significance, in other words, to look for clues in the imagined urbicide 
to understand the scope of urbicide actually practiced. 

If, as Gravano says “there is no city without an image of a city” (2019, p. 263), we 
can expand this idea by considering that the repertoires of physical destruction and 
killing of cities go hand in hand with the ways of constructing images of destruction, 
whether prior to or accompanying in parallel the physical processes, or even after 
them. However, we do not currently have an inventory of images that would allow us 
to analyze how different urban processes are represented through visual narratives.
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Thus, we are committed to an archetypal reading of urbicide, searching for meanings 
of its inscription in the archaic deposit of psyche and culture interweaving. We rely 
on a series of ideas of various authors who have coined reflections on the cultural 
component of urban life, and we project their scope as conceptual resources to capture 
the meaning of the material destruction of cities. 

This essay’s argument is structured in two parts. The first is dedicated to digging 
into the archetype of urbicide, having the existential dilemma of urban life as a 
self-imposed moral order as reference. The second takes up reflections within philo-
sophical anthropology on human habitation as a conceptual resource to interpret the 
imagery on destruction of today’s cities. It proposes a comparison between the meta-
physical model and the anthropic model in which morality is found as a common 
denominator in the legitimization of urbicide. 

6.2 God’s Wrath Against Cities: Punishment 
as a Foundational Urbicidal Archetype 

Although the term “city” is misleading as throughout History, it has encompassed 
very dissimilar human settlements, from small agricultural villages in ancient times to 
contemporary megalopolises, it maintains a substantial basic principle as the creation 
of an artificial environment for human life, a produced habitat, “unnatural” though 
always dependent on nature, that is intended to stand the test of time. Mumford’s 
great work (2013) accentuates the triad city, power, and civilization in the descrip-
tion of urbanization’s history from its origins, to show the interrelationships between 
emerging urban functions with modes of social organization, and their transforma-
tions over time. Following his line of thought, religious, and economic functions are 
fundamental to the emergence of cities, but both functions can be better understood 
as the material support of transformations in human sociability, that is, as part of the 
formation of the bonds that hold society together. To which we can add a bidirec-
tional relationship, not only as a result of economic, religious, political, etc., spheres, 
but also as an agent that influences these spheres. Capel recognizes this agency by 
defining the city as “the best human invention” (2005, p. 2), in the sense that it is a 
creation that has substantially changed the future of its own creators. 

However, it is important to be cautious of any eulogy of the city that easily falls 
into a civilizing prejudice that overestimates urban culture and technological devel-
opment above the ways of life of the village or nomadism and its logic of mobile 
appropriation of the territory. If several authors are critical of the anti-urban ideology 
that tends to hold the city responsible for broader social problems (Capel 2002), it is 
also necessary to take a critical look at the common idea that considers the city as the 
center of cultural creation, as if this human activity were less intense in less urban-
ized environments. The notion of urban as a civilizing ideology tends to hierarchize 
the territory, ignoring the articulations and dependencies between city, countryside, 
and wilderness, to use Tuan’s terms (1990), to differentiate artificial environment,
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domesticated nature, and uninhabited nature. It is important to recognize both types 
of prejudices because beneath them some common meanings about urbicide are 
implanted: as punishment or revenge when the defects of urban life are accentuated 
or as tragedy and catastrophe when its virtues are maximized. We start, therefore, 
by situating urbicide as the destruction of a particular human creation, the topos 
destined to make a way of life possible. 

The most archaic sense of this destructive act places its agent in the divine. 
Although for different cosmologies the sacred origin of the human being is a 
basic principle -divine creation as image and likeness of God in Christianity, for 
example-, it is not as clear whether and in what manner creations of this creation are 
also subsidiary to this divine quality. Thus, an ambivalent field opens up around the 
possibility of thinking about this invention, which in turn reinvented the notion of 
human, as a manifestation, albeit indirect, of divinity. The Bible is an essential source 
for unraveling the tensions between the city, the sacred, and the human. In general 
terms, the conflict revolves around human self-determination and the challenge of 
establishing a moral order to guide collective life in the artificial habitat (city). As a 
varied bibliography shows (Capel 2002; Musset 2022) Jerusalem will become in the 
myth the ideal type of the holy city, which seeks to recreate on Earth the virtuous life 
oriented toward the sacred, while Babylon (and other cities) embodies the archetype 
of a radically self-determined moral order, beyond supra-human commitments. It is 
precisely these attempts at self-determination that are punished with urbicide in the 
Christian tradition, as we shall see further on. 

In the Genesis account, the origin of the city appears with the second exile of 
humanity, the expulsion of Cain after the murder of his brother Abel, which implies 
the first mythical homicide, under the figure of fratricide. The story tells us that in 
his exile Cain founds the first city under the name of his son Enoch (Contemporary 
English Version of The Bible, n. d., Gen 4:1–17). But it is worth noting that he did not 
stay to live there, but continued his wandering life founding several cities and from 
his wide descendants arose several clans specialized in metal work, commerce, and 
music. For this reason, several interpretations see in Cain nothing less than a father 
of human civilization, since the technology and knowledge in the development of 
metallurgy, the extension and complexity of commercial exchange, and artistic devel-
opment have substantially changed social organization (García, n. d.). Following 
this interpretative route, the myth of Cain and Abel has an archetypal background. 
Abel, related to animals, represents subsistence based on activities that require high 
mobility in the territory, hunting, later converted into grazing; while Cain represents 
agriculture, an activity that in contrast requires rootedness. In this symbolic sense, 
Cain kills Abel, sedentarism submits nomadism to its logic of rootedness. Spengler 
(1966) emphasized the importance of settlement as a milestone in human history 
insofar as human beings, when they domesticated plants, metaphorically became 
plants, in the sense that they chose to take root in the territory. 

The mythical account has broad overlaps with archaeological work in which data 
abound about the role of human settlements in the transition between the Paleolithic 
and Neolithic periods, moment in which the first proto-cities emerged between 6000 
and 8000 BC in the Euphrates Valley. However, Mumford (2013) argues that the urban
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functions thought to be characteristic of cities already existed in Neolithic villages. 
His hypothesis of the origin of the city points out that it was the result of the union 
between Paleolithic and Neolithic institutions. The success of the Neolithic village 
in the provision of food and population growth implied a new political function of 
protection that revived the importance of weapons, typical of the Paleolithic, but now 
inserted in a broader social organization: 

If one dare to call this a marriage of the two cultures, they were probably at first equal 
partners, but the relationship became increasingly one-sided, as the weapons and coercive 
habits of the aggressive minority were re-enforced by the patient capacity for work that the 
stone-grinding neolithic peoples showed. As often happens, the rejected component of the 
earlier culture (hunting) became the new dominant in the agricultural community, but it was 
now made to do duty for the governance of a superior kind of settlement. Weapons served 
now not just to kill animals but to threaten and command men (Mumford 1961, p. 39). 

For the time being, we will not dwell on the economic and technological changes 
that made cities possible, but rather return to the archetype of Cain. Exile implies 
abandonment to one’s own human capacities as the only resource for survival, and 
the success of this trajectory during several millennia, with the achievements in 
knowledge and mastery over seeds, plowing, irrigation, and soil fertilization, will 
turn villages into material evidence of the human triumph over their survival and 
autonomy. But the wound of exile remains open, leaving the duality between seeking a 
reunion with the sacred or separating from it definitively. Following Mumford (2013) 
the Neolithic village had already developed ritual functions offering its own spaces 
for ceremonial encounters, pilgrimage, and burial of the dead. This last element has 
been vital in the symbolic qualification of the territory because it allowed a spatial 
support to generational continuity in time, the material expression that successive 
generations are connected by sharing the same space. 

If the characteristic that gives rise to the city is symbiosis between primitive 
institutions, development of religious functions, expressed in temples and sanctuaries 
as great architectural works, can be understood as a continuity of the conflict for self-
determination. Deepening of the hierarchies of the new social organization implies 
the development of a more vertical law and morality in such a way that liberation 
from the law of God with exile leads to submission to human law. Thus, the sense of 
divinity of the human takes a new direction in which the rulers of the most important 
ancient cities achieved recognition as divinities. The archetype of the God-King is 
present in the Sumerian story of Gilgamesh, ruler of Uruk, considered by many as the 
first city properly speaking; later something similar happened to the city of Memphis, 
re-founded as the capital of Ancient Egypt by Nermer, considered the first pharaoh. 

However, in contrast to the epic narratives that exalt the quasi-divine power of 
rulers, based on available archaeological evidence Ancient History presents the wars 
and successive plundering that destroyed these first cities to the point of rendering 
them unrecognizable today. And although these destructions are evidently anthropic, 
it is significant how deeply the biblical account, which establishes a supernatural will 
in the annihilation of the cities, has permeated Western culture. Thus, it is interesting 
that, in the long term, the image of divine power acting on the city has moved from 
its consolidation as the center of a civilization to its destruction.
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But although the wrath of God is turned against cities and not against villages, 
not all of them are protagonists of this destiny. The “holy city” or “city of God” as 
St. Augustine called the archetype of Jerusalem, the city oriented by the fulfillment 
of sacred precepts exists as a moral world that has encouraged the imagery of many 
utopias as Mumford (2013) also presents. In contrast, Babel, Sodom, Gomorrah, and 
Babylon are killed by ignoring the sacred and implanting human order par excellence. 
Free will in these cases is punishable with urbicide. Although Babylon is mentioned 
in several biblical passages, even with the name of the “Great Whore,” the most 
detailed description of its destruction appears in the Book of Revelation: 

Her sufferings will frighten them, and they will stand at a distance and say, “Pity that great 
and powerful city! Pity Babylon! In a single hour her judgment has come.” Every merchant 
on earth will mourn, because there is no one to buy their goods. There won’t be anyone 
to buy their gold, silver, jewels, pearls, fine linen, purple cloth, silk, scarlet cloth, sweet-
smelling wood, fancy carvings of ivory and wood, as well as things made of bronze, iron, or 
marble. No one will buy their cinnamon, spices, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, olive 
oil, fine flour, wheat, cattle, sheep, horses, chariots, slaves, and other humans. Babylon, the 
things your heart desired have all escaped from you. Every luxury and all your glory will be 
lost forever. You will never get them back. The merchants had become rich because of her. 
But when they saw her sufferings, they were terrified. They stood at a distance, crying and 
mourning. Then they shouted, “Pity the great city of Babylon! She dressed in fine linen and 
wore purple and scarlet cloth. She had jewelry made of gold and precious stones and pearls. 
Yet in a single hour her riches disappeared” (Contemporary English Version of The Bible, 
Rev. 18: 10–17). 

We can consider this story as a referential description of the commercial and 
territorial dynamics of ancient times, since we see the concentration of wealth in a 
small portion of territory in which there is an exuberance of objects extracted from 
distant places that have passed through various land and sea routes to reach the great 
market. In short, this description evokes the capacity of the city as a centripetal 
force to spatially assemble social organization. Moreover, we can take this account 
and imagine human actors that only appear as shadows before detailed objects and 
then the city appears as a place of multiple encounters, of intensity of stimuli, of 
heterogeneity of languages and faces. This sociability is what distinguishes it from 
the village. But in the biblical account, the description of material exuberance carries 
an implicit questioning of moral defects such as ambition, opulence, vanity, and pride. 

Very much in consonance with the story of the destruction of Babylon, the materi-
alist reading of the origin of the city broadly emphasizes the way in which the achieve-
ments in the production of surplus gave support to an economy that left behind the goal 
of subsistence and was erected on the accumulation of such surplus and its exchange, 
generating a social stratification of inequality that in turn derived in the political 
model of the city-state. Gravano (2018) uses the term “urban surplus” to charac-
terize more precisely the substantial relationship between the urban and the concen-
tration of material and symbolic surplus from the first cities to the existing ones. 
Thus, the urban surplus that initially resulted from the success of self-determination 
becomes the seed of the urban conflict that summons its destruction. Internally, social 
segregation, inequality, and the accumulation of power become a front of disputes. 
Outwardly, the more the magnificence of the city is flaunted, the more walls and
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armies become necessary to protect it and the more attractive it becomes as an object 
of conquest not only for the wealth it accumulates, but above all for the symbolic 
value of destroying and seeing the “great city” fall as an emblem of the decline of a 
civilization. 

This journey leads us to suggest that at the symbolic level, the most archaic mean-
ings of urbicide are constituted around moral sanction of cities through punishment 
and revenge. But despite destruction, a return to a pre-city moment does not appear on 
the horizon, much less to nomadism. Another urban project will emerge on its ashes, 
perhaps better than the murdered one, but equally as the materialization of the contra-
dictions and ambiguities of its creators. The history of urban transformations can be 
understood as the attempts to redesign this invention to correct its imperfections. 

6.3 The Imaginary of the Late-Modern Urbicide 
and the Crisis of Inhabiting 

Musset calls this powerful imagery on the destruction of cities “Babylon syndrome” 
(2022) and finds a variety of similes to the biblical story in the literary and cine-
matographic production of science fiction, where he shows us that since the late 
nineteenth-century cultural production has strongly taken up the topic of dystopia 
where megalopolises of the near future come to collapse. The images of the emblem-
atic cities of the present projected into the future and destroyed by asteroids, mete-
orites, gigantic waves, alien invasions, viruses and other laboratory experiments, 
etc., stand out. But a new element in the plot of catastrophic situations is social and 
political upheaval and chaos. The revolutions or social revolts in general that are 
simmering in the shadows of urban life and that eventually explode violently, are 
recurring images of contemporary urbicide. 

The substantial difference between these images and the biblical images is that 
the foundation of the destructive force comes from the very bowels of the city and 
not from outside. Something similar occurs with the situations of viruses, genetic 
experiments, and underground scientific laboratories, as activities arising from within 
the cities, although they have analogies with biotic agents such as the biblical plagues. 
In any case, the central point of contemporary imagery is that they refer directly 
or indirectly to the anthropic action behind urbicide, whether due to catastrophes 
resulting from climate change, technological progress and/or social inequality. It 
is true that the primary meanings of punishment and revenge remain in force, but 
with different agents: punishment of nature for environmental damage, or revenge 
of oppressed groups against unjust order. But beyond these analogies, what is worth 
highlighting in this new production of images of urbicide is the possibility of human 
beings to remove God and recover for themselves the destiny of their own creations. 

The very notion of “urbicide” has become valuable precisely because of the contin-
uous wars of the last quarter of the previous century in which cities in the Balkans, 
and in the Middle East so far this century, have become war targets (Aguirre Moreno
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and Perea Tinajero 2020). These catastrophic scenarios can be an opportunity for 
a deep review exercise of the scope of current urbanization, like the destruction / 
reconstruction of European cities after World War II on which the model of heritage 
intervention was forged, as explained by Carrión (2014). For this essay, we rely on 
the case of standardized housing compounds, as a proposal for the reconstruction of 
housing infrastructure in the second post-war period, which motivated Heidegger’s 
(1951) philosophical reflection on dwelling. He sustains that the human development 
of the capacity to build, in the sense of great engineering works, is undeniable, but he 
questions whether this capacity to build is accompanied by the capacity to inhabit. 
As he explains: 

However hard and bitter, however hampering and threatening the lack of houses remains, 
the real plight of dwelling does not lie merely in a lack of houses. The real plight of dwelling 
is indeed older than the world wars with their destruction, older also than the increase of the 
earth’s population and the condition of the industrial workers. The real dwelling plight lies 
in this, that mortals ever search anew for the nature of dwelling, that they must ever learn to 
dwell (Heidegger 1951, p. 8).  

In the philological analysis of the German term baun, which would be the root of 
the word bauen translated as “to build,” the author identifies multiple meanings that 
go beyond the action of erecting something, but rather this term is associated with 
“caring for,” “sheltering,” “looking after.” Furthermore, the term itself includes the 
meaning of “dwelling,” which implies that it is never a matter of “just building” and 
then inhabiting, but rather that building already involves a way of dwelling. In short, 
the underlying theme is that in building-dwelling there is a certain tension between 
building and caring for, that is, intervening and modifying a space and at the same 
time taking care to preserve it. Even more complex, this idea which can be defined 
as a philosophical anthropology of dwelling, introduces a metaphysical dimension, 
since it is not limited to the harmonious coexistence between humans and nature, but 
this interrelation is one of the pivots, the earthly axis of existence “with mortals.” 
The other axis is the supraterrestrial world, heaven, the abode of “the divine.” Thus, 
he explains that true dwelling implies what he calls the fourfold: “In saving the Earth, 
in receiving the sky, in awaiting the divinities, in initiating mortals, dwelling occurs 
as the fourfold preservation of the fourfold” (Heidegger 1951, p. 4).  

These ideas have become predecessor referents of the spatial turn perspective in 
social sciences. Since the nineties, it has widely shed light on the multiple angles of 
the notion of individuals and places “mutually shaping” each other, which allows us 
to think urbicide from an existential dimension. Before following this route, let us 
conclude the reference to Heidegger’s essay by highlighting this connection: 

When we speak of man and space, it sounds as though man stood on one side, space on the 
other. Yet space is not something that faces man. It is neither an external object nor an inner 
experience. It is not that there are men, and over and above them space; for when I say “a 
man”, and in saying this word think of a being who exists in a human manner-that is, who 
dwells-then by the name “man” I already name the stay within the fourfold among things 
(Heidegger 1951, p. 6).  

The common image of urbicide powerfully emphasizes on how built materiality 
turns into ruins, the destruction of what was built, but in terms of inhabiting, it is
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worth asking whether or not what has been destroyed had achieved this existential 
purpose or, in other words, does one seek to preserve what is built, even if it functions 
with its back turned to dwelling as if they were separate processes? Management of 
architectural heritage is a perfect example. As shown by authors such as Carrión 
(2018) and Kingman (2004) heritage conservation tends to fall into the fetishism 
of protecting certain properties with historic value, but separated from the social 
relations that built them and those that keep them alive. And this example helps us 
avoid a naive criticism of urbicide that condemns all forms of destruction and exalts 
any action to preserve constructions. What is built, the cities, must always remain 
intact, and become eternal in spite of their creators’ ephemeral nature? 

These questions serve us to reflect on the documented forms of urbicide for which 
there is available research. The works of Aguirre and Báez (2020) and Aguirre 
and Perea (2020) discuss the use of the category of urbicide for studies on urban 
transformations, whose objective is the substitution of one materiality for another. 
They argue that, although these are dramatic changes that seek greater profitability 
and render the city restrictive for many populations, strictly speaking the city does 
not die, at least not as when bombings render unusable all materiality reduced to 
rubble. The difference can be interpreted as the attack on a topos that hosts a specific 
human existence in order to implement another, as opposed to a destruction that 
makes any human occupation impossible. 

However, from the point of view of inhabiting, the most widespread form of urbi-
cide is precisely that provoked by the implementation of the new capitalist economy. 
The distinctive trait of post-Fordist capitalism is that it is more mobile in the terri-
tory and more flexible in labor relations, and as proposed by Sennett (2004), its 
effect on cities is that it calls into question the very possibility of building a link 
with the environment and creating a habitat of existential value. His reflection is 
based on showing the changes of flexible capitalism in the world of labor, where he 
highlights the precariousness and the absence of a link that offers meaning to the 
labor relationship beyond the task performed under the motto “nothing in the long 
term.” Indifference to the workplace arises precisely because it makes no sense to 
invest psychic energy in the bond if the job ends when the task is finished. If the rise 
of the metropolis was directly related to the Fordist model of productive capitalism, 
changes in planetary urbanization follow the logic of post-industrial capitalism. Thus, 
the author points out: 

My argument is precisely that flexible capitalism has the same effects in the city as in the 
workplace. In the same way that flexible production produces more superficial and short-
term relations at work, this capitalism creates a regime of superficial and unbound relations 
in the city (…) The dialectic of flexibility and indifference appears in three forms: the first 
is expressed in the physical attachment to the city, the second by the standardization of the 
urban environment; the third by the relations between family and urban work (Sennett 2004, 
p. 17).1 

This weak connection leads to geographic instability that encourages mobility 
and leads to a decline in rootedness. While human spatiality is precisely composed

1 Translation of the original work is ours. 
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of the dialectic between pause and movement, rootedness and displacement, fluidity 
of today’s capitalist economy puts mobility before a resurgence of nomadic logic, 
although with characteristics quite different from those of the Paleolithic. Current 
reflections on inhabiting, such as those by Giglia (2012), show us that domestication 
of space requires time, it is not an immediate process that occurs when occupying a 
territory. It is possible to “reside without inhabiting” and in this situation the qualities 
of the “anthropological place” in terms of Augé (2001) of being a relational space, 
of identity and memory, are relegated either to past times, in the nostalgia for the 
place that once served as home and that is no longer inhabited, or to uncertain future 
times, as the place that one hopes one day to inhabit. 

Yet it is necessary to show the other dimension of the fluidity of capital and labor 
in global economy, since the displacements they generate do not operate in an empty 
space, but, on the contrary, investments are implanted in inhabited territories causing 
massive expulsions, to use the term in Sassen’s work (2015) that best describes the 
extractive logic of current capitalism. It is precisely the advance of these processes 
of forced rupture of habitation that the literature on urbicide has questioned as a loss 
of the public, of the right to the city, and of environmental quality while the city as 
a commodity gains exchange value to the detriment of use value. 

However, in all these cases what seems to us less discussed is urbicide as the 
materialization of an idea, that is, not as a specific act (demolition, bombing, etc.) 
tied to a cause (gentrification, war), but rather to understand it as a process, in which 
the image of the need for intervention has been on the rise, and has gained ground on 
the symbolic field. The act of urbanization is not possible without prior triumph of 
the idea that visualizes the need for the pre-existing to disappear, to create space for 
something new to exist with the promise of a certain future. A good example is how 
urban renewal processes rely on the image of “decayed space” in which the image 
of physical deterioration is often accompanied by moral discredit of its inhabitants. 
In abandoned, destroyed, dirty, vandalized spaces, only proscribed actions such as 
drug use, criminal acts, destitution, prostitution, etc., can take place. This association 
between space and morality has been effective in the public debate on the diagnosis 
of areas considered problematic in the city and the drafting of solutions, which 
has ended up legitimizing investments that promise to save the site. As Sarlo (2009) 
points out, the public city is degraded as a space, dangerous, dirty, noisy, etc., because 
the private city emerges as an ideal with its promise of calm, silence, asepsis, and 
security: the gated community for living, the shopping mall for consuming, and the 
private car for transportation. 

Still, it is possible to develop a critical view that transcends the ideological scope. 
If we follow the archetypal model, the association between place and immorality can 
be interpreted as the contemporary version of the model of moral punishment on the 
city, but in this case, judgment occurs in reverse, since poverty is sanctioned in the 
material sphere. Media exposure of these spaces as dens of “bad living” debases and 
stigmatizes their inhabitants, degrades them morally, thus the physical destruction of 
the place becomes the remedy to sanitize bad behavior. Based on the assumption that 
space is social production, following Lefebvre’s (2013) classic postulate, then we 
can consider observing the “social production of degradation” behind deterioration



6 Imaginaries and Archetypes on the Death of the City 103

of the spaces assessed for intervention. Therefore, we are able to understand the 
rupture of the link that originally sustained a certain habitat in which urban designs 
converged with the life projects of its inhabitants. 

These reflections lead us to a revision of urbicide that does not originate from 
the premise of maintaining the existing city at all costs, for this would imply the 
idealization of the dominant forces that have generated its production process. It is 
necessary to think of the present city as the materialization of triumphant ideas that 
have managed to impose themselves over other alternatives. That is to say that the 
city, which in principle we would seek to preserve, is the product of the correlation 
between the forces of various agents, where the capacity to determine it is not equal. 
Even the very tension between preserving or transforming a given urban environment 
is inscribed in this permanent dispute. This is where the idea of inhabiting can 
be useful as it enables us to focus attention on whether proposed conservation or 
transformation is close to the existential ideal of inhabiting. Public space, as the 
main collective good, is one of the key topics of debate in the face of the advancing 
privatization of cities. But public life has always been exclusive, despite the spatial 
designs to make it possible, precisely because it is the symbolic components that 
guide the ways of using spaces and making them meaningful. Spatial design in itself 
is not a sufficient condition for the intensification of public life, but it undoubtedly 
favors or restricts it. There can be spaces for public life and yet be devoid of it. 
Without a positive value assigned to the idea of sharing a space between unequal and 
different individuals (Duhau and Giglia 2008), without practical implementation of 
this coexistence, the ideal of public life is not possible. 

If, as Jameson (2005: 123) said “it is easier to imagine the end of the world 
than the end of capitalism,” the terrain of imagination becomes a substantial arena 
to dispute the urban future: can we thereby create an imaginary of urbicide that is 
restorative of human habitation? If capitalism destroys what little was previously 
common, its transformation may also require a process of destruction, a process of 
urbicide to build materiality with existential dwelling in mind. Can this potential 
imaginary break with the violence of destruction instituted by the myth of Babylon? 
Undoubtedly this implies a challenge to the imagination. The urban future full of 
flying cars characterized by verticality (Musset 2018) needs to be nourished less by 
the planning imagination that has characterized the history of urban utopias, many of 
them failed, as shown by Mumford (2013) and be inspired more by human creativity 
to weave a meaningful life on a certain space. That is to say, the planning ideal can 
turn to look in detail at how people effectively agency space, even when they fulfill 
their designs. As de Certeau (1996) shows, it is the different ways of walking and 
the agencies they entail that make the sidewalk effectively a sidewalk rather than 
just its layout. We can imagine this micro-labor of city making, like the action of 
millions of ants, constituting an imaginary of urbicide “from below” as opposed to 
the imaginary of great cataclysms driven by some great force coming “from above.”
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Chapter 7 
COVID-19 and the City: Reframing Our 
Understanding of Urbicide by Learning 
from the Pandemic 

Roberto Falanga and João Ferrão 

Abstract The magnitude and reach of the COVID-19 pandemic have brought 
multiple effects into our lives. Cities have been one of the most important stages of 
such changes in both material and symbolic dimensions. Against this backdrop, this 
chapter analyses the main effects of this pandemic through the lens of the concept 
of urbicide with a focus on Europe. Accordingly, the chapter discusses five sub-
dimensions: the material reconfiguration of environmental balance and common-
place system, as well as the symbolic reconfiguration of social cohesion, consumer 
sovereignty and democratic institutions. The discussion points out both destructive 
and constructive sides of this pandemic, which ultimately demands the reframing of 
our understanding of the urbicide. To do so, we identify the main pandemic effects, 
briefly classified as revealing, accelerating and cluttering, along with the solutions in 
place to mitigate, adapt and/or transform local governance, in association with five 
main domains: environment, planning, society, economy and democracy. Based on 
the acknowledgement that pandemic’s effects have not been linear, our main argu-
ment builds on the need to reframe our conceptual lens to improve the interpretive 
potentiality of the urbicide, thus incorporating a regenerative ethos about ongoing 
societal and urban transformations. 

Keywords Governance · Pandemic · Urban regeneration · Social cohesion 

7.1 Introduction 

The concept of urbicide indicates either the murder of a city or the destruction of 
specific urban elements (Carrión 2018). In the latter case, drivers of destruction can 
bring dangerous impacts on multiple urban “layers”. A first layer refers to the material 
dimension of the city, defined as the “urbs”. A second layer holds the social character
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of the city, thus the citizenry living in a specific urban settlement understood as the 
“civitas”. A third layer is what can be referred to as the “polis”, thus the urban 
political life of the city. Threats of destruction can intercept the three layers and tell 
of the overwhelming effects that modernist rationalism first, and neoliberalism later, 
have had over cities by (re)shaping their forms and the socio-political interactions 
within. As Carrión (2018) put it, threats to cities and citizens unfold through multiple 
forces that carry dramatic effects over systems of belonging and urban heritage. In 
fact, citizens can be both physically and symbolically eradicated from their places. 

The concept of urbicide helps understand the magnitude and reach of different 
forces driving the destruction of the physical, social and political city. Therefore, 
the urbicide can unfold through two main sets of events and dynamics. The first 
set refers to catastrophic natural events and wars, as well as anthropogenic actions 
(e.g. climate breakdown and pandemics) and the negative consequences of modern 
urban planning. Such events and dynamics share the material destruction and the 
devastation of commonplaces and infrastructure as common elements. The second 
set of events concerns threats to social interactions due to social segmentation and 
polarisation. Increasing inequalities and the dissolution of social cohesion are paired 
by growing individualisation and the predominance of consumerist logic. In this set, 
the urbicide equally impacts on political life through processes of social annihilation 
from political institutions and the progressive loss of democratic ethos. 

By bearing this in mind, in this chapter we examine the extent to which the 
application of this concept accounts for the main impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in city life. To what extent does the concept of urbicide contribute to understanding the 
impacts of this pandemic in urban environments, and how does such understanding 
contribute to advance this concept for future debates? We believe that a systematic 
examination of the COVID-19 impacts through the lens of the urbicide can help 
answer these questions and stimulate further discussion on the concept of urbicide 
in light of the current transformations in our cities. Accordingly, the chapter draws 
primary inspiration from the conceptualisation of the urbicide by Carrión (2014, 
2018) and Polanco (2021) and briefly systematises in the first section the main units 
of analysis adopted by those authors to discuss the material and symbolic destruction 
of cities during the COVID-19 pandemic. The second section reviews some of the 
main literature produced in the last couple of years on urban problems and responses 
to the health crisis through the lens of the concept of urbicide. By delving into some 
major impacts of this pandemic and some of the solutions that have been put in 
place by public powers, we privileged scholarly contributions in the field of social 
sciences with a focus on Europe. The third and last section advances knowledge on 
the concept of urbicide by relating the insights presented in the previous section to 
the inputs from a previous work of ours concerning the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the governance strategies to mitigate, adapt and transform the city before systemic 
global risks (Ferrão et al. 2021). Our purpose is to cast light on both destructive and 
constructive sides of the current pandemic crisis, thus contributing to integrate the 
concept of urbicide into a broader vision of urban transformations.
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7.2 Examining the COVID-19 Impacts Through the Lens 
of Urbicide 

In this section, we examine the urbicide’s material and symbolic destruction as analyt-
ical dimensions that allow disentangling some major impacts brought about by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. At the outset of our analysis, we recall that epidemics and 
pandemics are not new phenomena to world history. In the last few years, the severe 
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) affected 26 countries in 2003, with a fatality 
rate of 9.6% (WHO 2003). Between 2003 and 2015, the avian influenza A (H5N1 
virus) caused 440 fatalities across 16 countries (WHO 2013). In 2009, as the H1N1 
influenza (swine flu) hit a considerable number of young people, governments tried 
to put in place preventive plans. With the first cluster of pneumonia cases in Wuhan, 
in the Hubei Province of China, documented at the end of 2019, the COVID-19 
pandemic was officially declared by the World Health Organization on the 11th of 
March 2020 (WHO 2020). While its outbreak found almost all countries unprepared 
to manage the impacts of this extreme event, international organisations orchestrated 
a set of policy recommendations and public restrictions that were incorporated all 
over the world in a relatively short time. 

The multi-level governance strategy has given a significant contribution to 
spreading information and early warning signals, although the application of a 
common agenda in extremely diverse political environments has not always been 
effective. According to Carrión (2018), not only healthy countries performed better 
in supporting affected people thanks to greater economic resources, as a big differ-
ence was made by whether national health systems were predominantly public or 
privately owned. Structural inequalities at the global level were further shown by 
imposed limitations to international mobility and, since 2021, the unequal distribu-
tion of vaccines. Likewise, as different rules were applied from country to country, 
borders’ control added fuel to the debate on the dominance of private actors in vacci-
nation and, more broadly, the management of the health crisis. A great difference 
was also made by different urban planning traditions, with direct implication on the 
supply of services and goods, as well as on the access to quality public spaces and 
soft mobility systems. 

Figure 7.1 proposes a synthesis of the main units of analysis adopted by main 
scholars to describe the concept of urbicide. Acknowledging their characterisation 
of material and symbolic destruction, this synthesis is functional to develop our 
original contribution on the COVID-19 impacts through the lens of urbicide.

Based on the synthesis shown in Fig. 7.1, our account for the material destruc-
tion (7.2.1) enumerates two main sub-dimensions that aim to open a reflection on 
the destructive as well as the constructive sides of the current pandemic crisis. 
Accordingly, we discuss the reconfiguration of environmental balance (7.2.1.1) and 
commonplace system (7.2.1.2). As for the symbolic destruction (7.2.2), we equally 
aim to combine a view on the destructive and constructive sides by discussing three 
main sub-dimensions that account for the reconfiguration of social cohesion (7.2.2.1),
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consumer sovereignty (7.2.2.2) and democratic institutions (7.2.2.3). Both material 
and symbolic dimensions are discussed by considering key outputs from our review 
of the recent literature on the COVID-19 pandemic, with a focus on Europe. 

7.2.1 On the Material Destruction 

The material destruction of the city refers to the aggravation of physical condi-
tions of the built environment, the “urbs”. From our understanding of the urbicide’s 
conceptualisation, we identify three main sub-dimensions that account for the city’s 
destruction. First, a city’s infrastructure can be overwhelmed by catastrophic natural 
events, as well as by wars. Considering that this is not strictly the case of the current 
pandemic, here we focus on the other two sub-dimensions: the reconfiguration of 
environmental balance and commonplace. The former sub-dimension focuses on the 
(new) role played by the (urban) environment during this pandemic, whereas the 
latter concerns the difference made by urban planning in the face of the pandemic. 

7.2.1.1 The Reconfiguration of the Environmental Balance 

In our review of the literature, we found two main emerging trends engendering the 
impacts of the COVID-19 on the (urban) environment, referred to as the breakdown 
of the environmental balance in the concept of urbicide (Carrión 2014, 2018; Polanco 
2021). The first trend regards the resurgence of nature in the public debate, which 
has been leveraged by an emerging attention to nature-based solutions in cities. 
Green areas and non-human species in the urban environment have been seen as an 
opportunity to reflect on the urban biodiversity and the relations between the built 
and the natural environment, which further triggered the debate on the physical and 
psychological quality of human life. The second emerging trend tells of the growing 
movement from the city to the countryside. During the pandemic, a considerable 
number of people were inclined to decamp in uncontaminated sites and rediscover 
nature. Both trends also show, however, the significant weight of social inequalities 
in securing equal access to all citizens. 

About the first trend, nature has played a significant role in the public debate during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020, OECD scenarios indicated 60–80% decline in 
the tourism sector, with cities being the most affected by the lack of visitors in 
contrast to rural and natural areas (OECD 2020b). In addition, the therapeutic and 
preventive functions of nature have helped shift the public debate on the need for 
new investment in nature-based solutions, including urban flooding and heat, as well 
as energy-efficient buildings (Moglia et al. 2021). New ideas on the creation of green 
areas have waved the debate into the need to decrease noise levels and improve 
air quality in cities (Sharifi and Khavarian-Garmsir 2020). In the first stages of the 
pandemic, Acuto and colleagues (2020) found a high reduction in global emissions 
and a decreased concentration of CO, NO, NO2 and Ozone, which are likely to have
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negative impacts on the health of urban populations. The resurgence of the debate on 
the positive effects of human exposure to greenery has been paired by the practice of 
open-air activities, such as sport and pet walking. Likewise, the improvement of the 
urban environment buffered the negative effect of shutdown/lockdown conditions 
on mental health by mitigating anxiety and stress caused by the pandemic (Haase 
2021). The experience of reduced urban mobility further contributed to the debate 
on human well-being in association with the call for greater investment on mental 
health (Basu et al. 2021; Rumpler et al. 2020). 

As regards the second trend, the ascent of nature-based solutions in cities and 
the impacts on mental health of prolonged shutdowns and lockdowns in the last 
two years have prompted new people’s flows within and outside the cities. Nathan 
and Overman (2020) shed light on the “big city exodus”, as inner-city office spaces 
have often been substituted by at-home office work. Coppola (2021) adds to this that 
long-distance mobility for leisure and business declined while mobility within urban 
regions and daily commuting increased through decamping movements, a specific 
behavioural strategy of this pandemic. The reduction of urban concentration in search 
for the uncontaminated nature foregrounded, however, the significant structural social 
inequalities of our cities. While higher-income and highly educated people either 
decamped to secondary residences or visited family and friends in the countryside, 
lower-income and educated people have rarely had the opportunity to get out of the 
city, thus continuing to experience higher risks of contagion within urban spaces. 

7.2.1.2 The Reconfiguration of the Commonplace System 

The reconfiguration of the commonplace, which Carrión (2014, 2018) and Polanco 
(2021) refer to as its destruction through the lens of the urbicide, points out two main 
trends during this pandemic. The first trend entails the success of some European 
cities in facing the spread of the coronavirus due to their relatively large size and 
compactness. Both characteristics are deemed to ease public access to healthcare and 
have encouraged public actors to think on new investments for more walkable and 
bikeable cities. A second trend was derived from the call for more diversity within 
cities, as strongly advocated by scholars defending the “15-min model city” that 
puts new emphasis on resources’ provision and proximity accessibility in contrast to 
mobility-based accessibility. 

As the airborne COVID-19 rapidly went global due to the advanced system 
of international connections, this pandemic has illuminated the multi-scalar rela-
tion between accessibility and density in the transmission of viral disease (Coppola 
2021). First-hit places were characterised by great degrees of connectivity of local 
economies, including hubs for tourism and business (Florida et al. 2020). The risk 
of infection was considered higher for trips and public transport, thus pushing users 
to either stop travelling or opting for other modes of transportation. Cities favouring 
access to workplaces through soft mobility systems have had positive impacts on 
the quality of life. Likewise, from a comprehensive review of literature, Mouratidis 
(2021) found that city size and compactness have helped counteract the contagion
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by improving walkability and bikeability. In Europe, large and compact cities have 
provided easier access to healthcare infrastructure, and this outcome calls out the 
key role of urban planning in public health. In contrast, often-degraded suburbs 
have come to the public fore due to inadequate conditions of living quality, which 
calls out their potential for regenerative urban actions and the improvement of green 
infrastructure. 

Regarding the second trend, scholars advocate greater diversity as a strategy 
that helps produce better, more just and more liveable cities in contrast to the 
car-dependent legacy of modernist urban planning. Hananel and colleagues (2022) 
recently found supporting evidence by analysing Ultra-Orthodox communities living 
in mixed neighbourhoods in the USA, who happened to show low degrees of infection 
when compared to gated communities because of the role that social capital played in 
protecting community health and rising resilience (see also Moglia et al. 2021). The 
hollowing out of specialised neighbourhoods also confirmed the fragility of clus-
tering strategies based on real estate valorisation and fiscal revenues (Ramani and 
Bloom 2021). While old and new monofunctional downtowns and edge cities have 
been the most susceptible to the economic fallout, “super-neighbourhoods” and “15-
min cities” have gained a centre stage in the public debate. According to Moreno and 
colleagues (2021), the “15-min city” unfolds urban diversity through the provision 
of residential, commercial and entertainment components to improve the quality of 
human interaction and their participation through the planning processes. The author 
recently acknowledged the role of density, proximity, diversity and digitalisation in 
defining this model, which presents an opportunity to rethink resource allocation on 
a citywide scale. By bringing into focus the concept of self-sufficiency, the “15-min 
city” aims to strengthen local service supply in place of amenities accessed elsewhere 
in the city. Nevertheless, as Pozoukidou and Chatziyiannaki (2021) put it, proximity 
requires redistributing functions based on geographical, economic and social prin-
ciples, which require power transference to the lower level of the governmental 
system. 

7.2.2 On the Symbolic Destruction 

The symbolic destruction of the city refers to the worsening of social interactions in 
the “civitas” and its political implications in the “polis”. In our review of the literature 
on the COVID-19 pandemic, we identified three main sub-dimensions that account 
for the ways in which this pandemic has affected the polis. First, the reconfiguration 
of social cohesion and its multiple impacts on human life that strongly rely on the 
persistence of structural inequalities. Second, the reconfiguration of the economic 
and labour spheres through the shift from in the presence to online activities based 
on the development of new technologies that bring new advantages and disadvan-
tages. Third, the reconfiguration of the role played by local and national democratic 
institutions in the regulation of the urban sphere.
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7.2.2.1 The Reconfiguration of Social Cohesion 

Two main emerging trends were found as regards the reconfiguration of the social 
cohesion, referred to as dissolution in the concept of urbicide (Carrión 2014, 2018; 
Polanco 2021). The first trend concerns vulnerable groups, such as poor and at-risk of 
poverty people, minority ethnic groups and the LGBTQ+ community. Besides mate-
rial impairments, these groups have often suffered from discriminating behaviours 
with practical implications in their daily life. As De Rosa and Mannarini (2021) put it, 
the “othering” processes activated by the social representation of outgroup members 
have been based on the fear of contagion and have changed the meaning of prox-
imity and closeness, with new prescriptive rules requiring a “defamiliarisation” of 
emotional linkages. The second trend regards the aggravation of inadequate housing 
conditions for poor people, especially migrants and, in some cases, students. The 
latter often found themselves in cohabited homes with serious difficulties in keeping 
on with blended education programmes. 

As regards the first trend, the unequal distribution of communities in urban envi-
ronments and the concentration of poor people in specific areas has brought harsh 
impacts on some vulnerable categories (OECD 2020a). Discriminating behaviours 
and practical impairments have especially affected lower-income and educated 
people, often suffering from racialised practices and living in poor housing condi-
tions. These groups also turned into an accelerator of infection due to limited access 
to public transport, healthcare, healthy food and recreational opportunities (Almagro 
and Orane-Hutchinson 2020; Florida et al. 2020; Jay et al. 2020). In the USA, 
Ruprecht and colleagues (2021) found that Black, Latin and Native American popu-
lations, along with sexual and gender minorities, have been more likely to contract 
and suffer from COVID-19. Increased vulnerability is explained by underpaid jobs in 
“essential industries”, which have required face-to-face contact, as well as by insti-
tutional discrimination and racist zoning laws, which have made physical distancing 
more challenging in some urban areas. Some scholars further notice that minority 
groups and the LGBTQ + community have been overrepresented in the prison popu-
lation, thus suffering from having been locked with few visits from family and chil-
dren for a long time, with limited access to healthcare (Harriot 2021). A study from 
the USA reported less secure access to financial, medical and educational resources, 
with a high percentage of job loss in LGBTQ + families (Gil et al. 2021). 

The second trend concerns social injustices and the transformation of “homes” 
into multi-tasking contexts due to the intensification of forced coexistence in private 
space (De Rosa et al. 2021). In some extreme cases, homes have been a stage of 
domestic violence, with a dramatic escalation of abuses in caseloads and serious 
difficulties to ensure adequate response from public institutions. Housing has shown 
the sharp contrast between wealthier people’s “self-sufficient” homes and inadequate 
living conditions (e.g. inadequate access to air and sunshine), difficult cohabitations 
(e.g. high number of occupants) and plumbing facilities (Ahmad et al. 2020). Several 
harms have been experienced by poor migrants living in overcrowded small apart-
ments of often informal housing markets with associated difficulties in paying rents 
(Vilenica et al. 2020). Co-housing practices among workers and students have also
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shown how even a substantial portion of care workers has continued to be subject to 
“marginal” housing conditions (Buckle et al. 2020). In addition, students have lost 
out in a range of areas, such as accommodation contracts and academic services, 
with controversial outcomes from blended teaching worldwide. In Italy, Amerio and 
colleagues (2020) found a strong association between poor housing and depressive 
symptoms, due to small apartments, poor quality views and scarce indoor qualities, 
with implications on working performance. Likewise, other scholars have pointed 
out the need for greater support to young people, who are among the most exposed 
groups to mental health issues (Sinha et al. 2020). 

7.2.2.2 The Reconfiguration of Consumer Sovereignty 

Two main emerging trends were retrieved from the literature about the rampant role 
of the digital sphere during the pandemic, an aspect referred to as the primacy of 
consumer sovereignty to the life of the population by Carrión (2014, 2018) and 
Polanco (2021). On the one hand, the exponential growth of digital platforms for 
e-commerce and online delivery is triggering new opportunities and risks, espe-
cially about personal data protection. On the other hand, the reconfiguration of the 
labour market highlights dramatic transformations for small entrepreneurs and aggra-
vating inequalities between skilled and low-skilled workers, with critical situations 
for vulnerable groups, especially women. 

During this pandemic, the impacts on urban economies have been particularly 
harsh in some sectors, with a decline in the international tourism economy. OECD 
(2020b) pinpointed that tourism, retail sales of products and services, and small manu-
facturing were the most negatively affected sectors, as the digital shift was especially 
hard for small producers, sellers and consumers. Against this backdrop, the acceler-
ation of the digitalisation of economic and labour activities has been compounded by 
the exponential growth of e-commerce with new business-to-consumer and business-
to-business transactions. In fact, the role of digital platforms for interoperable data 
systems has enabled an unprecedented amount of information sharing and advanced 
new challenges for data protection in the digital sphere (Steen and Brandsen 2020). 
Fraudulent and deceptive online practices have spread along with fake news, sale 
of unsafe hand sanitisers, surgical face masks or disinfectants and price-gouging 
practices to profit from the surge in demand (WTO 2020). 

The second trend regards the transformation of homes into “electronic cottages”, 
which has allowed the continuation of some jobs (Doling and Arundel 2022), while 
others have dramatically fallen in the labour market. The opportunity of remote 
working calls for a global re-appreciation of the value and reward of skilled and low 
skilled jobs. White-collar workers have been more likely to be able to work from 
home, to have access to a personal car for transportation and to live in uncrowded 
homes (Florida et al. 2020). In contrast, being employed as “essential workers” or 
“frontline workers” is a condition that mostly involves minorities with high-touch 
jobs at the bottom of the wage scale, which has exposed them to higher risks of job 
loss due to automation and digital transition and infection to the coronavirus (Afsahi
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et al. 2020). The acceleration of online food delivery, for example, has been barely 
accompanied by an adjustment of job conditions as well as protection measures for 
health and safety. Evidence further shows that the impacts of the economic crisis have 
been more negative for women as they are likely to have lower income and fewer 
savings, being often single parents and more likely to be informal and/or unpaid care 
and domestic workers (Mouratidis 2021). 

7.2.2.3 The Reconfiguration of Democratic Institutions 

Literature review pointed out two main trends emerging about the relationship 
between citizens and democratic institutions that give account of the annihilation 
of the institutional frameworks in the urbicide (Carrión 2014, 2018; Polanco 2021). 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, local governments played a key role in the face of 
the ambivalent perception of the central state. Secondly, central states have produced 
public discourses and made decisions in the management of the health crisis within 
a highly complex field of forces. 

As regards the first trend, the continuous state of emergency has nurtured public 
cynicism towards public institutions (Afsahi et al. 2020). Countries with an existing 
crisis of democracy have been at the stage of a growing destabilisation of the social 
order, whereas those countries that provided long-term pandemic plans have shown 
a more effective management of the coronavirus. This pandemic has illuminated the 
ambivalent perception of the central state, as either reinvigorated in the management 
of the health crisis or overwhelmed by that. In contrast, while local governments 
have often become more dependent on the state than it was before the crisis, pre-
existing networks and partnerships between communities and external agencies have 
contributed to provide more effective responses (Leach 2021). Local authorities have 
more frequently gained centre stage in the public debate for putting in place solidarity-
induced measures and encouraged self-aid networks via proximity democracy (Smith 
et al. 2021). Inhabitants have been a powerful resource to counteract the negative 
impacts of the pandemic at the community level through initiatives against lock-
down-induced loneliness and lack of essential goods and services (Falanga 2020). 
The strengthening of elective ties for self-organised mutual aid has been indicative 
of the power of community action, as well as of the pervasiveness of structural 
inequalities (Smith et al. 2021). In fact, as noted by Steen and Brandsen (2020), the 
opportunity to break through procedural restrictions during the pandemic opened 
up options for new experiments often powered by people affected by the economic 
paralysis (Hall et al. 2021). 

Connected to the trend above, the political discourse has developed at the cross-
roads of international, national and local forces by eventually playing a role in 
shaping final decisions. The media have given stage to scientists, who have been 
essential in understanding, tracking and responding to the virus. However, in some 
cases, the exposition of virologists and the integration of scientific knowledge into 
decision-making has generated confusion, apprehension and scepticism among citi-
zens (see also: Cho and Gower 2006; Neuman, Just and Crigler 1992). As pointed out
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by Seebohm (2021), confusing and contradictory messages from governments and 
media have worsened trust towards decision-makers, which has exacerbated feelings 
of isolation and emotional distress. Furthermore, whereas this was perceived as a 
time of “command and control”, delays in information release, rumours, and fake 
news have nurtured fear and disorientation, as well as critical behaviours and public 
outcries. On a more critical stance, Standring and Davies (2020) contended that 
the public discourse has often underlined existing social pathologies provoked by 
neoliberalism. The authors (ibidem) point to the emergence of new forms of “necro-
socialism” through the adoption of a “socialist” language on the priority of health 
over finance through small acts of kindness out of a robust engagement with reverting 
policies on structural inequalities. 

7.3 Reframing Our Understanding of Urbicide Based 
on the Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic has driven multiple changes, some of them temporary, 
some others more persistent. Ferrão and colleagues (2021) have discussed the magni-
tude and reach of the pandemic effects by identifying three main categories: (i) 
revealing weaknesses (e.g. vulnerability of the most exposed socio-professional, 
ethnic and age groups, the limited human and financial resources of public services 
and social organisations, the financial fragility of many companies), (ii) acceler-
ating trends that had not reached a relevant expression until the disruption of the 
pandemic (e.g. remote working or home delivery) and (iii) cluttering phenomena, as 
well as disrupting actions towards positive changes, including human–planet rela-
tions. According to the authors (ibidem), the three categories of effects intercept 
different, at occasion interwoven, governance strategies put in place by public author-
ities against systemic global risks: (i) mitigation, through immediate responses in the 
face of the emergency; (ii) adaptation, through short-medium preventive measures 
aimed to improve urban resilience; and (iii) transformation, through medium-long 
term actions addressing the causes of risks, thus aiming to advance structural changes 
and transformative agendas. 

Examination of the COVID-19 impacts through the lens of the urbicide allows 
acknowledging the magnitude and reach of the material and symbolic destruction in 
the short and middle terms and envisage trends to be either countered or enhanced 
based on a transformative agenda. Accordingly, Fig. 7.2 shows the subdimensions 
and associated trends discussed above as clustered within broader domains, namely 
environment, planning, society, economy and democracy.

In each domain, as synthesised in Table 7.1 and discussed in the following sub-
paragraphs, we identify the main pandemic effects, briefly classified as revealing, 
accelerating and cluttering; as well as the solutions in place to mitigate, adapt and/or 
transform local governance.
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Table 7.1 Pandemic effects and solutions in place in the identified domains 

Domains Pandemic effects Solutions 

Environment Pandemic effects are cluttering our 
understanding of human/non-human 
relations 

Adaptation strategies have mainly 
addressed short-term solutions while 
international commitment is needed to 
foster a transformative agenda 

Planning Pandemic effects are accelerating our 
awareness about the pitfalls of 
modernist planning as well as the lack 
of planning 

Mitigation strategies have mainly 
sought to promote temporary initiatives 
(e.g. tactical urbanism) and only few 
cities have shown commitment to 
longer-term changes 

Society Pandemic effects are revealing the 
fragility of some social groups, such 
as poor and at-risk of poverty people, 
ethnic minorities, migrants, LGBTQ + 
community, young people and women 

Mitigation strategies have mainly relied 
on the articulation between public 
authorities and social groups, while 
little evidence is provided on a more 
robust commitment to revert structural 
inequalities 

Economy Pandemic effects are accelerating 
existing trends in the exponential 
growth of e-economy and delivery 
platforms, which impair small sellers 
and put in risk personal data 

Adaptation and transformation solutions 
are being put in place by improving 
digital devices and skills, although little 
has been done so far to enhance digital 
access and literacy 

Democracy Pandemic effects are accelerating 
existing trends related to spreading 
disaffection towards the central state, 
which contrasts to higher appreciation 
of local authorities 

Mitigation strategies have mostly built 
on initiatives of proximity democracy, 
while little evidence exists on 
longer-term strategies to recover citizen 
distrust at the national level 

7.3.1 Environment 

In the environment domain, the pandemic effects are mostly cluttering our under-
standing of the relation between human and non-human species in the city, within the 
frame of the ongoing climate breakdown. Temporary changes during the pandemic 
aimed to take advantage from the perceived suspension of urban life. However, 
inequalities emerged as to the access to quality green spaces within the city, and 
the possibility to commute from city to countryside. Solutions have mainly regarded 
short-term and on–off initiatives, which call for greater commitment of local, central 
and international agencies towards effective, fair and inclusive solutions. 

7.3.2 Planning 

In planning, the pandemic effects are both accelerating changes and cluttering our 
understanding of the world. On the one hand, the modernist legacy has accelerated 
our understanding of the need for more diversity in the city. This debate has been
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supported by effective solutions carried out in diverse, large and compact cities, which 
have provided good results in health access and sustainable mobility. On the other 
hand, these same effects push the debate on urban planning towards the centrality of 
the neighbourhood as a key unit of analysis. Like in the previous domain, adaptation 
strategies have been mainly short-term and one-off, although some big cities, such 
as Paris and Barcelona, are investing in medium-long term changes. 

7.3.3 Society 

The dissolution of social cohesion calls on impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
urban and domestic lives. In both, social interactions have been dramatically changed 
by the health measures adopted by public authorities to contrast the virus contagion. 
Isolation at home and physical distance in public spaces have been particularly hard 
for groups that suffered from material (e.g. job loss) and symbolic (e.g. discrimina-
tion) harms. Poor migrants as well as some students have suffered from inadequate 
housing conditions, which increased risks of infection in overcrowded cohabita-
tions, paired by problems at school and/or in mental health. Mitigation strategies 
against such revealing effects often relied on the action of social groups and the third 
sector, with immediate aid packages coming from public powers, however out of 
orchestrated strategies of long-term interventions. 

7.3.4 Economy 

In the economy field, major changes have come from the development of new tech-
nologies and the digital sphere. The acceleration of these phenomena has built on 
needs to provide alternative instruments to workers and effective ways of commu-
nication. In the labour market, the home has become a multi-operational centre for 
some, while others have continued to work in contact with the public, thus exposing 
themselves to higher risks of contagion. In parallel, spreading service and goods’ 
delivery workers corroborated significant divides in the protection of skilled and 
unskilled workers. Responses in this field have relied on medium-long strategies 
as regards the digital shift of public and private agencies, with investment for skill 
improvement and updated devices. 

7.3.5 Democracy 

Finally, pandemic impacts on democracy have been rather ambivalent. While central 
governments have played a major role in managing the health crisis, some states have 
shown unpreparedness and have sent contradictory public messages. Others have
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been praised for effective actions, with local authorities often coming to the fore as 
effective proxies with social groups, community networks and the third sector. Yet, 
dependency on central funding may have constrained degrees of autonomy in this 
field. Emerging polarisation in the political spectrum and raising mobilisations are 
likely to change the democratic scenario in the days ahead. Against such accelerating 
effects, there is no evidence of proper adaptation strategies put in place by states. 

7.4 Concluding Remarks 

In this chapter, we aimed to systematise knowledge about the impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic through the lens of the urbicide. This original contribution is mostly 
based on a selected review of scientific literature in social sciences with a focus on 
Europe. While relying on situated knowledge, the chapter allowed examining two 
interconnected questions: to what extent does the concept of urbicide contribute to 
understanding the impacts of this pandemic in urban environments, and how does 
such understanding contribute to advance this concept for future debates about the 
city? 

Some of the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic may be linked to the material 
and symbolic destruction of the city, as postulated by the concept of urbicide. Like in 
similar extreme events, this pandemic has suspended the normal functioning of cities, 
worsened social vulnerabilities and disparities, and created problems to the urbs, the 
civitas and the polis. Nevertheless, impacts have not been linear, as the magnitude 
and reach of this pandemic have elicited a highly complex set of issues that broaden 
the analytical scope of the urbicide. An in-depth understanding of this concept has 
helped navigate through the systemic and, at occasion, contradictory urban issues 
that neither entirely nor comprehensively attach to it. Our effort has been to explain 
some of the most striking phenomena of this pandemic by problematising the concept 
of urbicide itself. In fact, it is through the lens of the urbicide that the asymmetric 
nature of cities can be more clearly seen in the articulation between urbs, civitas and 
polis. This conceptual lens allowed a crosscutting interpretation of the ways in which 
the impacts of the pandemic, as well as those of similar extreme events, can relate to 
the material and symbolic dimensions of the city. Did the pandemic exacerbate some 
of the harms of modern rationalism and neoliberal globalisation? Did it create new 
conditions, albeit transitory, for new transformative trends in our cities, thus opening 
room for new ways of living our common spaces? 

One of the key lessons learnt from this literature review is that the pandemic is not 
only a source of some urbicide-related issues, such as the aggravation of structural 
inequalities generating discrimination and conflict, but also a new potentiality for 
urban transformations. And this lesson brings us to reflect on whether and how it 
is possible to advance knowledge on current urban transformations through the lens 
of this concept. This chapter points at one possible pathway: the improvement of 
the interpretive potentiality of the urbicide based on the acknowledgement of some 
conceptual and practical limits.
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In our opinion, the concept’s destructive ethos underpins an idea of cities step-
ping back from existing or ideal conditions. However, destruction and construction, 
permanence and transformation, death and life gain new meanings according to 
different interpretive angles. In other words, this chapter can stimulate the debate 
on the dynamic character of the urbicide and broaden its scope as to the ongoing 
societal and urban transformations. From a focus on absence caused by destruction, 
the urbicide can speak the language of new desired (per)formed presences. 

While planetary processes of urbanisation undermined the collective production 
and use of cities, thus bringing to the surface some urbicide-related issues, we believe 
that our approach to this concept can bring new insights at the edge of city and 
urbanisation. If we aim to push forward a transformative and progressive urban 
agenda, the urbicide should incorporate a regenerative ethos, contrasting the present 
regressive forces against the urbs, the civitas and the polis. 
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Chapter 8 
The Ideology of Public Space 
and the New Urban Hygienism: Tactical 
Urbanism in Times of Pandemic 

Manuel Delgado-Ruiz 

Abstract This essay interprets the implementation of “tactical urbanism” as the 
latest step in the urban technocratic project aimed at destroying or at least subduing 
all actual urban life, thus as a form of urbicide. It presents the case of Barcelona, 
where in the spring of 2020 the “new municipalism” city council developed several 
interventions based on tactical urbanism, aiming at guaranteeing a prophylactic envi-
ronment against the spread of COVID19. Though presented as temporary, these 
transformations ended up being permanent, combining with other urban policies 
such as the “superblocks” (supermanzanas), justified as countering climate change. 
The essay argues that these policies aimed at refurbishing outdoor urban spaces 
reiterate the hygienist vocation of early nineteenth-century urbanism, born as a 
“science” precisely in the Catalan capital. The growing influence of tactical urbanism 
is analyzed in the framework of a left-wing municipal government that attempts to 
develop a new orientation in city governance and that employs as a crucial discourse a 
rhetoric of public space as an ethical arena for good citizenship. Though this urbanism 
is exhibited as environmentally friendly, it is inscribed in a long tradition of policies 
aimed at sanitizing cities by removing their natural tendency at being spaces for 
conflict. 
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8.1 New Citizenist1 Municipalism 

In the last decades of the last century, led by its Mayr Pasqual Maragall, Barcelona 
presented itself and was recognized worldwide as a model of progressive urban 
governance and organization. A set of urban initiatives led by architects modified 
the morphology of the city through groundbreaking urban design. Later, following 
her appointment to the municipal government in 2015, Mayr Ada Colau, respecting 
Maragall’s vision of Barcelona, promoted transformations that once again positioned 
the Catalan capital as a benchmark in terms of creative adaptation to the climate 
crisis. Under Maragall, design focused on hard squares, large cultural containers, 
and avant-garde urban furniture, but the contributions that now placed Barcelona as a 
star city were the superilles—the superblocks—and the radical application of tactical 
urbanism. Both in the first “model Barcelona” (Borja 2010; Delgado 2017) and in 
the current “post-model Barcelona” (Montaner 2015), the common argument used 
to justify emblematic urban operations was (and is) the idea of a moral rebound—an 
argument based on values about good city planning and, by extension, planning of 
and for good citizenship. 

Ada Colau won the municipal elections in June 2015 as the lead candidate for 
Barcelona en Comú (Barcelona in Common) and sought to express, politically, the 
spirit of the 15M Movement—the movement “of the indignant” (Pereira-Zazo, and 
Torres 2019)—who had occupied the squares of major Spanish cities in the spring 
four years earlier. The Comuns (the Commons) was a new political group related 
to Podemos, composed of militants from different social movements (Ada herself 
had been a squatter activist) that formed a government with the ecosocialist party 
Iniciativa per Catalunya. The members promoted a new form of local government 
that, until then, had only been applied in small towns by independent candidacies 
but which now became prevalent in almost all large- and medium-sized Spanish 
cities. They did so in the name of democratic principles that were considered to 
have been absent in the administration of public affairs, but which they aspired to 
incorporate into municipal management: transparency, citizen participation, equality, 
social redistribution, and dignity. 

The new style of local management was soon projected as “new municipalism” 
(Romero and Boix 2015; Subirats 2006). It appeared on the Spanish and, later, the 
international political scene as a means to apply the principles of radical democ-
racy to everyday management issues and fight from the institutions the neoliberal 
commodification of the territory and the consequences of its crises in the form of 
new and greater social demand. Its ideology corresponded to what has come to be

1 Citizenism and citizenist are the terms that have been adopted to translate citoyennisme 
and citoyenniste, used to describe the ideology of ethical and aesthetic reform of capitalism typical 
of most new social movements. They first appeared in the pamphlet “L’impasse citoyenniste. 
Contribution à une critique du citoyennisme,” which began to circulate on the internet in 2001 
signed with the pseudonym Alain C., behind which was the geographer and sociologist Jean-Pierre 
Garnier. http://www.notbored.org/citizenism.html#_edn2. Accessed 11 August 2022. 

http://www.notbored.org/citizenism.html#_edn2
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called citizenism (Delgado 2016)—an updating of classical republicanism and left-
wing liberalism that takes the political perspective of realizing cultural modernity 
projects and understands democracy not as a form of government but as a way of life 
and a moral imperative. Citizenism does not call for the dismantling of the capitalist 
system but instead seeks ethical and aesthetic reform to humanize it and temper its 
excesses. 

Ada Colau and the Comunes were not the only candidates to promote new munic-
ipalism in the Spanish state. Other candidates who presented themselves as being 
“pro change” reached Mayral positions in important cities, such as Madrid, Valencia, 
Zaragoza, and Cádiz. The case of Barcelona was singular not only because, along 
with Cádiz, it was the only city that reelected the government in the subsequent elec-
tions in 2019, but also because it was accompanied by important doctrinal production 
and attracted international publicity, which led to new municipalism coming to be 
called international municipalism due to its ascendancy in the municipal policies 
of Europe, Latin America, and the USA (Chamock 2018). Thus, Barcelona is seen 
today as representing a new form of local governance paradigm, both in terms of 
theorization and its formal plans and in terms actions, which are compatible with 
the general idea of equipping cities with cutting-edge digital technology—so-called 
smart cities, of which Barcelona is claimed to be an excellent example (Charnock et al. 
2021). New municipalism has revealed itself as an instrument for realizing universal 
ideals, such as the development of human capital, multiculturalism, quality of life, 
technological humanism, cosmopolitanism, citizen participation, and the “common 
good.” Above all, its most admirable projects have been hailed as elements of a 
zealous crusade against automobilization and in favor of improved health conditions 
for urban citizens. 

In practice, the emergence of new municipalism in the administration of large 
cities such as Barcelona has been limited, regarding economic redistribution and the 
acquisition of rights, to a downgraded, relaxed version of social democratic or even 
Christian social projects, which has positioned capitalist appropriation as a “social” 
and, increasingly, an “ecological” move (Mansilla 2017). This is consistent with the 
fact that the massive mercantile depredation of cities is being carried out in the name 
of the human good and the salvation of the planet. This constitutes a recycling of 
neoliberalism (Janoschka and Mota 2021) as a form of what we might call “virtuous 
capitalism,” which employs new rhetorical repertoires to justify, claiming highly 
moral motives, the execution of plans that, although presented as urban development, 
often end up as mere real estate projects. 

8.2 The Idealism of Public Space as a Moral Scenario 

It is interesting that both citizenism as an ideology and the new municipalism in 
its government implementation conceive an idealistic vision of public space and, 
by extension, whole cities. Citizenism imagines public space as an ideal forum for 
consensus and reconciliation presided over by citizens. These hypothetical citizens
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have no antagonisms and foster truces between social segments with incompatible 
interests who agree to forget their differences and inhabit spheres in which the old 
social classes are conflated in the interests of shared goals and peaceful coexistence. 
In fact, the most persistent and central element of the discourses regarding both the 
model Barcelona and the post-model Barcelona seems to be the constant invocation 
of values in this chimerical public space. 

The public space of which dogmatic citizenists speak, with its cleanliness and 
guarantee of ethical civic norms, is much more than a stage for social life, starring 
total or relative strangers. Ideologists, politicians, and technicians of new munici-
palism base the topographical concept of public space, adopted since the 80s of the 
last century,2 on a notion taken from political philosophy (Arendt 1958; Habermas 
1962)—that of using it to designate a bourgeois public sphere and deploy it for the 
benefit of civil society. This new use of the concept of public space locates in public 
places—spaces of public ownership and free concurrence—the proscenium on which 
abstract democratic principles are enacted as practical ways of being together. This 
constitutes a formula to ethically achieve the great transformations shaping the capi-
talist spatial turn—the conversion of urban spaces into major sources of production 
and the accumulation of surplus value. 

Public space was thus introduced into official discourses on the city as an eidetic 
space, conceived and organized not according to what it was but to what it should be, 
and the discourses suppressed the access to or emergence of anything that contra-
dicted or disagreed with its theoretical perfection. In other words, public space is 
a hypothetical ideal space that attempts to superimpose itself on real streets. It is 
this idealism of public space that, in Barcelona, is central to all discursive strate-
gies for social pacification (Borja and Muxí 2003; Borja et al. 2004). Its task is to 
guarantee—not least in Barcelona—the fulfillment of neoliberal urban agendas that 
soften its ravages, making it a priority to discipline life in the streets. 

This means that the notion of public space, in terms of both urban governance 
and the technocracy of urban citizenship, does not have a mere descriptive func-
tion, but serves as a pure ideology (Delgado 2015). Its task is not, as it pretends, 
to describe accessible voids between built volumes but to morally elevate territo-
ries as quality spaces—presumably accessible regions in which appropriate uses, 
desirable meanings, and good fluidity of displacements is ensured. It is a matter of 
configuring garrison spaces—in both the military and culinary senses—to guarantee 
safe, predictable environments for urban reform operations, making them appealing 
for speculation, tourism, and institutional purposes in terms of legitimacy. To this 
end, the urban exteriors should be meeting places for orderly multitudes of free and 
equal beings who will use them to enjoy friendly coexistence, free of conflict, and 
should become paradises from which anyone who does not espouse middle-class 
values is expelled or barred. This is the ville en rose, over which new municipalism 
in Barcelona would like to reign sweetly.

2 The Google Books Ngram Viewer tool reveals that the concept of public space in books was 
almost nonexistent before 1980 but has enjoyed uninterrupted, exponentially increasing use since 
then. 
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8.3 Tactical Urbanism: From Tactics to Strategy 

New liberalism corresponded to new urban globalization and to new urbanism. Smith 
(2002) stated that this was what he perceived to be happening at the planetary level 
at the end of the 1990s. New municipalism and its philosophical fantasy of public 
space are among the favorite instruments of new ways of global urbanism. The new 
urbanism of the new municipalism holds that capitalist accumulation in cities must 
be sustainable, inclusive, participatory, intercultural, and thus beneficial for the good 
of humanity (Anguelovski et al. 2018). In this framework, we can see the urgency of 
generating public spaces inspired by market ecologism that makes common people 
bear the responsibility for and price of the environmental disasters they are victims 
of. The green reconversion of urban capitalism has had to dynamically transform 
transit areas in cities to facilitate revolutionary “active” mobility—on foot or by 
bicycle—based on clean energies. This is the latest chapter in the long history of 
attempts to deconflict and depoliticize the streets as a so-called public space. It is 
tactical urbanism. 

Tactical urbanism adopts various doctrinal and practical starting points to justify 
its proposals for intervening in urban mobility spaces. It claims to be the heir of Situ-
ationist International and its proposal to subvert urban order by generating occasions 
to upset bourgeois normality. It also claims a tempered reading of Henri Lefebvre, 
from which it adopts the proposal of urban models or forms developed outside the 
urban technocracy: an “experimental utopia” (Lefebvre 1961)—later, a “concrete 
utopia” (Lefebvre 1968)—made up of practices and proposals and attentive to impli-
cations and consequences. Tactical urbanism is postulated as executing the dream 
of Jacobs (1961: 29–142) for a recovery of “sidewalk society” based on cooperation 
and creativity, as well as for the management of cities linked to places and conducive 
to calm, non-invasive mobility. 

de Certeau (1980) appears as a major reference with his concept of tactics. Tactics 
are the tricks that allow the subjugated to take advantage of junctures and occasions 
that allow memory to accumulate potentially useful experiences. Since this memory 
is pragmatic and serves the search for and exploitation of circumstances, it must 
itself be mobile and adaptive. Tactics differ from strategies, which are conceived of 
at (and applied from) positions of power by those who hoard privileges and organize 
controls. Tactics are ways of doing through which users reinterpret and reuse the 
spaces designed from above by specialists to make other things of them and do other 
things with them. For Certeau, tactics are a resource of the weak to counteract the 
control strategies of the powerful. 

The antagonistic vocation of this type of urbanism was appropriately called “guer-
rilla” insofar as it began by challenging the authoritarianism of institutional urbanism 
and the despotism of the automobile. This type of urbanism was intended to be 
applied on a small scale as the fruit of neighborhoods’ self-initiated projects. This was 
made possible by new forms of alternative financing and organization by multidisci-
plinary and ephemeral collectives, sometimes associated with transformative social 
movements. Isolated actions, such as Open Streets in Seattle, are often considered
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precursors of a movement that would later spread throughout the USA and Canada 
from 1965 onwards. Another precedent would be Bonnie Shreck’s artistic works in 
Californian urban spaces in the early 1970s—the period during which bicycle lanes 
were initiated in Bogota. The “urban recipes” of architect Santiago Cirugeda in the 
second half of the 1990s are also important precedents for tactical urbanism in Spain 
(Cirugeda and De Nieves 2006). 

Already widespread in the 2000s, tactical urbanism took the form of small, 
ephemeral, spontaneous interventions in North American cities such as New York, 
Dallas, and San Francisco. They involved modifying the local environments through 
the low-cost, playful use of rudimentary materials for folding picnic furniture, paint-
to-zone sidewalks and driveways, plastic and concrete bollards, wooden planters, and 
site-made materials. This urbanism soon generated new types of street furniture with 
their own names: Berlin cushions (plastic obstacles on the road to force vehicles to 
slow down) or New Jersey fences (pieces of concrete painted yellow). Another action 
consisted of creating parklets and pocket parks as spaces for traffic or car parking. 

Drawing inspiration from these experiences, tactical urbanism emerged as a move-
ment after a meeting of the Next Generation of New Urbanist Group in 2010 (Lydon 
and Garcia 2015; McGuirk 2014) and underwent increasing formalization. Many of 
the interventions already undertaken by local administrations were initially carried 
out in the collaborative spirit in which they were born—from below. The tactical 
municipal projects were conducted in the manner of experiments whose concretiza-
tion depended on consensus approval and the usufruct of the users themselves. This 
implies that each action of this type was (in theory) approved, revised, or even rejected 
by its recipients. It was the experience of these modified spaces (their subjection to 
daily appropriations) and the opinions of the communities concerned that subjected 
each action to gradual adaptation to the social needs of citizens in their environments, 
especially those related to the sociability of proximity, that they were intended to 
promote, alongside the objective of generating social capital. 

In a few years, social urbanism became the reference model for municipal institu-
tions, especially in the hands of governments aligned with new municipalism, which 
took over the administration of many medium-sized cities and, increasingly, large 
capital cities. In reality, urban planning procedures and the accompanying discourses 
were certainly a shrewd way for urban governments to use “poor” urbanism as a 
means to continue neoliberal urban development policies during the recession that 
followed the 2008 economic crisis. They made planning processes more flexible and 
acceptable (even desirable) to citizens by presenting them as ways to combat air and 
noise pollution, enhance sustainable mobility, and stimulate peaceful coexistence. 

In practice, tactical urban planning and ecological measures ended up consti-
tuting the ingredients that made cities worthy of the appellation “creative.” This is 
one of the attributes that urban promotion policies and competitions between cities 
currently employ as a benefit with which to justify what, in practice, are marketing 
techniques, as well as a source of prestige for political institutions in the eyes of 
their own and other countries’ citizens. The results of interventions are presented as 
regenerating the urban fabric as a component of intellectual dynamism (if necessary, 
even rupturism) that corresponds to the growing dematerialization of the sources
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of economic growth, increasingly embellished with various avant-garde and ideo-
logical accompaniments. Tactical urbanism embodies combinations of innovation, 
imagination, art, and goodness that make it what Mould (2014) defined as “the latest 
political vernacular of neoliberalism.” 

Tactical urbanism aimed to promote the innovative recycling of urban space by 
encouraging the use of urban voids or the reuse of abandoned or decrepit land that 
could not be built upon, which resulted from the real estate crisis. The tactics ended 
up becoming a strategy through which municipal administrations could modify urban 
spaces in quick, cheap, and reversible ways, enabling them to test different solutions 
without mortgaging the urban spaces, waiting for projects to generate satisfactory 
results, or obtaining guarantees of consensual functional success. Entire cities were 
conceived of as open-air laboratories in which to test strategies without investing 
too many public resources (Cardullo et al. 2018; O’Callaghan and Lawton 2016). 
Despite this culturally anti-establishment patina, which allowed its achievements to 
be exhibited in contemporary art museums, the success of tactical urbanism served 
to depoliticize urban issues by varnishing initiatives with aesthetics and moralism 
and staging a social authenticity (Franco 2018) that won considerable political and 
media praise for its effectiveness. 

It is no wonder that tactical urbanism is today an increasingly reputable resource 
for “city specialists,” widely publicized through affirmative and propositional 
discourses. Its aesthetic is that of “do-it-yourself,” a bricolage style that results in 
anecdotal, decorative, or peripheral actions and operations without any disruptive 
implications for neoliberal urbanism, harmlessly controlling the regulatory frame-
work that governs territorial planning. Tactical urbanism embodies a political and 
economic program based on a diminished role for the public and an increased role 
for market forces. It does not propose planning that truly corrects deficiencies or 
excesses, such as those associated with social polarization, sociospatial segrega-
tion, or housing shortages. It does not even do so—contrary to its claims—with 
respect to environmental pollution. All these issues are at best alleviated but more 
often camouflaged or displaced. Tactical urbanism, with its low-cost initiatives, its 
informal air, and the moralizing ethos that surrounds and legitimizes it, far from its 
initial subversive pretensions, is today one of the favorite commercial brands for 
promoting business cities, including Barcelona. 

8.4 Emergency Urban Planning in Times of Pandemic 

Tactical urban planning began to be implemented in Barcelona in April 2020 as 
a necessary measure to deal with the worldwide state of emergency caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Under the mobility restrictions that affected the entire 
population, the Barcelona City Council surprisingly activated the “revitalization of 
public space,” presenting it as a response to the health crisis. This was an emer-
gency urban planning action—a temporary adaptation to the catastrophic coron-
avirus epidemic. Overnight, colorful geometric shapes were painted on chamfers and
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pedestrian spaces; roads, bollards, planters, and concrete blocks were distributed as 
benches; obstacles were placed to inhibit vehicular traffic; deliberately rustic street 
furniture was installed; and the bike lanes were extended. As soon as the lockdown 
measures ended, many public parking spaces came to be occupied by terraces of 
catering establishments to compensate—it was said—for the losses caused by their 
closure during the lockdown. 

This was repeatedly presented as the resilient resourcefulness with which 
Barcelona faced and overcame the catastrophe (Bermejo et al. 2022), with the aim 
of ensuring physical distancing between people and a healthy atmosphere to combat 
the disease.3 These tactical urban planning measures, presented almost as medical 
prescriptions, occurred in other cities around the world: Milan, Auckland, Lima, 
Berlin, Bogota, Vienna, and New York.4 In all cases, the modifications to urban 
exteriors were presented by the authorities as planned pilot responses to the health 
emergency, intended to facilitate the safe movement of street users, and the actions 
taken in this direction were based on a review of tactical urban planning as a tool for 
maintaining and promoting physical and mental health during the pandemic. 

In Barcelona, the authorities and the media emphasized that the COVID-19 lock-
down, especially the first phases of its relaxation and the gradual return of people to 
the streets, gave rise to an unusual image of streets. Suddenly, citizens could enjoy 
their immediate surroundings free of cars and communicate with their neighbors, 
who were no longer strangers, as they had been previously. Also, it was possible to 
enjoy moving around on foot or using clean transport, with fewer and shorter trips, 
in an environment free of atmospheric and acoustic pollution, reveling in the pure 
air and birdsong.5 This was an idyllic setting that provided an image of what a city 
could be like when it was suddenly free of air pollution, as if the health crisis had a 
silver lining. Important lessons could be learned, and people had the opportunity to 
imagine an alternative renewal of urban life. 

This approach was explicit. In fact, the state of emergency caused by the COVID-
19 pandemic coincided with the process of preparing Barcelona’s new Urban Master 
Plan, intended from the outset to ensure that Barcelona’s entire conurbation improved 
the quality of life of its population by adopting an energy transition. In 2022, a 
document was issued a document (Servei de redacció del Pla Director 2022) in  
which they agreed on the importance of turning the experience of confinement into 
an opportunity for reflection and learning. The report proposed that urban planning 
should consider the crisis situation and make the desired city model a reality. In doing 
so, it stressed health-related aspects, not only in terms of combatting pandemics, but

3 The health reasons for the tactical urbanism interventions in Barcelona appeared frequently in the 
local press as “emergency” measures required by the health crisis. See, for example, how the transfor-
mations were presented by Catalan public television, TV3: https://www.ccma.cat/324/lurbanisme-
tactic-adapt-transform-the-city-durgency-per-pandemic/news/3056906/. Accessed 17 May 2022. 
4 Cases with consistent theoretical developments were Paris (Denis and Garnier 2022), Toronto 
(Hassen 2022), Cape Town (Jobanputra and Jennings 2021), and Warsaw (Majewska et al. 2022). 
5 During the lockdown, “with less traffic the noise also went down. And the sum of the two factors 
allowed the birds to descend from the tops of the trees to streets, banks and fountains” (Mouzo et al. 
2020: 4).  

https://www.ccma.cat/324/lurbanisme-tactic-adapt-transform-the-city-durgency-per-pandemic/news/3056906/
https://www.ccma.cat/324/lurbanisme-tactic-adapt-transform-the-city-durgency-per-pandemic/news/3056906/
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as a preventive measure by generating healthier environments. Those responsible 
for the urban future of the city understood that the fight against the pandemic and 
the fight against global warming could be couched in terms of health. It could not 
be otherwise since the catastrophic spread of the virus occurred only weeks after 
Barcelona declared a state of climate emergency in January 2020. It was prepared to 
act urgently and forcefully against greenhouse gas emissions, and it seemed that the 
pandemic had providentially emerged to show us a way to cure the ills of carbon. 

Moreover, it was “scientifically” argued that general confinement and the suspen-
sion of everyday life had paradoxical positive effects on health. Thus, at the height of 
the desertion of the streets, in the spring of 2020, nitrogen dioxide (NO2) concentra-
tions in Barcelona fell by an average of 50%, and daily noise levels were reduced by 
five decibels. These data were reported in a study by Koch et al. (2022), who estimated 
that if the confinement measures had lasted for a full year and NO2 concentrations 
had been maintained at that level, 5% of myocardial infarctions, 6% of strokes, and 
11% of diagnoses of depression would have been prevented in the Catalan capital. 
The authors pointed out the urgency of transforming cities by considering the expe-
rience of the coronavirus epidemic and rethinking public policies to remodel urban 
spaces along the lines of what Barcelona had done.6 

The desire to generate empirical evidence of the value of tactical urban planning 
as a vehicle to prevent the spread of coronavirus was translated into research aimed 
at demonstrating the opportunity provided by the health emergency in Barcelona. In 
the middle of the lockdown (May 2020), street research was conducted to collect data 
on target citizens’ receptions of urban adaptations to the health emergency (Martí 
and Espíndola 2020). The conclusions could not have been more positive, and based 
on their results, the authors stated that the COVID-19 crisis provided positive lessons 
about redesigning streets to make them greener, quieter, more inclusive, and healthier, 
and about reconciling our urban habits with nature. Another field study attested to 
the lessons learned from the Barcelona City Council’s antiviral measures in terms of 
mobility, focusing on their optimal effects on logistics infrastructure and the delivery 
of goods (Castillo et al. 2022). Finally, again producing evidence of the beneficial 
effects of the pandemic, simulations of changes in a public bicycle network during 
total or partial lockdown were based on tactical urbanism (Bustamante et al. 2022). 

The implementation of “new urbanism” in Barcelona cost almost 11 million euros 
of public funding—10% of what was required to combat the pandemic. The items 
included in this expenditure had titles such as “Works for the execution of the actions 
of the public space and mobility in the framework of COVID-19”; “Works related to 
the expansion of the public space for the reopening of the terraces, on the occasion 
of the relaxation of the restrictions established with the declaration of the state of 
alarm”; and “Supply of benches for the actions of public space and mobility in 
the framework of COVID-19.” Regarding these charges, the Tribunal de Cuentas 
(Court of Auditors), the body in Spain responsible for auditing the public sector, 
investigated in addition to the irregular awarding of the works, precisely the fact that

6 For a chronicle of this process, in its different stages, please see the work of Fernández (2014) on  
urban planning attempts to “disinfect” what is now the Raval neighborhood in Barcelona. 
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they did not comply with their stated nature as emergency actions to deal with the 
health situation.7 Barcelona City Council defended itself against these allegations by 
claiming that the works “were intended to guarantee public health in the movement 
of travelers through the city, ensuring, in turn, efficient, healthy, and sustainable 
movement.” 

Tactical urbanism was presented in Barcelona not as an innovation, but as a next 
step in its tradition of creative and rupturing urbanism. The city had known precur-
sors to the popular urbanism of resistance that was presumed to be at the root of the 
new measures implemented by the City Council. The self-managed but institution-
ally supported complex of Can Batlló has been mentioned as an early expression 
of tactical urbanism (Fontes 2022), but a more evident type of urbanist resistance 
was undertaken by the residents of the Ribera neighborhood in Forat de la Vergonya 
(Hole of Shame) in the early 2000s, with its successful combatting of the munic-
ipality’s gentrification plans (Cordero 2016). Tactical urbanism eventually joined 
with another urbanist trend aimed at improving the vitality of the city—in this case, 
through a specifically Barcelona model of intervention that served as inspiration for 
similar reforms in other capitals. These were the superilles—updated superblocks 
conceived of by urban rationalists—which comprised units of up to eight blocks, 
fully pedestrianized or with reduced traffic, landscaped, and intended for leisure, 
local commerce, and social gatherings. The construction of superblocks in different 
sectors of the city—Poblenou, Eixample, and Sant Antoni—was inspired by a simple 
but strong objective: to clear streets of motorized traffic and provide them with street 
furniture that would turn them into squares (Rueda 2019; Zografos et al. 2020). Plans 
for the superblocks, initiated in 2016, earned unanimous international praise and won 
a special mention regarding the European Prize for Urban Public Space. 

The combination of tactical urbanism and superblocks placed Barcelona’s new 
urbanism on a plane that went beyond the fight against coronavirus®. It was no longer 
about preventing the spread of a deadly virus but about avoiding the global catas-
trophe that was about to be caused by mass automobilization and the environmental 
filth it generated. A study (Landrigan et al. 2018) showed that environmental pollu-
tion caused more deaths worldwide than COVID-19. In two and a half years, the 
COVID-19 epidemic claimed six million lives, but air pollution causes nine million 
premature deaths annually. Beyond the health emergency that justified its adoption 
in Barcelona and other cities, tactical urbanism, along with superblocks, became 
measures presented as facilitating drastic changes in mobility systems in favor of 
more sustainable and environmentally friendly modes of transport. Thus, Barcelona 
fulfilled its commitment as a member of the Climate Leadership Group of Cities 
(C40) by reducing the emissions responsible for global warming. It also adopted the 
guidelines issued by the UN (the Paris Agreement, Agenda 2030, and the New Urban 
Agenda) and by the European Union (the European Green Pact, Next Generation, 
and the New Leipzig Charter).

7 Accessed 24 May 2022. https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2021-11-23/el-tribunal-de-cuentas-
objeta-la-emergencia-del-urbanismo-tactico-realizado-por-colau-en-pandemia.html. 

https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2021-11-23/el-tribunal-de-cuentas-objeta-la-emergencia-del-urbanismo-tactico-realizado-por-colau-en-pandemia.html
https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2021-11-23/el-tribunal-de-cuentas-objeta-la-emergencia-del-urbanismo-tactico-realizado-por-colau-en-pandemia.html
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This shows that the policies of pacifying urban spaces around the world go hand-
in-hand with campaigns to replace the use of gasoline for transportation. Hence, the 
Catalan capital is reinforcing measures to discourage the use of combustion engine 
vehicles, hindering their use as much as possible and favoring clean and versatile 
means of transport. The objective is to reduce car use by 24% in two years and to 
achieve 80% of intra-urban travel by foot, public transport, or non-polluting vehicles. 
Institutional publicity and proclamations in major international forums have ignored 
or forgotten to answer the question of whether these actions are contributing as they 
should to making cities more rational, egalitarian, and inclusive. 

The results of implementing tactical urbanism are being questioned, above all, 
because of the uselessness of initiatives in reducing traffic congestion and air pollu-
tion levels. Barcelona closed 2021 with levels of environmental pollution three times 
higher than those set by the World Health Organization. Mobility problems have 
increased, some caused by the traffic jams generated by restrictions on the circu-
lation of motor vehicles, and others from unregulated and chaotic “sustainable” 
traffic circulation that is contributing to new forms of accidents. Car noise has been 
suppressed, but the neighbors of the superilles now suffer the noise from terraces of 
bars and the young people who gather there in the early hours of the morning. The 
colorful decorations on the ground mimic a kindergarten aesthetic, are confusing to 
use, and in many cases fail to capture the interest of passersby. The privileged areas 
with tactical urban planning initiatives and supermarkets have been constructed at 
the expense of adjacent roads, causing an increase in traffic density and therefore 
in pollution. No one doubts that the improvement in the respective environments 
will increase the price per square meter of built-up land and lead to gentrification. 
A sustainable city will have to be more expensive in a society where most of the 
built-up land is privately owned. 

However, in Barcelona, tactical urbanism was unexpectedly imposed by the 
government of Ada Colau and Barcelona en Comú, to the detriment of the plebiscite 
under which this model of the transformation of city mobility systems was born. There 
was nothing horizontal about how the authorities applied measures that were hypo-
thetically democratic and communitarian, but that were not previously presented 
as projects and were not subject to any public discussion, even in the interests of 
political plurality. Tactical urbanism has been defined as “a mega tool for citizen 
participation” (Paz Serra in Cussent 2022), but the affected neighborhoods were not 
even warned that their environments would be radically transformed, nor that the 
proceedings, however much they were presented as provisional, were irreversible, 
irrevocable, and here to stay. 

However, an interesting feature of the transformations was that the arguments 
used to justify them were based on studies claiming that the new measures would 
prevent up to 667 premature deaths in Barcelona per year. As a result of air pollution, 
the incidence of obesity and diabetes would be reduced, cases of depression caused 
by loneliness and isolation would decline, and Barcelonans would live an average of 
200 days longer (Mueller et al. 2020). Prior to the COVID-19 epidemic in 2017, the 
Barcelona City Council evaluated the superilles constructed in various city neigh-
borhoods. The campaign was entitled Salut als carrers (Palencia et al. 2020), which,
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in English, has two different meanings: “health in the streets,” highlighting a sense 
of place, and “health to the streets,” introducing streets as entities. In other words, 
streets are spaces full of users who enjoy physical, mental, and social well-being, 
and the streets themselves are cured of their ills. 

The focus of the praise for this new urbanism was on streets as both healed 
and healing—a type of urban spa in which to enjoy peaceful leisure and quiet 
encounters—a world set apart and protected from real urban life and its disturbances. 

8.5 Against Conflict Conceived as a Plague 

The most distinctive aspect of the discourses endorsed in Barcelona—as in other 
cities—was the implementation of tactical urbanism to stop the spread of the COVID-
19 pandemic, and the systematically used organic metaphors that reconceived the 
city as a living being, whose health could be improved by interventions that would 
cure its ills. This somatic reading applied diagnoses and urbanistic treatments to the 
suffering of the city as a physical body, but it was equally concerned with salvation 
and redeeming the sins of modern civilization, considering that some were guilty of 
unleashing a planetary cataclysm that poisoned the air and could only be fought by 
emptying the streets, first referring to family units, and then warning about the toxic 
nature of public life. 

Based on ecosystemic theories, the fight against coronavirus rested on hygienist 
arguments that had been used to justify urban sponging policies since the mid-
nineteenth century (Palero and Ávila 2020). Hygienism was a medically inspired 
doctrine concerned with public health that investigated and proposed actions against 
the endemic and epidemic pathologies that were depleting industrialized cities. The 
objective was to promote what today we would call the “quality of life” of the 
population. An emblematic example of this was the redesign of the banks of the 
Thames River in London, in the UK, in response to cholera epidemics (Johnson 
2007). Such interventions were a kind of biological urbanism based on medical 
topographies and statistics about the incidence of certain infections attributable to 
the poor state of public and private facilities. The scrutiny, today in force as “spatial 
epidemiology” (Pina et al. 2010), never failed to warn of the harmful role of certain 
behaviors of the popular classes that constituted a plague. It was a matter of sanitizing 
not only the habitats in poor neighborhoods, but also their inhabitants, who had to 
be educated to eradicate their bad habits—their sanitary habits and the behavioral 
ones that led to alcoholism, promiscuity, prostitution, or the abandonment of family 
obligations. 

Barcelona is another clear example of this. The history of urban planning in the 
Catalan capital has encompassed waves of morphological and infrastructural reforms 
that, since the nineteenth century and as a function of liberalization projects in a 
modern city, were conceived and applied simultaneously in the service of environ-
mental health and social neutralization (Alcaide González 1999; Capel and Tatjer 
1991), the latter with what today we would call “education in values” (i.e., moral
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lessons that induced good practices in what we call “urbanity,” in the sense of a 
restrained and gentle way of living in the city). 

This was the spirit of the great urban reforms of the nineteenth century, starting 
with the massive emptying of urban centers, the model for which was that of Baron 
Haussman in Paris, and continuing with models of urban expansion based on reticu-
lation accompanied by the rejuvenation of old neighborhoods. This last case involved 
the demolition of the city walls and the expansion of Barcelona through the Eixample 
project, which was based on medical opinions about the urgency of opening up the 
urban fabric to ventilate it and to control the epidemics that periodically decimated 
the population. When Ildefons Cerdà, who invented urban planning as a science, 
analyzed the walled city of Barcelona, he identified three basic problems to be solved: 
mobility, density, and morbidity (Cerdà 1863). His proposal aimed to create a zoned 
city, socially cohesive and facilitating movement, but above all, healthier. He did 
this in the service of a bourgeoisie that was already thinking in territorial terms of its 
new hegemonic role and which, above all, was concerned about the periodic social 
upheavals that endangered it. The justification for this was the urgent need to apply a 
therapy that would prevent the diseases that plagued Barcelona, and it was no coin-
cidence that it was a doctor, Pere Felip Monlau, who extended to the whole city the 
theories of Michel Lévy about the “atmospheric cube” and the ration of breathable 
air that each house (and now each fragment of the city) needed (Muñoz 2010). 

The Baixeras Plan of 1889, the Jaussely Plan of 1903, and the Macià Plan in 
the 1930s continued these lines of urban planning in the name of public health. 
They were suspended at the outbreak of the civil war, although it could be said 
that the devastation caused by the Italian air force’s bombing did not stop it from 
being brutally executed. After Franco’s victory in 1939, urban prophylaxis resumed 
and was continued from 1977 onward by democratic city councils. The latter were 
responsible for resuming the work of removing the old parts of the city, and they 
were convinced that advanced urban planning and quality architecture could solve 
the chronic social problems that Barcelona suffered and continues to suffer.8 

The last stage of this process was the one that engendered, theorized, and imposed 
the new Barcelona municipalism led by Ada Colau and Barcelona en Comú, based 
on tactical urbanism and superblocks, for which the circumstances imposed by the 
COVID-19 epidemic provided the great backbone. Now, the malignant microbes that 
the first hygienism tried to eradicate in action were replaced by a lethal virus on the 
loose. However, the changes were not, in fact, part of an anti-pandemic prophylaxis, 
despite being presented as such. On the contrary, the exceptional circumstances that 
forced the lockdown of cities were the excuse and impetus for updating capitalist 
urbanism on a global scale (Graziano 2021). This continues to reinforce the argu-
ments that posited urbanism a surgical instrument to remove the urban tumors and 
impurities that endanger cities and, by extension, the entire globe. In the nineteenth 
century, environmental risks were associated with cholera, tuberculosis, and yellow 
fever; recently, it was coronavirus that motivated urban health measures; and now,

8 A chronicle of this process, in its different stages, is presented in the work of Fernández (2014) 
on urban attempts to “disinfect” what is now the neighborhood of Raval in Barcelona. 
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the medicinal action has to be even more drastic, since the new miasma to be fought 
is the most harmful that humanity has ever known—atmospheric pollution and its 
accompanying global warming. 

In recent times, the manipulations of urban space aimed at hiding new and old 
forms of misery, and the informalities that hinder neighborhoods and urban centers, 
have been described as new hygienism. It concerns the efforts—urban, normative, 
and, if these are not enough, policing—to make streets “quality public spaces” and, 
thus, a proscenium for exhibiting good bourgeois manners with no fuss or passion. 
Hence, the neo-hygienism of campaigns to clean up irregular commerce in the 
street (Espinosa Zepeda 2016), or what is known as “preventive urbanism,” aims 
to contribute to security against criminals, vagrants, and loiterers (for the case of 
Barcelona, see Porretta 2010; Thomasz 2010). 

Part of this new hygienism is the admired urbanism undertaken in the name of 
alternative municipalism in cities such as Barcelona. There, tactical urbanism was 
imposed as a means to counteract COVID-19, hiding the fact that its destiny was 
to be implemented, together with the superblocks, as a definitive measure in the 
fight against climate change. However, this new hygienism has the same mission as 
its predecessors: not only to ward off, as it claims, the pandemics of coronavirus 
and environmental pollution, but to keep conflict, conceived as a plague, at bay and 
prevent it from threatening the good health of the bourgeois city. Its objective is to 
calm life in the streets and turn them into orderly, predictable spaces, to deactivate 
threats to the peaceful government of cities, and to present appropriate scenarios so 
that the dominated (the urbanized) can and want to collaborate avidly with those who 
dominate them (the urbanizers). 

8.6 Conclusion 

The preceding text engages in theoretical inquiry regarding tactical urbanism, inter-
preted as the latest episode in a struggle between urban culture and urbanist culture 
(i.e., between the ways of living in urbanized spaces, where conflict is a persistent 
element, and the formal structuring of urban territorialities according to criteria that 
are presumed to be aseptic and neutral). Taking advantage of the opportunity provided 
by measures to fight the COVID-19 pandemic, the “new urbanism” of the no less new 
municipalism insists, updating its rhetorical justification, on the old objectives of the 
“science of the city.” These have been, and are, those that determine the meaning of 
cities through devices that seek to give coherence to highly complex spatial ensem-
bles, calming and making clearly intelligible the forms of spatiality that are difficult 
to control but that characterize urbanism as a way of life. 

We can speak of tactical urbanism as a new manifestation of institutional 
urbanism—that is, as a will to destroy or deactivate the urban. The urban is what 
Henri Lefebvre (2000: 47–53) called urban society as a meeting of differences and 
an endless succession of simultaneities, dislocations, and confluences—the work of 
the citizens rather than imposed on them. It was this reality that Lefebvre denounced
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as attempts at intervention by “experts” in the service of the state and the capitalist 
order. Regarding that reality, the author of Le Droit à la ville never tired of repeating 
that the technical specialists know nothing or almost nothing (to the extent that it is 
a blind field for them). 

Special attention has been paid to the case of Barcelona, not because it is singular 
in using the COVID-19 pandemic to justify changes in the organization of the city, 
nor because it has established tactical urbanism in the name of fighting against the 
ecological disaster that awaits us, but because it has added its own construction—the 
superblocks—to the urban hygienism of the twenty-first century. The distinction of 
urban policies in the Catalan capital is that they are an example of change processes 
accompanied by a moral-enrichment justification that wraps up the capitalist appro-
priation of cities in abstract universal values against which it is impossible to rebel, 
obvious and urgent though they are. This is why Barcelona continues to represent 
a paradigm of new forms of “good urbanism,” exemplary for its virtuous intent, 
first by positioning its initiatives as promoters of the principles of citizenship, civic-
mindedness, and participation, then by presenting itself as a planetary referent in 
the environmental battle against climate change, and finally by functioning as a 
tool in the service of the great struggles of humanity—feminism, anti-racism, the 
LGBTI movement, and decolonialism—from whose programs all the militant and 
questioning dimensions of the capitalist order have been eradicated. 

The progressive government of Barcelona continues to pursue the line, already 
established in the 1980s, of adding to its avant-garde image in urban planning matters 
by presenting itself as a promoter of urban change based on ethical values. It has 
done this (and continues to do it) by placing in a central discursive role the notion 
of public space as a territory for reconciling differences, deactivating conflict, and 
eliminating antagonism at the confluence of those scenes of life and struggle that 
were once the streets. The agoraphobic logic of official urbanism consists, as Jacobs 
(1961: 30) wrote, of applying to cities an order inspired by a set of recipes openly 
designed not to improve cities but to murder them. 
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Chapter 9 
The Transformation of Urban and Digital 
Spaces from a Democratic Perspective 

Arnau Monterde and Joan Subirats 

Abstract Large cities are in the midst of a process of transformation, having to face 
major challenges of global dimensions, such as the climate and energy crisis, the high 
levels of growing inequality, and the impacts of the global financial economy. Digital 
networks are in a similar situation with increasing risks: the growing privatisation 
of infrastructures and concentration of power of large technology companies, their 
energy and climate impacts, and new forms of violence and discrimination in social 
networks. Indeed, the urban and digital spaces share many characteristics, but most 
importantly, the common challenge of their democratic governance. Based on an 
analogy between the urban and the digital, this paper will discuss issues including 
their spatiality, ecological impact, policies and forms of governance, and social uses. 
From the dialogue between these dimensions, some possibilities are explored for 
thinking about the challenges that lie ahead of both spaces. Finally, taking into 
account that the urban and digital spaces fully converge in big cities, some challenges 
are pointed out on how to face the democratic debate and the forms of democratic 
governance of the urban and digital space within cities. 

Keywords Digital space · Urban space · Governance · Democracy · Digital 
networks 

9.1 The Global City and Digital Networks 

Most large cities, towns and metropolises are now global cities in which people, 
knowledge, and financial flows circulate globally. Cities represent urban materiality 
in that meeting point that is public space and that responds to logics of functioning 
that transcend their tenuous borders. Indeed, these are increasingly becoming points
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of connection for the great global networks of information, circulation, and power. 
Large cities and their financial centres concentrate on a fundamental part of the 
organisation of a power that also operates on a global scale. Regarding the citizenry, 
although able to operate on a global scale, they also operate under more restricted and 
unequal way conditions. Yet, what they do find in cities is the space from which they 
connect to the world; a space in which they situate themselves and from which they 
can act. Besides, the impacts of the current model of urban development transcend the 
city itself and have a global reach: the energy consumption of cities, the management 
of the waste they generate, and the pollution of air or water—neither of which know 
administrative boundaries. 

The city is global (Sassen 1999, 2008) and this globality has been accelerated 
in a muddled manner with the deployment of digital networks, connectivity and 
digitalisation of all the infrastructures and services that operate in the city. Not only 
have cities become large central nodes in this global digital network, but today, cities 
also operate at a digital level. These organise their services, collect and measure data, 
support telecommunications infrastructures, consume energy to maintain the digital 
system, and gather the new centres of innovation and development of the large global 
tech companies, embodying the most important productive space in the world. And 
the digital, far removed from this essentially immaterial idea, also concentrates a 
large part of the conflicts that will mark this century: the energy impact and material 
resources necessary to produce the current model of technological development, the 
accelerated privatisation and governance of this large and emerging global space, or 
all the political problems associated with the control, surveillance, and exploitation 
of data. These set of elements are not easy to govern from traditional democratic 
logic. And yet, while not free from threat, digital networks continue to have the 
capacity to act as spaces for free communication, cooperation, exchange, and the 
generation of emerging forms from which to think about society and democracy, in 
the same way, that cities have been and continue to be. 

In a context of multiple and overlapping crises such as the ecological, energy, 
and climate crises, the cyclical economic crises that continue to generate a large 
increase in inequalities, the crisis of representative politics and the rise of the far right 
and populism (Gerbaudo 2018), and geopolitical conflicts in new scenarios of war, 
without forgetting the impact of COVID-19, the city continues to be the main scenario 
in which these multiple disruptions and conflicts converge. And this time it does so in 
an ultra-connected way through digital networks on a global scale. These networks 
are also subject to and affected by these multiple crises and are increasingly creating 
new digital public spaces, new spaces of sociability, spaces for the construction of 
information, spaces with new models of centralised and deregulated governance, 
new spaces of cooperation, and new spaces of conflict. 

This chapter proposes an approach that we believe is more than necessary: to think 
of the city and the urban space in its global dimension in an analogous way to how we 
envision the world of digital networks and the digital space that is today’s Internet. 
This analogy should allow us to understand both spaces through different layers 
of shared analysis, incorporating the existing tensions in terms of power relations, 
the forms of production and management of resources, their models of governance
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and social organisation, and its emerging processes.1 The trajectories of cities and 
digital networks at the global level, with very different time scales of development, 
can tentatively help to identify similar processes, such as the privatisation of public 
spaces, the management and ownership of resources and infrastructures, models 
of democratic governance, regulation of shared spaces, their social function, and 
the challenges posed by highly uncertain future scenarios. This approach can serve 
as a starting point to address some of the threats posed by prospective planning 
towards the construction of more sustainable and more democratic global spaces in 
the aforementioned context of multiple overlapping crises. 

9.2 Space, Power, and Democracy 

The city has historically been conceived as a democratic space, or so this was the case 
in the first Greek polis such as Athens (Sinclair 1991). This is, as spaces of encounter, 
deliberation and construction of shared meanings with respect to the public. Even 
so, and accentuated by its exponential growth, the city and urban space have also 
represented a large part of the accumulation of inequality, with the concentration 
of large factories and their workers in exploitative conditions during the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries in Europe, or with the development without democratic 
planning of the large urban conurbations of the Global South. It is within big cities 
that this exploitation takes place, where socio-economic differences are expressed 
through the organisation of labour, property, and the development of new financial, 
economic, and social dynamics. 

In this sense, the city is the space in which power genuinely operates and resides 
in the twenty-first century. Cities are the places where the large financial centres, the 
government of the dispersed offshore production centres, and the large infrastructures 
are located. Simultaneously, the city is the place where part of the speculative value 
economy that feeds these financial flows is articulated: stock exchanges, housing 
and its speculative assets, tourism, and the new urban services; all mediated by large 
digital platforms such as Uber, Airbnb, and Glovo, a new reality which has come to 
be called platform capitalism (Srnicek 2017). However, although we see more and 
more dynamics operating on a global scale and affecting many cities in a similar way, 
there are many differences in how cities are organised and governed in the present 
times, especially if analysed from the perspective of the Global South and in terms of 
inequality, accentuated by the concentration of power in the digital space controlled 
by the USA and China. 

Historically, cities have had the capacity for self-government based on flexible 
and diverse political systems that were capable of internalising democratic dynamics

1 The concept of emergence comes from network theory and complex systems, and explains the 
emergence of collective behaviours and systemic relationships that cannot be explained by the 
behaviour of the parts of the system separately (Boccaletti et al. 2006). As the scale of analysis 
increases, one can observe these systemic properties that illustrate emergent behaviours through 
forms of self-organisation. 
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in their governance models, allowing high levels of innovation, as in the case of the 
city of Barcelona in the eighteenth century (Martinez 2009) or the Greek polis. In 
addition, cities have also had to mediate cross-border trade, migration, or environ-
mental flows, which has given them a certain self-regulatory capacity to deal with 
the impacts of these flows, while at the same time being forced to address problems 
that transcended their administrative competencies at the local level. With the rise 
of financial capitalism and the digital economy in recent decades, flows have glob-
alised and new actors, services, and processes have emerged, impacting the city on 
multiple levels: large platforms for the management of tourist flats such as Airbnb, 
for mobility such as Uber, for home food delivery such as Glovo, to mention just 
a few. These services, with their main headquarters in the USA, are affecting the 
rental and tourist markets in the world’s main cities, the local economy of mobility 
services, and the logistics and distribution systems that involve new forms of job 
insecurity. Added to this are the increases in air pollution on a global scale caused 
by an unsustainable mobility model, very high energy consumption, and the urban 
impact of climate change. 

All this has generated a crisis in cities’ capacity for self-government and their 
difficulties in influencing, intervening, and responding to problems that transcend 
them and operate at scales over which they have practically no power for influence 
or effective governance. This raises the fundamental question of how to address 
conflicts resulting from dynamics that transcend the limits of urban space but have 
a high impact within the urban space itself. Certainly, the answer to this question 
involves the exploration of new models of governance and the construction of new 
scales of political intervention in cities (Berber 2013), as well as a reformulation of 
their relationship with the state. 

Global digital networks have a much more incipient trajectory in terms of the 
regulatory tradition of the public sphere, with barely 30 years of history anchored 
to the birth of the Internet. In its origins, the Internet was born under principles 
of cooperation and knowledge sharing (Castells 2004). The Internet was conceived 
under a premise that points to its decentralised nature so that it cannot be controlled 
or intervened in its entirety, and it is born from open and shared protocols, which 
makes its global interconnection possible, giving it a priori an undeniably democratic 
nature. But understanding the Internet today implies understanding that the global 
flows of information, code, and knowledge also constitute new power relations and 
that the materiality of this power lies in the capacity to sustain the infrastructures 
and codes that enable the interconnection of millions of people on a global scale. 
These include the large servers and data processing centres (physical computers 
that support the Internet) that are in specific material locations, subject to national 
legislation within the countries in which they are located, together with the cables 
and satellites that connect the servers internationally, and the energy consumption 
associated with these servers. It also includes the large social networks and their 
proprietary code and the massive personal data collected on them, or what has been 
called the new oil, as personal and user-generated data is one of the main sources of 
value of social networks.
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The power we refer to is held by a few globally operating companies that make 
up the largest percentage of the companies listed on the National Association of 
Securities Dealers Automated Quotation (NASDAQ).2 As the Internet is such a new 
space, transnational and national regulation has always lagged far behind the impact 
of rapid technological development. Moreover, the power of networks and networked 
communication (Castells 2013) also lies in the developments of the digital interfaces 
that today mediate social life as a whole, the code that makes up the set of applications 
that the Internet is today in private hands, and the data generated by the people who 
use such networks. As we have already mentioned, the billions of data generated daily 
that circulate today on the networks constitute one of the principal sources of value 
for the large companies operating on the Internet. And this is where the paradox 
of how a decentralised and initially democratic space has ended up becoming a 
space of control, or surveillance (Zuboff 2019), of shaping society, which, added 
to the dynamics of deregulation, usually ends up leading to and being associated 
with enormous social inequalities. Even so, digital networks, and the Internet as 
a decentralised space, continue to be a space where processes of communication 
and cooperation take place on a global scale, where new models of ownership and 
economy are developed, and where free communication still exists, albeit not without 
threats. The Internet today is also a public space with a particular chaotic nature, 
where there is conflict, where there is collaboration, and where there is also innovation 
and creation. 

Analysing the urban space and the digital space, through some of their political, 
economic, social or environmental dynamics, such as their forms of government, 
conflicts and power relations, the set of social practices that take place in these 
spaces or their ecological impact, should be able to shed light on both spaces to 
tackle some issues that are becoming crucial in the twenty-first century. The future 
of cities and digital networks depends primarily on dealing with the question of 
democracy. In other words, to question and construct models of governance that 
incorporate emerging forms of democracy (Subirats 2011) is able to respond to 
multiple crises, making it possible to confront them so that we can defend and 
protect these common spaces. Analogously, thinking of these spaces opens up possi-
bilities for understanding their respective and interrelated processes of globalisation 
and privatisation and their development dynamics. It also raises questions about the 
infrastructures and resources that sustain them, as well as the possibilities of handling 
the climate crisis that both spaces are forced to face. This perspective of joint analysis 
of the urban and digital space makes it possible to evaluate models of management 
of the material and the immaterial and their respective economic and social values. 
In short, engaging with the democratic governance of the city and digital networks 
makes it possible to study possibilities for the construction of democratic processes 
of intervention and defence of these public and common spaces. Due to the speci-
ficity of their networked structure, the exploration of new forms of governance on 
higher-level scales and their networks enable the emergence of new models.

2 It is the second-largest automated and electronic stock exchange and securities market in the USA, 
the first being the New York Stock Exchange. 
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9.3 Territory, Ecology, Politics, and Social Processes 
in Public and Digital Space 

Urban and digital spaces can be characterised based on particular elements of anal-
ysis. From a geographical or territorial perspective, the urban space, although its 
borders are sometimes blurred, has well-defined geographical and political jurisdic-
tional limits. As a result, its local and territorial scale is conditioned by metropolitan 
dynamics, i.e. the urban space is built around the whole city. Besides, when they 
connect, cities can also generate a distributed network of cities. And despite they will 
always remain subject to state-level legal and political orders, they will, nonetheless, 
have a certain margin in the direct and indirect competencies of local political admin-
istration. This grants them multiple properties or capacities in terms of autonomy and 
political action, such as territorial proximity and local governance, the management 
of their resources, or the development of their services. Mobility in the urban space 
will always be conditioned by the means of transport available for any movement 
within that space, which is a relevant spatial, temporal, and economic limitation. 

The digital space is practically unlimited and ultra-connected, with hardly any 
barriers to access beyond the material conditions of connectivity, i.e. having a device 
and access to the network. Moreover, its delimitation is reduced to the capacities and 
knowledge to access the different connection points, giving practically unlimited 
access to any open place in the network of networks. However, morphology also 
oscillates between forms of open networks, which, at the same time, are subject to 
high levels of centralisation. Although, as predetermined in its origins and thanks 
to its open protocols, its nature has a distributed form, there are large nodes in this 
network that play a central role in web traffic, data circulation and accumulation, 
processing capacity, and, in short, the machinery that supports this centralisation. 
Nowadays, these large nodes are owned by the large technology companies that 
support a large part of the Internet infrastructure (the so-called GAFAM3 : Google, 
Amazon, Facebook, Apple, and Microsoft), which is therefore in private hands. To 
put it differently, since the infrastructures that sustain the system as a whole are still 
concentrated in the hands of a few global companies, the network structure and open 
network in the circulation of information do not necessarily imply either high levels 
of power distribution or distributed dynamics to promote the logic of organisation of 
this power. 

With public attempts to generate Internet infrastructure still being very limited, 
the privatisation of the digital space is the norm. This privatisation implies that its 
governance is solely in the hands of private agents with particular interests, gener-
ally oriented towards the maximisation of economic profit. At the layer of the code, 
protocols and standards have been built to enable globally networked communica-
tion. Indeed, this is possible thanks to major agreements and the creation of legal 
frameworks and open and shared ownership (Kelty 2008).

3 The most important companies in the world in terms of their NASDAQ listing. In China, the most 
prominent companies are Tencent and Alibaba Group. 
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Just as public services and public infrastructures were built and developed in urban 
space to guarantee fundamental rights to its inhabitants (such as schools, hospitals, 
roads, green spaces, public transport, and so on), so would the digital space require 
similar public investment to ensure that it regains its public and democratic dimen-
sion. Property regimes in urban space differ from those in digital space. Large-scale 
privatisation processes have been observed in large cities, but public interventions 
that guarantee quality of life are still essential to make these spaces habitable: air 
quality, mobility, access to basic services, etc. 

The analysis of processes of privatisation of urban space and the responses from 
the public sphere can be an example to confront new forms of public policies on 
digital space. There are experiences of forms of ownership based on common spaces 
of communal management and ownership: housing cooperatives, forest areas, green 
spaces, etc., which operate with a logic that is relatively different from privatisation, 
such as the communal management of shared or public resources. These forms of 
ownership frequently occur in the digital space, especially in the case of intangible 
goods such as computer code. There are thousands of code projects (languages, 
programmes, applications, protocols, etc.) that have communal ownership models 
and build their governance models within their communities to decide the rules 
for managing this common intangible resource, also described as digital commons 
(Fuchs 2021). The digital space is a great asset of experiences and practices of 
projects that have communal ownership of code and knowledge, projects that then 
make the whole of society work through their infinite applications. This is why the 
open knowledge and free software movement, known as Free-Libre Open Source 
Software4 (FLOSS), has had such an impact in recent decades (Kelty 2008). 

If one looks at forms of governance and self-governance, like the distributed nature 
of digital networks, especially those developed during the origins of the Internet, 
networks of cities can also have high levels of decentralisation and autonomy in 
their forms of governance. While large cities operate through legal codes and have 
a long tradition of regulation and urban planning, the digital space operates through 
computer codes, which determine its development and are subsequently regulated 
by legal codes that, due to the speed of development of the digital age, tend to lag far 
behind their deployment. The relationship between forms of government, democracy, 
and the speed of regulation in accelerated processes of development will be highly 
conditioned by the regulatory capacities of the digital space, but also those that affect 
the urban space, which is strongly subject to the dynamics of digital transformation. 
Therefore, all of this requires agile operational systems of governance and regulation 
capable of responding to the rapid and profound digital transformation of society 
while at the same time generating scalable responses to public-community projects. 

Concerning politics and power in the city and digital networks, the world’s large 
megalopolises, which have grown in an uncontrolled manner, with barely any plan-
ning or regulation, and which are sustained in conditions of high precariousness, 
poverty, and profound environmental impact (Sassen 2008), could be compared

4 Refers to all computer code that is freely accessible, i.e. that can be freely accessed or read, copied, 
modified, and distributed. 
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to the role of the large technology companies. These act as digital megalopolises, 
with low levels of regulation and without guaranteeing fundamental rights, high 
energy consumption and environmental impact, and low levels of democratic quality. 
The spatial geography of (urban and digital) networks will be a central element 
for analysing governance dynamics and processes, in addition to their democratic 
horizons. 

This opens up questions about whether the morphology of networks can contribute 
to a greater distribution and/or centralisation of power. Still, the network structure 
itself is not in question, as it characterises the urban and digital reality. Even more so 
at a time when networks are not only human and digital but also ecological, where 
the interconnectedness of living systems and the effects on planetary ecosystems 
affect the whole of society. 

Regarding the ecological question, urban and digital spaces are sustained by 
infrastructures that organise them and require multiple energy resources with their 
respective economic, political, and above all, climatic impacts. Because of their 
different time trajectories, the ecology of the urban space differs from digital space. 
More than 2000 years of building cities by mankind give urban space characteristics 
derived from the accumulated capacity to rehearse, transform, change, learn, and 
rebuild itself in the medium and long term. Cities today are the result of the develop-
ment of multiple services and infrastructures that support them (water channelling 
systems, electrical systems, waste management systems, transport systems, commu-
nication systems, etc.). This has made it possible to accumulate experience in the 
management and development of these systems, but these same long-standing iner-
tias can generate difficulties in providing rapid responses to problems and challenges 
that emerge and change life and the urban fabric. Even so, the city has its biophysical 
limits as limiters of its capacity for growth, and these are much less limited in the 
digital sphere, where there is still a profound lack of knowledge about the real impact 
of its functioning in terms of energy and emissions, with profound climatic effects. 
Tackling the ecological limits of urban and digital space requires thinking not only 
about its material limits and the energy impacts of unsustainable models of energy 
dependence but also about developing new spaces of material sustainability that put 
life at the centre (Herrero et al. 2019). In essence, that city and technology hybridise 
with the ecosystems with which they must coexist to guarantee present and future 
life. 

Finally, and as an expression of the richness of urban and digital space, we must 
refer to the emerging forms of sociability, the re-appropriation of public space, and 
social cooperation, whereas urban space has historically been a space for the repro-
duction of inequality, it is also the space where protest, social conflict, and the 
constitution of ties that have allowed and continue to allow us to intervene and trans-
form the city itself are produced. In the digital space, there is inequality of access, 
power, and communication capacity, but there are also emerging forms of organisa-
tion and communication in networks that point to new patterns of organisation and 
mass identity (Monterde et al. 2015), generating advanced tactics of mobilisation, 
collective action, social movements, and, in short, citizens connected in networks in 
the face of new urban conflicts.
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The question that arises is whether open and/or public digital spaces can operate 
in a self-regulated manner under principles of a public nature when they are generally 
private. The dynamics of social networks under the ownership of large technolog-
ical companies point towards a predetermination of the digital space and its social 
dynamics that are conditioned by decisions that have to do with the design of the inter-
action interfaces and of the digital space itself (Lovink 2019). In this way, the private 
nature of the spaces of digital sociability imposes a model based on capturing and 
maximising attention that allows value to be given to this social medium. Thinking 
about democratic designs implies going beyond simplistic approaches that only 
attend to the deregulation of public space as an opportunity (Franks 2021). The 
city and the urban space are forerunners in innovation trials based on design and 
its impact on its social dynamics, yet, their slow development and the capacity for 
adaptation of the people who live in cities have allowed democratic responses to be 
generated to assimilable changing contexts. On the other hand, the absence of the 
public dimension of the new spaces of sociability mediated by social networks and 
the privatisation of the design of interaction and collaboration dynamics highlight 
some of the main challenges of the digital era. 

9.4 Towards a Democratic Urban Digital Space 

Numerous elements distinguish and differentiate both the digital and the urban space. 
Analysing both spaces from their different layers allows us to understand the current 
models of governance by which they are governed, and in both cases, it is the forms of 
governance that end up conditioning their development, thus resulting in the existence 
of multiple models of city and network. This approach can also open up diversification 
of paths on how to orient processes to face the democratic challenges of both spaces. 
In addition, both spheres share similar issues as they face global problems of a very 
similar nature, such as resources and energy dependency, service-centred production 
models, the impacts of the financial economy, and connectivity through complex 
networks. 

On the other hand, both spaces intersect, with digital technologies being another 
layer of the urban space, and this is a fundamental element in internalising the anal-
ysis of their interrelationships as another layer to be considered. Cities sustain a 
large part of global connectivity; they are organised and governed through networks 
and increasingly incorporate highly complex IT systems (sensors, data collection 
systems, development of infrastructure for connectivity, etc.) for their internal 
functioning, political management, or the construction of new service production 
models. 

Technologies have put a face on and made visible new scales of power, at the 
same time as they operate in the urban space through new services based on platform 
capitalism with the deployment of services on logistics and private transport, tourist 
accommodation, and courier services, which, under the umbrella of collaboration, 
end up having an impact on the economy and on the form of the city itself and put
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a new local face on an economy that is increasingly globalised and at the same time 
centralised in very few hands. 

The concentration of large global and private powers is surely one of the main 
threats to both digital networks and cities, where the former end up governing more 
or less indirectly, with practically no democratic control. Imagining and building 
new forms of democratic governance of cities and networks implies addressing this 
issue as a fundamental element. Forms of government in network structures open 
up the possibility of imagining and building new models of democratic governance 
based on participation and community management of common resources (Monterde 
2019), as they incorporate the capacity to intervene in public spaces and society as 
a whole for the citizens as a whole. 

Urban space, like digital space, faces the challenge of confronting its models of 
democratic governance, so that they become spaces of freedom and hope (Harvey 
2000), guaranteeing fundamental rights and recovering the capacity of their inhab-
itants to intervene in their forms of management. Governing public and common 
spaces requires thinking about new instruments that allow us to face the challenges 
of the twenty-first century. Democratic innovation is undoubtedly a tool to consider 
to build these governance models based on free access to knowledge, open and inno-
vative ways of community building, multiple forms of collaboration, the defence of 
common spaces able to guarantee life from an ecological and eco-social perspec-
tive, and the possibility of engaging in the shared management of these spaces. 
Because democratising urban and digital spaces implies democratising all the layers 
that compose them, from the resources and infrastructures to the services and social 
processes that take place in them. 

The democratic challenges of urban and digital space share how both can be 
inspired to attain a more democratic society. Rethinking ownership models, decen-
tralising and distributing power, and exploring new intermediate while sustainable 
scales of governance to respond to territorial and physical limits are some of the 
present challenges. As a result, generating spaces to foster democratic innovation for 
the emergence of new networked democratic systems for cities that are being built 
and transformed is a good start. 
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Chapter 10 
Streets, Avenues, Highways 

Pablo Fernández Christlieb 

Gracchus was city born and bred, and the urbs was his habitat. 
It was part of him and he was part of it, and he nursed and 
consummated contempt for far horizons and green valleys and 
babbling brooks. He had learned to walk and run and fight in 
the twisting alleys and dirty gutters of Rome. He had scrambled 
like a goat in his childhood over the roofs of the endless 
tenement houses. The smell of charcoal fires, which pervaded 
the city, was the sweetest perfume he knew. This was one area in 
his life where cynicism never conquered. To go through the 
narrow market streets, with their rows of pushcarts and stalls, 
where the merchandise of the whole world was displayed and 
sold, was always a new adventure for him. Half city knew him 
by sight. It was “Ho, Gracchus!” here, and “Ho, Gracchus!” 
there, with no ceremony or bother about it, and the vendors and 
cobblers and beggars and loafers and draymen and masons and 
carpenters liked him because he was one of them. And he, in 
turn, loved their world, the world of gloom where the towering 
tenements almost met over the dirty alleys and had to be 
propped apart with timbers, the world of the streets, the noisy, 
dirty, wretched streets of the world’s greatest city. 
HOWARD FAST, 
Spartacus 

Abstract Streets are made of everyday comes and goes since ever of its inhabitants, 
which are called neighbors; therefore, what prevails is memory and the assembly of 
what is similar. Avenues, in turn, are made of currentness, and of promenades and 
parades of its inhabitants, which are called citizens; there meets together what is 
different. And highways are made of oblivion, of speed, and of indifference, and is 
inhabited by automobiles. While streets and avenues come from the origins of city, 
highways do not, and they represent the destruction of cities: then begins urbicide, 
understood as the impossibility of experiencing cities.

Translated by José Alejandro Arrangoiz Arechavala. 
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10.1 The Street 

There are two types of streets: those where the houses are built first so that the street 
emerges in the space between them, and those where the streets are built first so 
that houses come to fill the gaps in between—that is, the streets emerging out of 
spontaneity and the streets emerging out of planning. 

When houses are built first, people will typically take a plot of land that suits their 
needs and settle in as best they can. If there is a tree that is useful or too big, or if 
there is a large boulder sitting on the way, the house will simply make its way around 
it. And if a house sits on the path of high wind gusts, it will simply tilt away to avoid 
them. And then, when the whole settlement becomes established, the houses will 
end up sitting where they please, forming together a haphazard arrangement. And 
between one house and the next, almost by accident, there will emerge little passages, 
alleys, passageways, paths, and trails, some wider and some narrower, weaving their 
way between the walls, with the people following them twisting and turning along to 
the stark rhythm of the street. Many old towns share that feature, and people describe 
them as quaint. But many new towns share that feature as well, and people refer to 
them as shanty towns, squatter areas, favelas, Hoovervilles, villas miseria, or slums.  
All of them were built with whatever people found at hand, first with stones or bricks 
(fired bricks or mudbricks), or with clay or slate tiles, and then with zinc sheets and 
some very thirsty gray bricks—but preferably not with wood, because it will rot or 
burn. And their inhabitants love them very much, with that deep age-old love for the 
land, because they carried each stone like one would carry an illusion, and because 
they built them to last forever, passing them down to their children and expecting 
they’ll do the same with their children. And the streets they form, they feel like they 
are somehow more ancient. And that is exactly what medieval cities feel like. 

By contrast, when the streets are built first, people try to first find a flat stretch 
of land (to avoid waste of time and potential obstacles) and then rely on nothing but 
a string and Egyptian geometry, as Serres said (1993), or even a plow, to build an 
orthogonal street grid. And it is only after the orthogonal plan has been laid down 
that the walls of the houses can be put up to form a straight line, one after the other. 
The most ancient cities like those of the Sumerians or the Indus Valley civilization 
were designed with this system, and so were Roman camps and medieval bastides, 
and yet they somehow feel as if they were modern, perhaps because they are more 
technological. 

When it comes to discussing streets in the city, history certainly matters, because 
we are not interested in looking at what we have won (that is history for the winners) 
but rather what we have lost—we want to be able to recognize that which we need 
to recover. And already from this point, we can see that the potential for pleasant 
dreams and terrifying nightmares about cities has been laid out from the beginning. 
But regardless, there are both badly twisted streets and perfectly straight streets: in
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the former, you may suddenly run into your neighbor on any bend, while in the latter, 
you will rather see them at the corner store. In both cases, going to the city square 
will involve some form of turning, either going around a corner or meandering about 
until you get there. And in any case, the streets are meant for children to play—and 
when they grow up and feel the need to sigh with nostalgia about their childhood, 
they will surely reminisce about them. 

The street is itself a domestic space in the sense that it provides a space for life 
to come to life. But at the same time, domestic might be too big a word for it, as 
it comes from the Latin domus, which refers to those big noble houses with patios, 
guest rooms, and basements whose inhabitants have no need for streets—and streets 
have no need for them either. Insulae would be a more appropriate word: those 
city blocks encompassing apartment buildings filled with people who would make 
use of the street as if it were their home and their house as if it were an extension 
of the street, unworriedly pulling out as many chairs as gossips and knitting tools 
simply to hang out there for a while. A street should therefore be crowded with 
multiple doors opening and closing non-stop with people coming in and out, and 
with staircases further inside with people going up and down; but especially down 
because street dwellers always forget something—the damn bread, an onion, or a 
spool of thread—and use it as an excuse to go out again at every turn. And those 
who are most experienced go out to properly fulfill their duty of occupying the 
corners. And those who are older and no longer have any duty come out to soak 
up some sun and recharge their bodies like batteries. And there are lots of windows 
as well (the first windows recorded in history were found in Crete) so people can 
look outside and be on the street without leaving their houses, like Murillo’s two 
women at a window painting. And just like that, neighbors who do not know each 
other by name now know each other by sight for who knows how long. However, 
contrary to that trend, the residential buildings that began to be built in the 1950s—a 
well-intentioned initiative, as Le Corbusier has suggested—surrounded by Ebenezer 
Howard style landscaped areas, indeed have all kinds of conveniences around them, 
but they lack the street, and that was historically what streets were meant to offer. 

Because, strictly speaking, transit is a misnomer for what we do on the streets— 
not even the passing delivery trucks do that. We rather come and go because the 
street already has everything we use for life. In that effective extension of the house, 
people will attach things to the doors and walls to literally set up shop, be it a 
tailor’s shop, a jewelry shop, a home appliances shop, an automotive repair shop, 
or a computer repair shop. And quite often it is the whole family who works there, 
including cousins, children, nephews and nieces, apprentices, and odd-jobbers who 
will also come inside the house. And thus, ordinary routine days will not involve 
any kind of separation or working hours, family time, resting time, time to see who’s 
passing by on the street, time for leisure, which is the time for thinking, reflecting, 
wasting time, singing, getting one’s hopes up, crying quietly while we do our job, and 
doing our job while we cry and get our hopes up. And still today, the best cities will 
have the typical street of the blacksmiths, the street of the carpenters, the street of the 
saddlers, and the street of the car part thieves. And if you go there, you will see not only 
tools but also families and friends, quarrels, and laughter. We can tell when we are
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turning into a particular street because we can clearly hear distinct sounds; we can tell 
them apart and locate the sources, with sounds of power tools, hammers, typewriters, 
or radios broadcasting all kinds of content—and also dog sounds, especially those 
kinds of dogs that you can no longer tell their breed or pedigree. And the actual 
speed on the streets is the general walking speed, with even buses having to slow 
down somewhere between 4.5 and 14.5 km per hour—spanning from walking speed 
to the speed of bicycles, with the speed of roller skates, skateboards, and joggers 
somewhere in between. That is the range of speed that allows for conversation, that 
allows us to roughly work out the details of the little white lies we tell about why we 
are arriving at this time of day, and that allows us to catch sight of people’s faces, their 
clothing, their gait or their gestures, or of geraniums, street signs, facades, cracks on 
the wall, and any irrelevant detail or triviality. It is also the speed at which one can 
peep cautiously into the windows that are lit up by dinner lights. Or as Studeny put 
it (1995, p. 17), it is the speed of the soul. 

Streets are not just randomly scattered around town. They are interwoven into 
bundles that will make up neighborhoods. The thing about neighborhoods is that 
you cannot really tell where they end or begin. They might be demarcated by an 
avenue. But whatever the case may be, each neighborhood is just as good as a tightly 
squeezed city, offering everything from a town square, a set of ongoing discussions, 
a distinctive style, and a body of locals. Perhaps the only thing they are missing is 
autonomy, as neighborhoods are often not self-sufficient. They tend to rely on each 
other. For example, we might typically find our first love on our own street, but we 
will certainly have to go to the surrounding neighborhoods to find our second love 
story. Neighborhoods are densely packed samples of a city that are made up of streets, 
and they always have enough people to crowd the streets in shifts, as Jane Jacobs 
rightly pointed out (1961, p. 152), with those who go out early on the morning shift 
to drop off the kids at school, those who will do the mid-morning shift to carry out 
distributions and deliveries, those who will go out at lunchtime and crowd the small 
bistros and the areas around food stalls and carts, those who will go out for ice cream 
around mid-afternoon, and those who will be watching all day long from the corner 
watchtower to make sure everyone is doing their shifts as expected. And thus, all day 
long you will see passing bicycles, glances, handshakes, birds, and one or two cars. 

And when you see those by late afternoon heading back to their neighborhoods 
and streets after a long day of tirelessly roaming around the city, you can tell by their 
faces that they are now relieved. You can tell they will now be warmly welcomed with 
open arms and with some hearty soup, and they will be called by their name—even 
if their neighbors do not really know their name—because they look as if they had 
remained completely unknown while being out in the city, out of their streets and 
neighborhoods (even if their colleagues do know their name). Upon returning, they 
will feel recognized by their own streets, as if the streets were waving back at them. 
Indeed, streets are always our point of departure, to go out for the day, to go out for 
our lives, and to go out for our history. But then, streets most certainly have a duty, 
which is to remain, to have been there since forever, to wait, or to remain the same 
and in the same way. Because that specific layout, those specific twists and turns, 
those fountains, those corners, the rocks that make up those walls and the lights that
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light up those facades, and even the materials and the air, they are all impregnated 
with local perceptions, sensations, memories, and even hopes and possible futures, 
just as if local residents were constituted by their street, because that is where they 
came from, and that is where they still belong. Memory is the true essence of the 
street. And thus, the street is vitally, and historically, the place where we must return, 
where we can go back to find our hopes and our future. 

10.2 The Avenue 

Originally, the ideogram used to indicate the existence of a city used to be a circle 
crossed by two perpendicular lines, dividing it into four quadrants. And that is indeed 
the initial layout of a city: both the cross and the circle constitute its avenues. That 
was the traditional layout of Roman cities: the cardo running north to south, the 
decumannus running east to west, and both encircled by the pomerium, which had 
a somewhat sacred connotation—perhaps because it marked the boundaries of the 
city, which is the only truly sacred thing we have, because therein lies our humanity, 
as we are not really sure of what it was that existed before that. Such was the layout 
of the four avenues running through the historical lake in Tenochtitlan, a city built by 
one of the very few truly primordial cultures—as claimed by Spengler (1922, p. 58. 
Vol. II) and Morris (1979, p. 13)—understood as the cultures that determine the fate 
of history. 

Initially, the purpose of avenues may be to offer the possibility to get to the 
city center (where the city square and the market are located) without having to 
take so many twists and turns as you would by going through the streets, and to 
fit in larger vehicles like carts or trucks that can carry bulky packages, which is one 
reason why the number of avenues may immediately increase, emerging as diagonals 
crossing the circumference as if they were diameters or radiuses. But they can also 
be aimed at marking the boundaries between the existing neighborhoods or with 
new neighborhoods when cities grow beyond their original circumference, creating 
additional concentric circles and turning the initial layout into a kind of spiderweb 
(Goitia 1968, p. 117)—which would make for a beautiful ideogram as well. In any 
case, however, it is inherent in the nature of avenues to eventually stop, to end at 
some point. That is why they will typically lead right into a monument, some kind of 
door, a wall, the city square, an obelisk, or anything that is nice to see and can offer 
some rest to the eye and to the feet. And they are also typically sprinkled with parks 
and gardens, serving as restful places and even as ornaments. 

However, with the change of width, the air will grow bigger and the atmosphere 
will widen, making the little house, the little windows, and the little heights that 
characterized the streets look small to the eye and to the overall feel of the avenue. 
That is why the scale of such monumentality must emerge with the main buildings 
surrounding it, but, at the same time, it has to be endowed with some kind of spatial 
musicality composed of symmetries, harmony among the various heights, rhythm, 
and smooth curves that must be accurately calculated, just as if we were trying to
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achieve a conjunction between method and grace, as Giedion claimed (1965, p. 124). 
That is why avenues, if they are indeed proper avenues—regardless of when they 
were built—will typically be pretty baroque (just as streets will typically be pretty 
medieval, regardless of time) because, as Pascal stated in his time, they have both 
geometry and finesse. 

The Baroque—all things baroque—is theatrical by nature. Indeed, the reason for 
the existence of avenues is not transportation but spectacle, as their spaciousness 
and greatness are not intended for the circulation of vehicles but rather for staging 
processions, parades, carnivals, demonstrations, uprisings, and competitions—be it 
for Easter Week, on independence day, at a Shrovetide carnival, in 1871 or in 1968, 
in bull runs and marathons, and on so many other collective celebrations that are 
undeniably theatrical. That is why we do not see windows along avenues but rather 
balconies, which have historically served as viewing galleries. 

But avenues are not just about the spectacle of the great popular festivals; they 
are also about the ordinary daily parading of people, because corners on avenues 
do not have small neighborhood shops but rather restaurants, bars, and cafes where 
people can sit and watch other people pass by—or watch the passers-by. That is why 
some avenues are called paseos (promenades), like Madrid’s Paseo de la Castellana, 
Mexico City’s Paseo de la Reforma, or Barcelona’s Paseo de Gracia, for those who 
bring sidewalks to life, fitting in tiny round tables to put a cup of coffee or a beer on top, 
and perhaps an ashtray. But people typically occupy those tables not because they are 
thirsty, but rather because they are seeing someone, on a date or just to talk. And while 
they are waiting, they get busy watching the people walking on the sidewalks. We 
can thus see not only how things like Spain’s “Vermouth hour” originated but, more 
generally, how the leisure hour originated, which has so significantly contributed to 
culture and civilization. That is the time for new ideas, the time for reflection, and 
even the time for books (like Hemingway’s), for new theories, and for new ways of 
being in the city, which, as Richard Sennett claimed, is a wonderful byproduct of the 
introduction of boulevards in the nineteenth century (2018, p. 36). And thus we find 
that it doesn’t really matter in the end if the person was ultimately stood up, so long 
as passers-by stick to their job of wandering around leisurely and window-shopping 
with the aim of being seen—so they must make sure their attire has been defined by 
the art of randomness, which requires meticulous preparations. That includes all those 
stereotypical city dwellers, like dandies, flâneurs, clochards, vagrants, Baudelaire, 
Simmel, and Benjamin, all of whom became so vital to cities that they might as well 
be sponsored by the state. And that also includes misanthropes and hermits, because 
we also go to avenues in search of one’s fair share of anonymity. 

In any case, avenues are the place to gain exposure in the city, or to put it in other 
words, they are the setting and the stage for showcasing our persona, our own sense 
of self, before society. And so avenue dwellers no longer recognize each other as 
neighbors but rather as citizens. And by the same token, we can already see that 
the experience of avenues is not directly associated with the experience of memory 
but with the experience of the present moment, the experience of currentness and 
fashion. But when avenues degenerate and become corrupt, they will no longer be
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about appearing or about appearance, but only about status, about such disdain as 
that expressed by everyone’s air of superiority over others, and about consumerism. 

There are two types of avenues: those that must be laid out because the city is 
expanding and those that will raze through the city just so they can be laid out. The 
former, arguably represented by the American main streets, perhaps those of Soria 
y Mata’s Linear City, those that delineate the expansion of cities, or those of Pope 
Sixtus V’s baroque Rome, will typically end in some monument-style finish, driving 
away any temptation to keep on going endlessly and also reducing their speed. And 
the latter, just like Baron Haussmann’s redevelopment, will raze through whatever 
they find in their path—typically, old neighborhoods filled with “the usual people,” 
which is what they would appear intent on eradicating in the first place. And one 
might think that they are trying to stretch the city outwards just to be able to fit in 
more of these avenues, which, of course, will lack any kind of terminal point at their 
ends so that they never stop and can extend far and wide into the beyond. 

But make no mistake: the latter kind are still avenues. The difference is that they 
do not know what awaits them, as they will give rise to a critical, traumatic event 
for cities. While the time of the streets is defined by the comings and goings, the 
time of the avenues is defined by the sittings and passings-by. And in both, life will 
come into being, and the place will certainly remain in place. But when the raze-
through kind of avenues suddenly lose whatever restraint they may have, they will 
suddenly force themselves out, shooting out like an uncontrolled champagne cork 
and overflowing into the open. Indeed, considering their width and breadth, their 
straight or perhaps only just slightly winding path, and their lack of a terminal point, 
something odd will happen to the perception of those who find themselves there in 
the middle of an avenue, something will happen to their sensation, to their leisurely 
way of walking, and to their own expectations and intentions: they will experience 
some kind of anxiety, a rush, or a hurry, a nearly unstoppable instinctive response 
similar to vertigo, because nothing will certainly stop that flow. And thus, given its 
particular features and circumstance, the avenue cannot help but exude, secrete, or 
produce a new kind of substance, unknown until that moment, which we now refer to 
as speed—indeed, speed only started to be a topic of conversation until the nineteenth 
century. And no horse nor fiacre, no race nor Ferrari, will ever be able to catch up 
with it. Speed is an object that will go so fast that it will detach from things, leaving 
them as they lag way behind it. And anything that will get in its way will appear to 
it as an encumbering obstacle, be it pedestrians, intersections, or things to look at, 
and if they do not move aside, speed will run them over. And, as is entirely logical, 
this anxiety must be duly materialized into something, and naturally, into something 
that must be impressively technological, namely, the automobile and the watch. The 
watch will help to ensure there is always a considerable level of anxiety, and the car 
will help to ensure there is always constant acceleration. And that, in turn, might 
give rise to the speedometer, which is an amalgamation of the two. That will already 
create the conditions for what is coming next: just as the avenue gave rise to the 
automobile, the automobile will give rise to the highway. Leisure time will remain 
a thing of the avenue, and now will come the new era of the optimization of time; 
otherwise, what use are watches and hurries. Indeed, if the notion of a carriageway
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still accounted for the existence of carriages, highways definitely arose to exclusively 
account for the existence of automobiles. 

10.3 The Highway 

There are two types of highways: those that will go out of the city and those that 
will come into the city. The ones that will go out are often avenues that got too 
carried away. And the ones that will come into the city might have originally been 
made of iron—curiously enough, railways do not owe their name to the locomotive 
but to the rails—referring to a way made of rails, in English as well as in Spanish 
and French. The first highways of this kind were railroad tracks; and later on, with 
the advent of automobiles—which are like little individual locomotives meant for 
selfish or egotistical use—they turned into paved roads. Judging by the way they 
were advertised, highways were meant to connect cities. But in fact, what they did 
was to connect with the avenues that were already coming out of a city, forming a 
perfectly continuous highway that will not even realize the existence of a city, simply 
running through it—or piercing through it as one would pierce a tender steak. 

And the inhabitants of highways are not neighbors or citizens but automobiles 
(Glancey 2016, p. 57), which is why some aliens might have thought that automobiles 
were the true earthlings, and human beings might be nothing more than viruses or 
bacteria that have attached to them. And the essence of their existence is speed. That 
is why highways have no corners, nor anything that would typically be on them—like 
a grocery store or a cafe. They offer nothing to look at, so no one will be looking 
out the car window; all passengers will be looking straight ahead, because at a speed 
of 150 km per hour, to say the least, the only thing you can make out or spot— 
provided it is sitting ahead and not on the sides—are these huge bulks that make up 
industrial buildings or shopping malls. The English word mall shares no common 
origin with the word bulk, but it certainly should. So we have massive bulks offering 
no detail to the eye and oversized signs giving us directions, including specific data 
like the highway number, the next exit, or the next intersection. And the only scenery 
is provided by information, because, as Dejan Sudjic rightly pointed out, unlike 
avenues and streets, highways have no name. And if highways will offer nothing to 
see, don’t expect much in terms of offering somewhere you feel you are arriving at— 
except for the airport, which will kindly offer a continuation of the highway but in a 
different form—because, when all is said and done, reaching one of those dormitory 
towns of the lower classes or the residential areas of the middle classes is just as 
good as reaching nowhere, or reaching a place where you could rightly use Gertrude 
Stein’s beautiful phrase: “There is no there there” (as cited by Sudjic 2016, p. 211). In 
other words, you might reach suburbia, which has been advertised or promoted as a 
state-of-the-art neighborhood. But they cannot be neighborhoods because they have 
no streets, and they have no streets because they have no people, and the windows 
won’t open—let alone the doors—with any outsider being perceived as a highly 
suspicious stranger. There will be no shops or cafés on the corners. And you will see
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no one going on foot, except maybe an odd worker who will very much look like an 
outsider. 

If the street will bring that which is similar together and the avenue will bring 
that which is different together, the highway will only lump that which is indifferent 
together. The slowness of the streets will elicit the way of thinking of memory; 
the hustle and bustle of the avenues will elicit the way of thinking of currentness. 
The speed of the highways, however, will elicit the way of thinking of oblivion— 
specifically, that abyssal kind of oblivion that will make people believe that what 
we see there in between the apartment buildings sitting in the wasteland and in the 
carefully fenced private residential developments is a street, and that all that over 
there makes up a neighborhood, and that that thing over there is an avenue, and that 
thing over there makes up a city. And also, that other thing over there is a human 
being. 

10.4 The Killing of a City 

The street and the avenue share a common origin. The traumatic nature of the highway 
(striking too hard suddenly; nearly deadly) lies in the fact that, while streets and 
avenues emerged along with the city itself (and thus share its destiny, its fate, or in 
other words, that which must be fulfilled under conditions of necessity, that which 
must be realized, that which must be made real) highways certainly do not share that 
same origin. They rather emerged in history almost as if they were an accident, and 
maybe that is why highways love accidents. They are so utterly unnecessary that 
they end up killing the city, along with any nightingale living in it. 

The popular tabloids will say that it has been a case of urbicide, which, in all 
fairness and in all obviousness, can be defined as the disappearance of life from a 
city. According to one definition, architecture refers to that which lies between the 
walls, and thus walls are not architecture. By the same token, among whatever will 
remain of cities, there will be buildings, and even buildings with a lot of movement 
around them, but there will no longer be life there, because that movement is no longer 
human, as it will exceed all human scale in terms of speed, weight, noise, distance, 
and reasons: it is a movement driven by machines, data, production, and money, and 
no longer by people, neighbors, or citizens. So, those are not even ruins—which 
would be so evocative, so historical, so human—because they still serve a purpose; 
however, that purpose does not emerge from within, from their very constitution, but 
it rather comes to them, it is imposed on them from the outside, from that foreign place 
that is swarming with designers, urban planners, speculators, financial accountants, 
and global technologies. And therefore, the urbicide is defined by the fact that, even if 
cities may still have inhabitants, they have lost one thing. One thing is no longer there, 
and that is perception: that which Kevin Lynch (1960, p. 112) claimed allows us to 
apprehend, discern, and appreciate the harmony between the avenues, the differences 
between the neighborhoods. And then there will be no more memory, which Rossi 
(1966, p. 191) would refer to as something like the consciousness of the city, as it
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allows us to place its destiny at its origin; it allows us to understand that there is a 
destiny in every origin. And there will be no more sensations or experiences, nor 
that which is often called fondness, that which makes us cling to its walls and to its 
corners, and it will only let us leave the city because we have promised to return. 
Nor will there be any anticipation, expectation, or expectancy. The inhabitants of a 
city from which life has been eradicated will certainly remain barbarians or tourists, 
even if they were born there. 

Because it all ultimately boils down to two possibilities: (1) to stop or (2) not 
to stop: chasing after destiny or chasing after accident. Ultimately, the ability to 
stop remains the province of the handicraft, the province of that which is crafted 
by hand, as it will stop as soon as one has accomplished what one desired, or as 
soon as one gets tired, or as soon as one bumps into something that simply cannot 
be continued, or something that must not be continued—which would mean there is 
some kind of ethic—perhaps because one does not see the point or because it is no 
longer needed, or because it may lead to an adverse outcome, like growing in ugliness 
instead of growing in beauty. And the inability to stop, in turn, remains the province 
of technology, the province of that which is crafted by force, especially the forces of 
nature and the act of challenging their laws and their subsequent uncontrollability. In 
other words, that which is incapable of stopping is whatever keeps accelerating: free 
fall, capitalism, desire, highways, and vertigo. And then it ceases to be important 
what it is that we do, because there is ultimately no ethic involved and because one 
will do it so automatically that we could easily just go on day in and day out. But 
when it comes to that which is capable of stopping, every single thing we do will 
matter, because it takes hard work, because there are few of such things, and because 
it has its own unique quality: beautiful, useful, comfortable, or sacred. When it comes 
to that which is incapable of stopping, all that matters is whatever can be counted, 
whatever has a quantity—that is, anything to which one could always add one more 
without end and without purpose. And thus the perfect quantity will naturally be that 
of money, which can now be stored in the form of digits on computers, so it no longer 
even has to occupy any space, and we can always add one more digit without end. 
That is why today’s cities, already deprived of life, will serve as money-producing 
devices: Vázquez (2016) claimed that there are many (ranging from leisure-driven 
multinational organizations to public administrations to real estate developers) who 
are colluding to turn cities into objects of consumption (p. 148), like those cities 
that have been turned into merchandise and have their own trademark (think of the 
BCN or the NYC brands), or those that have been turned into museums (think of 
Paris or Venice, which in reality are not so much museums as they are gift shops, 
certainly the most visited galleries in museums), or those that have been turned into 
global cities (think of Shanghai or Dubai). Or like Silicon Valley, or those huge 
shopping malls that have already been equipped with airports and everything, or like 
those isolated and exclusive residential areas that are like earthly paradises just like 
the original (that is, of course, equipped with their own surveillance tower), or like 
those gentrified neighborhoods that look like interactive theme parks, like bohemian 
Disneylands.
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Technology clearly does not know anything about stopping. And lest they appear 
anachronistic, in this our post-hippie era well into the twenty-first century, both 
intellectuals and academics, and even critics, have found technology (especially 
digital technology) to be very innovative and genuinely creative, almost liberating 
and revolutionary—something akin to wishing to remain a leftist but refusing to 
become obsolete, although in reality, people are actually struggling to find ways to 
justify having a mobile phone. And so it happens that technology gets disguised as 
the avant-garde, as the embodiment of correctness and fun, and it is thus used to plan 
smart cities, using friendly technologies and self-driving cars and bicycles, having 
make-believe neighbors and make-believe citizens who trade on the London Stock 
Exchange from their farms, keeping their own selves charged with only pure energies 
and keeping their farms charged with only clean energies, making sure they send out 
their share of love of nature from there, as if the old city, with its little avenues 
and streets, must now be a thing for unconscionable backward-thinking folks—even 
when this brand of cybernetic bucolicism is intent on killing the city in a hygienic 
way. The least we can anticipate for the future of these techno-romantics is nothing 
but terminal boredom. 

10.5 The Way Back to the Street 

Barbarians were those who lacked the ability to behave in a city: boorish, appre-
hensive, and apathetic (or blasé, as Georg Simmel called them—1903, p. 239). And 
tourists must be quite half-witted, because they will buy anything that is sold to them, 
even that very trip that will turn them into tourists, but they will unwittingly come 
loaded with a certain kind of memory, that rare visceral wisdom that will make them 
fascinated by Italian villages, by Latin American towns, by the Arab medinas, and 
by medieval cities with their twisted streets (even if they end up destroying them as 
they admire them). They will be told that history does not pass by those places, but 
the truth is that history has not passed by those places because it has already settled 
there; it has remained there alive. Indeed, the dreamed image of a city, for some 
reason of collective unconsciousness, is the medieval city. Perhaps people imagine 
that they will see their children running around with hoops, the cries of their mothers 
calling them as they hang out their clothes, neighbors telling each other about their 
lives in the courtyards, and those timeless things like freshly baked bread and local 
wine. As if the genius of the city, its genius loci, resided in its streets. 

But, at the end of the day, the reason why the collective consciousness keeps 
looking back to medieval cities is that there used to be a world there where community 
existed, a circumstance where everyone feels that they belong and are part of the place 
that they built and that they now inhabit and preserve, a circumstance also where the 
various groups involved (guilds, church members, merchants, priests, monks, bards, 
acrobats, scholars, students, craftworkers, and peasants) have managed to achieve 
harmony between them while preserving a fair level of liberties, of cooperative 
equality, of horizontal participation, of autonomy and trust, and of negotiation with
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the feudal lords. And as Lewis Mumford claimed, “a city that could boast that the 
majority of its members were free citizens, working side by side on a parity, without 
an underlayer of slaves, was a new fact in urban history” (1961, p. 271), because “for 
a brief while ‘communitas’ triumphed over ‘dominium’ (p. 252). Well, as it turns out, 
the medieval city was indeed a city of streets. 

And it is not innovation but memory that pervades the streets. It sprouts from its 
corners and its doors, and so in this day and age—yes, still today—the community 
will be once again founded every time the neighbors go out there and come together 
to save a fountain or a memorial building, to protect the children’s territory from 
cars, to prevent a monopolistic franchise from launching operations there, to prevent 
the demolition of an impractical building, to oppose the construction of a business 
tower, to reject any bans on aspirational endeavors (those forbidding people from 
sitting on the curb, from skateboarding in the opposite direction, from hanging their 
clothes out their windows, or from buying things from street vendors), or to request 
the landscaping of an area or the paving of a public square, to hold a street market, 
or to save a local business from closure (Mongin 2005, p. 321). Indeed, that is where 
people will start talking, arguing, organizing, getting to know each other, helping 
each other, getting along, enjoying each other’s company, laughing, and ultimately 
realizing that that very day, just for one day, they achieved what the city dreamed of 
being from the outset—because it carries its fate in its own memory. 

The neighbors thus turn medieval, and they might as well turn baroque, because 
if the occasion warrants it, if they have not yet been heard, if their demands need to 
be taken a step further, they will take their memory out to the avenues, to that place 
meant for display and spectacle where currentness seethes with life, to be seen and 
to protest—meaning to make manifest expression—the fact that the city belongs to 
us. 
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Chapter 11 
The Post-automobile City From 
Deterritorialization to the Proximity 
City: The Case of Madrid 

José María Ezquiaga and Javier Barros 

Abstract There is a broad consensus in the scientific community to understand that 
the impact of private car-based urban mobility models is unsustainable in terms of 
urban environmental quality, energy economy, and health. The case study presented 
in this text, the Madrid Centro Project, approaches this situation through the simplest 
but richest element of the system of urban public spaces: the street. As the conclusions 
show, there is a need to reorient the character of urban planning toward greater 
flexibility and technological innovation ensuring sustainability in its environmental, 
land use, and mobility components. The interrelation between buildings and streets 
opens rich reconfiguration options, as does the growing number of motorized and 
non-motorized modes of transport. The Central Madrid Project has provided an 
opportunity to experiment with a new concept through which the pre-existing urban 
tissue is reconfigured in “new urban cells”. These constitute a land use- mobility 
organization in which the streets that enclose the urban cells receive through traffic 
and those inside provide a more domestic local core, to which only residents can get 
by car. This allows a much larger allocation of public space to pedestrians and urban 
vegetation. 

Keywords Urban planning · Urban mobility · Public space 

11.1 Introduction 

The exponential growth of private car ownership is associated to the urban sprawl 
process and feeds back on the needs of individual mobility generated by the very 
low-density territorial patterns. There is a broad consensus in the scientific commu-
nity to understand that the impact of private car-based urban mobility models is 
unsustainable considering the key variables in the contemporary concept of quality 
of life: urban environmental quality, energy economy, and health.
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Regarding the first aspect, urban mobility based on the private car is inefficient, as it 
requires a high energy consumption per passenger kilometer and a disproportionate 
amount of urban public space for circulation and parking space. This applies as 
well comparing to collective transport modes of greater capacity, as to other shared 
transport modes, with or without a driver. In health terms, the captive mobility of 
the car is associated to a sedentary lifestyle, which has in recent years fueled the 
dramatic growth of cardiovascular diseases and obesity, as well as the deterioration 
of air quality in the urban environment, associated with respiratory diseases, allergies, 
and cancer. 

The case study presented in this text, the Madrid Centro Project, approaches this 
situation through the simplest but richest element of the system of urban public 
spaces: the street. In the central urban fabric of Mediterranean cities, streets are the 
reference for buildings, the support of mobility, and through their commercial plinth, 
the membrane of interaction between the spheres of the public and the private. For 
this reason, working on the street-building relation offers in Madrid the opportunity 
to tap on the potential of a fabric rich in possibilities of collective appropriation and 
provides a chance to reconfigure the urban block in morphological and functional 
terms. 

11.2 Metropolis and Territorialization 

The representation of the traditional city rests on the idea of limit, either the physical 
demarcation of the urban enclosure—materialized in gates, walls, or boulevards—or 
the most ideal separation between the ordered artificial universe and the world of what 
is rural and natural. The metaphor of the delimited city has historically informed the 
urban culture and the planning instruments, assuming the objective of harmoniously 
formalizing growth over the surrounding free territory. This notion was common 
to both the theorists of the Grosstadt—the great city that grows by continuities— 
Baumeister or Eberstadt of the early twentieth century, as to the visionaries of the 
ruralization of growth, such as Howard, or Arturo Soria. In both options the condition 
for the aggregation of new urban pieces, or for the creation of satellite settlements, 
implied the previous existence of a central city. The urban debate has focused for 
years on the choice between the supporters of planned extensive growth and the 
proponents of the limitation of such growth and decentralization. 

The harmonious image of continuous growth, organized around an urban center, 
where the managerial functions reside, and delimited by ring roads and green belts 
has been for decades the dominant icon of the planned city that inspires the first 
land planning laws. The role of this canonical imagery is by no means negligible, as 
Gould (1995) pointed out about the coercive character of certain representations of 
scientific theories: “there is nothing more unconscious, and therefore more influential 
through its subliminal effect, than a broad image traditionally used for a subject that, 
in theory, could be represented visually in a hundred different ways, some of them 
with remarkably disparate philosophical implications” (Figs. 11.1 and 11.2).
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Fig. 11.1 Stadt mit turm, a sketch for Fritz Lang’s 1926 film Metropolis. Source Kettelhut, Erich 
(1926). Deustche Kinemathek

In the last decades of the twentieth century, the inability of this discourse to 
account for a complex urban reality, that is, ambiguous, heterogeneous, multiple, 
and paradoxical, became evident. A new urban approach based on the recognition of 
the existing city was a significant first step by incorporating a new sensitivity to the 
geographical qualities of the city site and the landscape as the basis of the project. 
Planning thus detached itself from its origins as a mere instrument of distribution of 
land uses and values to become the embodiment of a city project. The vindication 
of the differential, the concrete and the local appeared as a response, sometimes 
conscious, sometimes intuitive, to the processes of dissolution of urban identity 
and deterritorialization that characterized the modern metropolis. Faced with the 
growing homogenization of spaces and places, urban interventions demanded a new 
dimension as instruments highlighting differential qualities in cities and territories. 
However, the vision of the architectural project as a lever for the transformation of 
the city—often linked to urban requalification/gentrification operations guided by 
strict market criteria—has relevant limitations. 

A recent variant of the culture of projects is associated with the appreciation 
of the iconic role of architecture in the new symbolic economy based on culture, 
leisure, tourism, and communication (Zukin 1991, 1995) and the growing weight of 
this approach in the current scenario of globalization of competition between cities 
to attract investments in a context of accelerated mobility of capital (Sassen 1991).
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Fig. 11.2 F. Ll. Wright Broadacre City

The image, materialized in architectural projects and emblematic infrastructures, has 
become a relevant battlefield in the game of urban marketing (Boyer 1996). 

The urban project must be both an effective space for social innovation and a 
lever for urban transformation, avoiding the common situation in which a project 
becomes just an image of modernity or efficiency that does not deliver real change. 
Additionally, it can encourage, from a nostalgic perspective, the mirage that it is 
possible to recover from the strict intervention on the urban form the civic qualities 
of the traditional city. In this line, David Harvey criticized the premises underlying 
the emergence of the so-called New Urbanism (Calthorpe 1993; Katz  1993), asking 
whether “isn’t the idea that formalizing a spatial order is or can be the basis of a 
new aesthetic and moral order so perpetuated?” (Harvey 1997:68) (Fig. 11.3).

But even more important is the difficulty in understanding the new geographical 
and social dimensions of the contemporary metropolis. The modern metropolis has 
discarded any notion of aprioristic limit, inaugurating the era of deterritorializa-
tion. The British sociologist Giddens (1990) has analyzed the intimate relationship 
between modernity and transformations in time and space. The emptying of time— 
made possible by the uniform dimension of time of the mechanical clock—is the 
necessary condition for the emptying of space. Modern societies are increasingly 
stressing the division between space and place, favoring relations between subjects 
that are spatially different and therefore unable to maintain face-to-face contacts.
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Fig. 11.3 Hight line Nueva York. The urban project as a creator of civic value alternative to the 
car culture. Source Photo by José María Ezquiaga (2019)

Decades earlier Melvin Webber pioneered the formulation of the spatial conse-
quences of the growing development of relationship domains unrelated to specific 
locations. Current notions of virtual community or cyberspace have taken this idea to 
its ultimate consequences (Boyer 1996; Mitchell 1995, 1999). “As appropriate as the 
language of land uses and densities may be for describing the static characteristics 
of a site, it is incapable of dealing explicitly and specifically with the dynamic models 
of location of human communication, which occur in space but transcend any given 
place” (Webber 1964:84). 

In the social sphere, the space/time split is a necessary condition of the extreme 
dynamism that characterizes modernity and provides the gears for the development 
of rationalized organizations. They can “connect the local and the global in ways 
unimaginable in more traditional societies and in doing so routinely affect the lives 
of millions of people” (Giddens 1990:20). 

The spatial consequences of these transformations has generated a profound alter-
ation of the urban scenario. The exponential growth of metropolitan mobility tends 
to lead to a previously unknown diffuse occupation of the territory. The most signif-
icant feature of this phenomenon is that the weakest activities—as in the traditional 
European city—or residence—as in the formation of the Anglo-Saxon suburb—do 
not relocate to the periphery, but functions and characteristic elements of centrality 
abandon traditional locations to colonize a new suburban territory (Rowe 1991; 
Indovina 1990, 2007).
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Therefore, the classic relations of dependence between the central city and the 
outer settlements get distorted: the segregated and hierarchical metropolitan model 
often becomes a polycentric or reticulated structure. Activities that previously took 
place in a concentrated space now consume a greater extension of the territory. 
The new periphery blurs the last conceptual boundaries between the city and the 
countryside (Soja 1989). 

The new organizational structure of the developed metropolises implies a deep 
crisis of the roots of the idea of urbanity. In the emerging diffuse city, the characteristic 
elements of the conformation of the city are still present, but the conditions of density, 
functional interaction, and spatial continuity are absent, which define urban spaces 
and on which the conventional urban instruments are based (Ezquiaga 1990; Boeri 
et al. 1993; Macchi Cassia 1995). 

On the scale of urban space, this translates into the obsolescence of conventional 
civic expressions of the public: avenues, parks, squares, facilities, and infrastructures, 
and their replacement by private spheres capable of mobilizing and bringing together 
in a flexible way the various forms of collective life, particularly around consumption, 
entertainment, and sporting and cultural events. The experience of the evanescent 
vision of social facts: “everything solid vanishes into thin air”, Berman (1982), 
prepares contemporary subjects to assimilate without difficulty or risk a space without 
quality, lacking significant density, and therefore suitable for ephemeral consumption 
(Auge 1998; Koolhaas et al. 2000) (Fig. 11.4). 

Fig. 11.4 Seoul Reclamation of the Cheonggyecheon Canal. Renaturalization and recovery of the 
geographical memory of the city buried under an urban highway. Source Photo by José María 
Ezquiaga (2019)
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11.3 Contemporary Formations of Metropolis 

The academy has often portrayed cities through an equivocal image as a coherent and 
unitary entity, since the use by the sociologists of the Chicago School, in the twenties, 
of the organic metaphor to explain the life cycle of cities, up to the conception of 
planning as an expression of the spatial vocation of a city as a subject. More recently, 
the strategic planning associated with the economic discourse has deepened the 
dissemination of this icon by presenting cities as economic subjects competing in a 
universal scenario. 

However, the city is not so much an actor as a place occupied by many actors 
(Marcuse 2000, p.256). It is no longer possible to speak of a direct relationship 
between the forms of centrality and a specific geographical reference, as in the past 
with Historic Cores or nowadays with Financial Centers. The contemporary expres-
sion of centrality assumes a multiplicity of spatial configurations, both in geograph-
ical scale and in quality. The new information- and knowledge-based economy has 
a global dimension, enabled by electronic links that allow certain activities, notably 
the financial markets, to function as “a unit in real time” (Castells 2002 and 1997– 
1998, Sassen 1991). Since the recognition of the primacy of virtual networks, authors 
(Webber 1964:84, Mitchell 1995 and 1999, Boyer 1996, Ascher 2009) have asked  
themselves about the future of large urban agglomerations in the face of the emerging 
processes of deterritorialization (Teyssot 1988, Burdett and Sudjic 2007) (Fig. 11.5). 

Fig. 11.5 Hong Kong. Source Photo JM Ezquiaga
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Although cities will continue to play the role of command posts (Le Corbusier 
1945), the extraordinary capacity for generating wealth associated with new activities 
and their unequal distribution depending on their place in the globalized networks 
of individuals and companies, determine an extraordinary variety of situations in 
the location and structure of centrality. Thus, it is possible to speak of geograph-
ical or electronic centralities, which respond to physical nodes of concentration of 
directional functions, or have a territorial meta character, linked to electronically 
generated spaces, e.g., financial markets (Castells 1995). In any case, paradoxically, 
the optimization of the use of information technologies always demands a material 
infrastructural support and a geographical territory on which to deploy. Global cities 
constitute, from this point of view and regardless of any other quality, hyper concen-
trations of infrastructure and the area where the conflict between the market and the 
public sphere materializes. 

Considering the organizational form of the territory of centrality, Sassen (1991, 
p.333) notes the permanence of the conventional urban center as a key expression of 
centrality. She also detects simultaneous trends towards the expansion of centrality 
over the metropolitan territory, forming a network of intense tertiary activity nodes, 
and towards the formation of “transterritorial” centralities organized on telematic 
networks of economic exchange (Hall and Pain 2006). It is also possible to speak of 
an “infraterritorial” centrality, by virtue of the folds of time and space over concrete 
geographical centralities. 

Telematics appears as a necessary condition for the decentralization and spatial 
dispersion of the activities previously associated with the Urban Center, by neutral-
izing physical distances. However, other gravitational forces tend to maintain the 
cohesion and importance of urban centers as concentrations of infrastructure and 
nodes of technological innovation networks associated with knowledge and higher 
education. 

In this context, cities constitute the control centers and nodal points of location of 
key markets and companies, as well as the breeding ground for innovation and the 
symbolic and architectural expression of new activities. To this function of cities as an 
infrastructural support of the economy, Castells (2002, p.36) adds that of constituting 
the field of social values. Indeed, the modern network economy lacks any reference 
outside the strict logic of competitiveness and market. The city constitutes, therefore, 
the scene of the conflict between the market and the public sphere, overarching and 
explaining the modern construction of social space and its architectural expressions. 

In summary, the modern transformations of the metropolises—with significantly 
diverse modulations between Europe and America and between developed and 
emerging countries—are a process of overcoming spatial constraints that does not 
operate gradually but in successive leaps of organization and scale: 

. The formation of metropolitan areas, overflowing the limits of the traditional 
continuous and compact city. 

. The polynuclear city-region, which implies a new expansion of the scale of 
interaction and the overcoming of the simple relationship of dependence of the 
metropolitan core.
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. The post-metropolitan territory, which initiates the fractal organization of a 
territory formed around major axes of supra-regional development. 

The formation of the city-region required overcoming the significant deficiencies 
of the formative phase of the metropolitan areas, but also the generation of new 
and significative territorial imbalances. We cannot fail to mention the two most 
important: the growth of the urbanized area and the decline of the traditional central 
core. Indeed, a faster growth in urban land area than in population or metropolitan 
GDP is a common feature of developed countries. Because of this sustained pressure 
of urbanization, the rural area tends to disappear, except in the explicitly protected 
areas, and the residual lands tend to multiply in expectation of development located 
on the margins of the urbanized areas (Boeri et al. 1993). 

The evolution of the metropolis does not stop at the phase of consolidation of the 
city-region, but we are on the threshold of a new qualitative leap toward the formation 
of a new territory that, according to Soja (1994 and 2000), we could call post-
metropolitan and whose most noteworthy features in the case of Madrid we identify 
below. The geological metaphor of a space structured in strata is probably more 
suitable than conventional zoning (or segregation of uses) to represent the complex 
dimensions of metropolitan reality. The strata account for different crystallizations of 
the social construction of reality, capable of overlapping over the same geographical 
space and, more importantly, allowing time to become an additional dimension of 
space. 

The qualitative leap in the diffusion of accessibility made possible by the construc-
tion of the great metropolitan roads constitutes, without a doubt, the most important 
spatial transformation in modern metropolises. At first, interurban highways func-
tioned as linear attractors (strips) on which gravitated a succession of architectural 
objects whose iconography portrayed the unique character of the functions they 
housed: corporate and institutional headquarters. However, the new ring roads not 
only enable movements between the radial axes, reticulating the road system, but also 
play an even more relevant role as colonizing elements of a new territory generating 
a constellation of strategic points of maximum accessibility at their intersections, 
links, and connections with transport interchanges. These nodes constitute the new 
central areas of the suburban territory. 

In the traditional city the “Centrality” implied “difference” with respect to the ordi-
nary fabric, which played a background role, and implied, likewise, urban “identity”, 
produced by the presence of a public space (square, street, avenue …) that assumed a 
meaning of “civic institution” in relation to buildings and activities. The new periph-
eral centralities (provisionally admitting the semantic paradox), on the contrary, stand 
out in their environment because of their autistic character, lack significant public 
spaces, and base their identity on the attractiveness of the activities they house (gener-
ally large leisure and commercial areas) rather than on the architectural expression 
of them. The result of this form of colonization of the territory is the multiplication 
of spaces that escape the control of the built form: voids between the fragments of 
disconnected residential plots or between urbanized enclaves, abandoned productive 
areas.
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The result is the decline of the public sphere (prophesied by Jacobs or Sennett) 
and an extremely simplified and impoverished experience of space. Accessing the 
interior of the building is the only way to get an experience of the place. The access 
from the highway, the parking lot, and the entrance of the building itself do not 
reach the condition of places. The buildings are autistic, introspective volumes, even 
without the will of external figurative presence. Architectural innovation appears 
distorted in the pieces intended for leisure that substitute the traditional public space 
by expressive media qualities of the new symbolic economy of entertainment. 

11.4 The Contemporary Transformations of the Madrid 
Metropolis 

The contemporary transformations of the Madrid metropolis have overcome the 
spatial constraints of the city, not gradually but in successive leaps of organization 
and scale (Ezquiaga 1990, 1993, 1994 and 2000). 

The first stage, which covers the decades of the sixties and seventies of the last 
century, is well known. Subway lines and the M-30 beltway give a structure to the 
radio-concentric urban tissue in the urban core, and the radial roads and railways 
act accordingly in the metropolitan periphery. The central city brings together the 
institutional, commercial, services, and tertiary activities, surrounded by a residen-
tial urban periphery distributed in socially segregated pieces according to a quite 
simple pattern: concentration of the highest incomes in the North and West and of 
the lowest in the South and East. Outside the municipal limits of Madrid gravitate 
several swathes of metropolitan satellite settlements formed by fast-growing and 
discontinuous dormitory cities, supported by the primitive network of radial roads 
and rural settlements. The new cities are born with hardly any basic infrastructures 
are fully tributary to central Madrid for employment and essential services. 

The imbalances associated with this form of growth are evident. Fragmented 
and spatially discontinuous development favors a double social polarization: the 
North/South based on environmental quality patterns and the Center/Periphery anti-
nomy determined by the inefficiency of the transport system. In this way, the imbal-
ances in the distribution of employment, services, and environmental quality associ-
ated with the insufficiency of the mobility system aggravate the inequity of the model 
by severely limiting the quality of life of the peripheral and metropolitan population. 

This context explains the bases on which the renewal of urban planning was 
conceived in the period of democratic transition, during the 80 s to the mid-90 s: 
emphasis on the correction of urban quality deficits of the built peripheries and 
regional policies of territorial rebalancing through the distribution of large facilities 
(especially Universities), promotion of the decentralization of tertiary activity, and 
creation of a genuine metropolitan transport infrastructure (from the creation of the 
Regional Transport Consortium in 1986, to the construction of the Metro-Sur in 
2003).
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The policies of rebalancing, conceived in the first instance in a voluntarist way, 
found an adequate harmony with the endogenous tendencies of transformation of 
the metropolitan area. At the end of the twentieth century there is a new leap that 
affects the scale of functional interdependence of the metropolitan settlements, from 
35 to 90 km, that is, covering a large part of the territory of the autonomous region of 
Madrid and the main cities of nearby regions such as Guadalajara or Toledo. Now, 
the most significant thing about this stage is that it involves a substantial change in 
the organization of the territory: the jump to a complex polycentric structure. 

Indeed, at this stage, three key trends for the future of Madrid overlap. First, 
the transformation of the “geometry of mobility” with the opening of the large 
metropolitan ring roads (M-40, M-45, and beginning of the M-50), improvement of 
the capacity of the radial highways, railway modernization and the southern Metro-
Sur subway ring. Again, infrastructures go beyond the mere function of strengthening 
consolidated settlement patterns to become vectors of a new scale of colonization of 
the territory. To this is added the strengthening of the most important metropolitan 
settlements, not only in population, but also in the attraction of economic activities 
of greater qualification (trade, services, and transport logistics), due both to the satu-
ration and extraordinary rise of land prices in the city of Madrid, as well as to the 
substantial improvement in the conditions of quality and accessibility of those. But 
above all, it is interesting that at this stage a process of substantial transformation of 
the form of growth begins: an ex-novo generation of “centralities” associated with the 
metropolitan accessibility nodes, and therefore lacking an urban reference of tradi-
tional centrality and low-density suburbanization first of high and medium income 
households and later of a segment of directional activities of greater added value 
(financial, R & D, directional tertiary), specialized services (private universities, 
hospitals…), leisure and retail (large retail parks, theme parks…). 

11.5 The Qualitative Leap in the Diffusion of Accessibility: 
Linear Attractors and Nodes 

The qualitative leap in the dissemination of accessibility constitutes, therefore, the 
most important spatial transformation of Madrid on the threshold of the XXI century. 
As we have pointed out, at first the radial highways were “linear attractors” on which 
gravitated a succession of architectural objects that expressed in their iconography 
the unique character of the functions they house: corporate and institutional head-
quarters. However, the new ring roads not only fulfill the function of facilitating the 
movements between the radial axes, reticulating the road system, but also play an 
even more relevant role in the formation of the colonizing nodes of a new territory. 
Although its layout is autistic to its immediate spatial environment, the new ring 
roads have generated a constellation of strategic points of maximum accessibility at 
their intersections, links, and connections with transport interchanges. These nodes 
constitute the new central areas of the suburban territory.



182 J. M. Ezquiaga and J. Barros

In this way, a new territory appears; “interstitial” with respect to traditional 
metropolitan settlements, but “central” from the logic of metropolitan accessibility. 
Suburban tertiary corridors specialized in business services and consumption appear: 
first on the axis of communication with the airport, later on the La Coruña road, and 
recently in the form of an archipelago of corporate campuses and commercial parks 
on the N-I road; the development of an arc of industrial activities in the South, 
supported on the campuses of the Carlos III and Rey Juan Carlos Universities; the 
logistical and technological orientation of the SE arc of Madrid and the Henares 
Corridor, with the support of the University of Alcalá; and the consolidation of the 
node of scientific and technological innovation in the North, around the new city of 
Tres Cantos and the Autonomous University. 

Centrality has historically been a quality acquired throughout a temporal process 
of singularization, spatial and functional, of certain places in the city. Centrality 
implies difference with respect to the ordinary fabric, which plays the role of back-
ground, and implies, likewise, urban identity, supported by the presence of a public 
space (square, street, avenue …) that assumed a meaning of civic institution in relation 
to buildings and activities (Rowe 1978). As we have pointed out, the new central-
ities, on the contrary, stand out in their environment by their centripetal character 
and dependence on the automobile, lack significant public spaces, and base their 
identity on the attractiveness of the activities they house (generally large leisure and 
commercial areas) rather than on the architectural expression of them. 

The new commercial and leisure formats, often referred to as urbanized parks, go 
beyond the elementality of the first formulas for exploiting the points of maximum 
accessibility of metropolitan highways through large, isolated containers such as 
big-box retail. These based their success on quantity management: parking facilities 
that made it possible to turn the car into the shopping cart and multiply the breadth 
and depth of the assortment of available consumer goods (Rowe 1991). However, 
in the big-box retail, the emphasis on spatial rationalization does not go through 
architecture. Suffice it to perceive the contrast between the sophistication with which 
merchandising techniques organize the functional distribution and presentation of 
products according to a logic of induced itineraries of consumers and the poverty 
and simplicity of the architectural support, reduced to the strict functionality of 
the industrial space. With no more iconological concessions than the ubiquitous 
advertising totems, which supplant the frequent banality of architecture (Auge 1998). 

The speed with which the process of suburbanization has occurred in Madrid has 
generated a leap between the first suburban artifacts (big-box retail, unique buildings 
of equipment and offices) and the new typology of the urbanized park. This is a 
difference with the evolution followed in North America, where shopping centers 
assumed the role of backbone of the low-density residential suburb, replacing the lack 
of true public spaces and community centers. In fact, the introduction of the typology 
of the open pedestrian mall was somehow an attempt to artificially reproduce the 
character of the street in the traditional European city. Its subsequent evolution as 
a closed gallery in height has constituted the new paradigm of commercial space 
and its dissemination to other contexts has influenced the modern configuration of



11 The Post-automobile City From Deterritorialization to the Proximity … 183

museums, institutional and teaching buildings, and leisure centers (Project on The 
City 2001). 

In the supermarket or the suburban mall, the dialog between the building and 
the metropolitan system occurs individually through the road infrastructures and 
services. Urbanized parks are urban pieces with a self-sufficient vocation, indif-
ferent to their context because they respond to a spatial logic of a higher scale: the 
great metropolitan movements facilitated by the new highways between functionally 
specialized areas. Its origin and destination are, therefore, linked to the future of 
the automobile. Its morphology arises from the hybridization of the models of the 
garden city and the campus (Rowe 1991). From the first they adopt the extensive 
occupation of low height and the importance of free spaces to configure an envi-
ronment. From the Anglo-Saxon campus they adopt the autonomy and openness of 
the constructions. In short, the parks are thematic sets of autonomous architectural 
pieces, organized around parking facilities and common services, and located at the 
points of maximum accessibility of the metropolitan arterial network. 

The organization of suburban space dramatically accentuates the decline of the 
public sphere that Jacobs or Sennett prophesized and a simplification and impover-
ishment of the experience of space. Nowadays, as the nature of consumption evolves 
from serving needs to the imaginary in order to integrate into the culture of leisure, the 
nature of the anchor stores of commercial parks tends to change. This can explain why 
new leisure items such as multiplexes, restaurants, and ice rinks constitute the iconic 
elements of the new symbolic economy of entertainment, incorporating expressive 
qualities hitherto denied to the “MacDonalized” architecture of large shopping malls 
(Ritzer 1996). 

11.6 The Post-metropolitan Territory: From 
Fragmentation to Fractality 

The formation of the city-region meant the overcoming of significant deficiencies 
of the formative phase of the metropolitan area but also the generation of new and 
large territorial imbalances. The increase in the urbanized area and the decline of the 
traditional central urban core are the two main imbalances. 

Indeed, the increase in land consumption in a significantly higher proportion than 
population growth and metropolitan GDP growth is a phenomenon common to Euro-
pean developed countries—which on average have increased their urbanized area by 
20% in the last two decades—attaining dramatic conditions in Madrid. The Madrid 
metropolis has doubled the area affected by urbanization since the mid-seventies. As 
a result of this sustained pressure of urbanization, the rural area tends to disappear, 
except in areas explicitly protected as Natural Parks, and “residual land” located 
on the margins of urbanized areas tends to multiply in expectation of development. 
As the utopia of green rings and wedges has been forgotten, the municipal plan-
ning developed in the last years of the century has responded to the phenomenon
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by proposing the urbanization to full capacity of most of the metropolitan voids. 
This is a wrong option that will limit in the immediate future the opportunities for 
environmental adaptation and renaturalization of the new territory. 

Metropolitan Madrid has experienced in recent decades a qualitative leap towards 
the formation of a territory that, according to Soja, we could call post-metropolitan. 
Its defining features would be the following: 

. The distant ex-urbanization supported by the expansion of the metropolitan arte-
rial network (M-50 beltway, new radial toll roads…). This process initially adopts 
a low-density nebulous configuration towards the Sierra de Guadarrama and an 
extensive archipelago in the region of La Sagra in Madrid and Toledo. Although 
during the last decade real estate activity has decreased in the city of Madrid 
(Barros and Ezquiaga 2022) due to the impact of the economic crisis, the dynamics 
to the dispersion of growth have continued at a regional scale, albeit at a slower 
pace. The emerging Toledo-Madrid-Guadalajara corridor is already the main 
urban node and the main territorial attractor of international investment in the 
Iberian Peninsula. 

. The anti-distance effect of the new high-speed railway lines on cities located 
between 70 and 200 km from the capital: Toledo, Guadalajara, Segovia, Cuenca, 
and Valladolid. The experience of the recent development of Ciudad Real advances 
the patterns of this phenomenon, which will further integrate these cities with 
Madrid. 

. The transformation of the organizational patterns of the new territory. The 
geographically fragmented and functionally specialized city-region becomes, over 
time, a fractal territory whose emerging conditions deserve a closer comment. 

The revitalization of central Madrid. Paradoxically, the polynuclear conformation 
and the increase in scale of the metropolis allocates a new value to its “headquar-
ters.” Investors and public officials alike have understood that and have opened a 
spring of public and private projects whose effects are still uncertain, but which, by 
themselves, reveal a new strategic valuation of the central space. The extension of 
La Castellana to the North and the refurbishment of Paseo del Prado to the South 
suggest a reinvention of the backbone of the city and paradoxically a return to the 
model of dense, continuous, and intense city in urban events. 

An example can help understand the scope of this idea. At first glance, the estab-
lishment of a corporate campus of a major international bank in the suburban envi-
ronment of the metropolitan west can appear only as a simple piece, a paradigm 
of a mode of occupation of the territory based on closed units and alien to their 
geographical context. From a wider spatial and temporal scale, it appears as the first 
fragment of a more complex territorial piece integrated by the pre-existences of the 
most diverse nature of its environment, the new low-density residential growth areas, 
the economic activities, and housing resulting from the growth in extension of the 
first-generation metropolitan cities and the new infrastructures of connection to the 
metropolitan network. Each fragment increases the diversity and complexity of the 
whole, even if the physical units are monofunctional, typologically monotonous or 
socially homogeneous. The mistake lies in confusing diversity and fragmentation
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with chaos (in the sense given to this term in information theory). The metropolitan 
development of cities like Madrid shows that this is not always the case. 

However, this mode of development is not desirable because of a quite different 
problem: the accelerated consumption of non-renewable resources, land, and energy, 
which it entails. Defining efficient strategies to increase territorial complexity while 
ensuring an efficient use of resources becomes a key issue in projects (Mostafavi 
2010). This implies the need to go beyond the option to open all the metropolitan terri-
tory to any kind of use and with the highest possible density, which can be deemed as 
saturation planning. Saturation planning does not consider the eco-systemic capacity 
of the land, reduces geographical and biological diversity, severely challenges any 
possibility of a consistent green infrastructure, and giver the private car and its infras-
tructures a disproportionate role. Overall, saturation planning fosters functional and 
typological monotony and reduces the opportunities for adaptation to future changes 
in the regional organisation. 

11.7 Put People First: The Proximity City 

The analysis of the Sample of Cities prepared by UN-HABITAT shows an uninter-
rupted reduction in the proportion of urban space allocated to streets over the last 
hundred years, going from reaching 25% of the urbanized area at the beginning of 
the twentieth century to an extension of 21% today. About 48% of cities allocate less 
than 20% of urban land to streets, and pedestrian access to arterial roads has also 
been reduced, generating for most new inhabitants a captive demand for motorized 
mobility, covered either by public transport or private car. In cities such as Madrid or 
Barcelona, cars get close to 70% of the total street space. The city car is also largely 
responsible for the problems of urban congestion and the consequent waste in terms 
of time and energy consumption. 

On the other hand, the trend towards a growing individualization of urban life is 
triggering profound changes in the ways in which citizens organize urban space and, 
above all, in the way they spend their time. In recent decades, this can be attributed 
at least in part to the deep renewal in the means, motives, places and schedules of 
displacements, communications, and exchanges associated with changes in ways of 
life, urban morphology and demand for public facilities and services. Faced with 
these problems and from a global perspective, it is necessary to promote urban 
mobility models aimed at reducing motorized travel in the short term—especially in 
work-home commuting—alternatively prioritizing pedestrian mobility and collective 
or shared means of transport that respect the environment. In the medium and long 
term, it will also be necessary to change the modes of urban organization, which today 
are based on functional segregation based on land use planning and land values. 

The modern architectural culture has defended the concept of the open city, under-
stood in the double sense of unlimited urban extension and liberation of architecture 
from the contextual constrictions of the traditional city. As we have seen, the reality
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of the new metropolises does not respond so much to these principles as to a prag-
matic logic of spatial fragmentation in tune with the acceleration of the consumption 
cycle. This is clear in the transience, temporary, and superficial qualities of the built 
environment. 

Quite different is the notion of open city, defended among others by Sennett 
(2018). From this perspective, the city is porous and incomplete, that is, susceptible 
to a permanent transformation and recreation based on the real needs of its inhabitants. 
It also suggests the need to promote reasonable densities that allow the mixture of 
uses (residential, endowment, and economic activities), variety and social cohesion, 
favoring pedestrian mobility as a preferred means of access to daily services. 

The idea of neighborhood unit (Fig. 11.6) is associated in the Anglo-Saxon urban 
culture with the experience of the loss of homogeneity identity that had historically 
characterized the neighborhoods that make up the city and the need to offer an organic 
alternative from rational planning. The traditional European city was an aggregation 
of autonomous neighborhoods with their own identity and history and not from the 
spatial fragmentation or territorial disintegration that would later characterize the 
industrial and post-industrial city. Likewise, during the period of formation of the 
great North American cities, the neighborhoods assumed an identity based on the 
community of geographical or racial origin, language, religion … and later class 
distinctions.

The idea of neighborhood unity, as Gallion (1950:277–290) points out, is neither a 
sociological phenomenon nor a particular theory in the sphere of the social sciences. 
It is simply an environment in which a mother knows that her child will not have to 
cross traffic streets on his way to school, a school that will be a friendly pedestrian 
distance from his home. The neighborhood unit reorganizes the distribution of the 
residential fabric from the primacy of pedestrian access to essential services and 
equipment, starting with the school, and public transport. With various parametric 
modulations, the idea is present in Clarence Perry’s proposal for the Regional Plan 
of New York and its surroundings of 1929 as well as in the Chicago Plans of 1942 
and Abercrombie for the Greater London Plan of 1944. 

Clarence Stein’s outline for the Radburn Plan shows the grouping of three neigh-
borhood units served by a high school and two shopping centers has a maximum 
distance radius of one mile. Each of these units does organize around the primary 
school and local shops in a maximum radius of half a mile as the streets prevent 
passing traffic. 

In order to have a satisfactory public–private domains interaction, the street needs, 
in addition to being a generative compositive element, to keep playing a significant 
role as an element of relationship both between people and between activities. A 
necessary condition to achieve a lively street is to have a residential structure and 
activities of a certain density. However, it is common to note that the simplification of 
the typologies of public spaces, together with the lack of a sufficient building density 
to guarantee a minimum threshold of activity, led to the abandonment of the street 
and its transformation into a deteriorated and unsafe space. 

The report Towards an Urban Renaissance (1999) prepared by the Urban Task 
Force, chaired by Richard Rogers, updated the Neighborhood Unit model (Fig. 11.7)
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Fig. 11.6 Radburn general plan showing articulated neighborhood units in half-mile radius 
environments. Source Clarence S. Stein 1950. Toward New Towns for America

incorporating intensity and mixed use as goals. The document considers that one of 
the main attractions of urban life is the proximity to the workplace, commerce, 
and essential services in the social, educational, and leisure sphere. This means 
understanding that a good urban design must favor that most people can live near 
such services thanks to the integration of uses at the scale of the neighborhood, the 
street, the block or in the vertical distribution of the buildings. The attached figure 
exemplifies how to integrate into neighborhood units a wide choice of services closes 
to residential areas without creating monofunctional areas of commerce, business, 
or housing. In short: the city of 15 min (Fig. 11.7).
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Fig. 11.7 Key components of the mixed-use integrated neighborhood unit. Source Department of 
The Environment, Transports and The Regions (1999). Toward an Urban Renaissance. (Andrew 
Wright Ass) 

11.8 Strategies for a New Sustainable Urban Mobility: The 
Proposal of the Madrid Centro Project 

With the collaboration of the urban ecology expert Salvador Rueda and the sociologist 
Jesús Leal, we proposed in the Madrid Centro Project (Ezquiaga and Herreros & Perez 
Arroyo 2011) an alternative, radical but suitable for an incremental, low cost imple-
mentation. The proposal was based on the re-organization of the built space through a 
coordinated intervencion on mobility, public space and governance from the perspec-
tive of a new urban cell that redefines the basic unit of the central urban fabric. This 
allows prioritizing the liberation of public space for citizens and at the same time 
maintaining the flows required by the functions of urban centrality. The proposal 
was to specialize the use of street space according to the needs of circulation and the 
creation of pedestrian priority areas in which the increase in the vegetated surfaces 
delivered improved environmental quality overall quality of life of the residents. The 
simple segregation of transit traffic from resident-only traffic enables the creation
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Fig. 11.8 Proximity city and new urban cell implantation in the nineteenth-century expansion of 
Madrid. Source JM Ezquiaga, Juan Herreros, Salvador Pérez Arroyo. Madrid Centro Project (2011)

of environmental areas in which it is feasible to reverse the unequal distribution of 
street use between the car and the citizen. The structure of main streets guarantees 
access by public transport and car to the entire urban fabric, but the secondary mesh 
of streets of smaller section admits the limitation of access to residents and allows to 
create a complementary network in which pedestrian comfort, cycling accessibility, 
arborization, and economic and commercial activities become the main elements. 
On the other hand, the new urban cell, in line with the historical experience of the 
neighborhood unit, constitutes the coherent scope to reorganize citizen’s access to 
proximity services and public facilities, a key instrument in correcting inequalities 
in access to public goods (Figs. 11.8 and 11.9). 

In the center of Madrid, the private vehicle occupies between 65 and 70% of the 
streets and avenues directly or indirectly, while the car’s share does not exceed 30% 
of total trips. The disproportion between space occupation and private vehicle travel 
is evident. The automobile continues to be the factor that generates the deepest urban 
dysfunctions and the largest obstacle to achieving the goal of a proximity city. 

However, during the last decade there has been a hopeful change of trend in a 
context marked by economic crises and the growing social awareness of the relevance 
of climate change in urban policies. On the one hand, the volume of traffic in the 
municipality of Madrid has decreased by almost a third between 2005 and 2019 (the 
data for 2020 and 2021 are not comparable because of mobility restrictions linked 
to the COVID-19 pandemic), and this has occurred both in the center and in the 
peripheral areas. The recovery during the 2020–2021 period, and the data of other 
statistical series published by the municipality for the first months of 2022, suggest 
that the decreasing trend continues, and may even increase because of the use of 
teleworking (Fig. 11.10).

On the other hand, although the census of drivers registered by the General Direc-
tory for Transit for the Madrid Region has increased between 2012 and 2022 by 5%, 
this data reflects the inertia of the considerable number of drivers in mid-age groups. 
An analysis by age (the open data scheme does not allow a gender analysis) shows
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Fig. 11.9 Traffic intensities and public transport infrastructures in Madrid. Source Madrid Centro 
Project op.cit

Fig. 11.10 Evolution by months since January 2009 of the sum of the average daily intensities in 
the set of permanent capacity stations of the municipality of Madrid. The Madrid Center project 
operates between the old city and the M-30 ring. Source Authors according to data published in the 
Data Bank of the Madrid City Council (http://www2.munimadrid.es/CSE6/control/mostrarDatos)

http://www2.munimadrid.es/CSE6/control/mostrarDatos
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that during that period the number of people with a permit in any of its categories 
under 45 years of age has decreased by 376,000 people. The context of economic 
crisis during that period and the difficulties experienced by the youngest in the labor 
market are conditioning elements, but not completely determinants, since they add to 
a change of trend in the attitudes of this segment of the population towards mobility 
and lifestyle. 

Guaranteeing urban functionality and a new conception of public space means 
transferring part of the travels that today are made in private cars to the rest of the 
modes of transport. This redistribution implies a strengthening of public transport, 
which implies a greater ease of use of the urban fabric, especially for social groups that 
cannot access the car autonomously (the elderly, children or people with functional 
disabilities). In this way, the accessibility of the population to public goods, places 
of relationship and workplaces can improve, avoiding mobility issues resulting in a 
factor of exclusion (Fig. 11.11). 

Effective mobility management will contribute to a better functionality of the 
central area. The role of the city of Madrid in the metropolitan area does not justify that 
travels from the periphery penalize the quality of life of those who inhabit the central 
districts due to the impact of the daily use of the car for commuting. The position of 
the central area as a privileged node of economic activity in the metropolitan area 
requires maintaining a rotation parking capacity inside, but also moving a part of 
this capacity to its perimeter, creating deterrent parking in the surroundings of the 
M40 ring road connected by high-frequency public transport passing through the 
central area. This should be applied in addition to specific policies at territorial level 
to decentralize economic activities and correct the imbalances between employment 
and residence in the metropolitan environment of Madrid as a whole.

Fig. 11.11 Evolution of the age structure of drivers (all categories of permits) in the Community 
of Madrid between 2012 and 2022. Source Authors according to data from the General Directorate 
of Traffic (https://sedeapl.dgt.gob.es/WEB_IEST_CONSULTA/subcategoria.faces) 

https://sedeapl.dgt.gob.es/WEB_IEST_CONSULTA/subcategoria.faces
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Public transport is an inalienable asset of Madrid. For the implementation of urban 
cells, it is necessary to adapt the current bus network to the mesh of basic roads. The 
current distribution structure of surface public transport lines in the center of Madrid 
tends to adopt a cellular structure, finding that the number of lines that do not occupy 
the main roads is minimal. 

Finally, the mobility ecosystem in a contemporary city has recently become much 
more varied and complex. From the perspective of mobility policies, it is necessary 
to assume this reality and promote a wide and varied offer of motorized and non-
motorized modes of transport that rationalizes the indiscriminate access of vehicles 
to the center without putting essential accessibility in crisis. In the areas of lower 
density, there is an opportunity to implement on demand transport systems, and in the 
medium and long term electric autonomous vehicle systems of public service. As an 
alternative to the private car, these systems allow to modulate the size of the vehicles 
and adapt it to the requirements of urban fabrics in which the lower population 
density makes the implementation of large capacity collective systems economically 
unfeasible and can be articulated with high capacity systems that connect transport 
hubs distributed in the most remote peripheries with the heart of the city (Figs. 11.12 
and 11.13). 

Fig. 11.12 Madrid Centro Project. Priority shared street residents. Source Madrid Centro Project 
op.cit
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Fig. 11.13 Madrid Centro Project. A new urban planning. System of urban cells applied to the 
whole of the central city. Source Madrid Centro Project op.cit 

11.9 The Urban Cell as a Basis for the Articulation 
of Public Space 

The understanding of public space as an organizational system, identity reference 
and mediating element between the city and its inhabitants implies:
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. The relevance of increasing the size of the urban planning unit that can no longer 
be the block but a minimum grouping of them. 

. The consideration that the quality of public space is the most solid foundation to 
operate the transformation and reconstitution of the city for its residents. A more 
efficient articulation with other convergent policies is possible if the essential 
support of public space is available 

. The urban fabric conditions the open space and must evolve to address energy 
efficiency and climate change. The design of the interrelationship between street 
and building demands new dialogue based on contextual respect that values the 
rich heritage of architecture and the streets of the city. 

. Working on the identity of the streets can offer the real opportunity to exploit the 
full potential of a city as rich in the proportions of available space as Madrid. 

. The constituent elements of the urban scene are in Madrid disproportionately 
distributed, if not trivialized, in extensive portions of the urban tissue. The width 
of the sidewalks, the space ceded to cars, the presence and size of the trees, the 
lack or excess of public furniture, the lack of coordination of all of them, both 
weaknesses and levers of opportunity. 

. Redefining the street opens the door to rethink the block, recover the possibility of 
acting on an obsolete urban fabric, which claims a second chance through which 
the urban scenario is innovative and confident in permanent evolution. 

. Rethinking the city in large units that encompass a homogeneous set of blocks, 
allows to redefine the basic space for social interaction and for a new urban logic. 

. Issues such as the energy balance and greenhouse gas emissions, construction 
of a new frame for social relations and coexistence with the network of public 
facilities, give this new city and its associated public space the role of main element 
for a new quality of life. 

. The city and its urban fabric, on the one hand, the structuring axes and the large 
voids with facilities on the other, will constitute a new way of describing the 
Center at the same time as the support of all the transformation object of the 
Madrid Centro Project and as the place of implementation of a novel concept of 
Urban Cell (Fig. 11.14).

In the realm of land uses and activities, the new urban cell can bring a redefinition 
of the ground floor uses and in the block cores, as well as promote the renovation 
of entire blocks or groups of them that can implement the three-dimensional and 
programmatic hybridization beyond the current regulation of compatible uses that 
restrict important opportunities for innovation such as small offices, creative groups, 
“clusters” of startups, and unofficial educational uses that claim an ideal place in the 
center of the city mixed with residence and commerce. 

In terms of mobility, the reduction of the use of private vehicles; bicycle extension 
and pedestrian movement; the rationalization of surface public transport, and the 
better accessibility of taxis to the interiors of the cell, will result in a more fluid, 
more efficient, more hierarchized, and more sustainable mobility. Providing non-
surface parking to residents is a key objective as will be the possibility of renouncing 
to have their own vehicle. The interior of the cell has a restricted parking capacity,
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Fig. 11.14 The urban cell as a flexible transformation unit to promote regulatory innovation, 
hybridization of uses and re-densification. Source Madrid Centro Project op.cit

while new typologies as automatic parking can become tools to encourage a more 
rational use of the private vehicle (Fig. 11.15).

Environmental quality, understood as a commitment to contemporary organoleptic 
sensibility, will be determined by the increase in urban green, traffic noise mitigation, 
reducing emissions on the narrowest streets or the increase in free spaces. Likewise, 
the urban cell also allows progress toward compliance with the European Air Quality 
Directive by reducing passing traffic (Figs. 11.16 and 11.17).
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Fig. 11.15 The new urban cell as a flexible transformation unit to promote regulatory innovation, 
hybridization of uses and re-densification. Source Madrid Centro Project op.cit

From the point of view of management, the implementation of the urban cell can 
be flexible, scalable, adaptable, and evolutionary: it is susceptible to a progressive, 
tentative, isolated implementation, by degrees of opportunity or ease from an initial 
phase of minimum cost limited to the regulation of one-way streets and maintenance 
of surface parking and traffic regulation with ephemeral obstacles. The reversibility
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Fig. 11.16 Madrid Centro Project. Indicators of use of the urban fabric before and after the 
implementation of the urban cell. Source Madrid Centro Project op.cit 

Fig. 11.17 Madrid Centro Project. A test of the urban cell concept in the fabric of the nineteenth 
century Madrid. Source Madrid Centro Project op.cit

of the actions acts as an incentive and allows tests with different transformative 
capacity. 

Finally, the new urban cell becomes a useful and flexible transformation vector to 
promote regulatory innovation, hybridization of uses and a variety of densities. The 
implementation strategy of the new cell assumes that the traditional block is the basis 
for pedestrian displacement and the diversity of uses at the service of buildings, while
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the base for longer distance travel and public transport is better suited to a mesh of 
approximately 400 × 400 m. From this approach, the possibilities of specialization 
for the different areas that the new cellular organization promotes are: 

. Location of urban services and non-residential uses on the basic streets at the 
perimeter of the urban cells, in accordance with the regulations in force on the 
transformation of uses. 

. Controlled densification and diversity of offer consolidating the current activity 
nodes. Small activity nodes at the local level have a potential for densification 
strategies and an improved offer of services. This can apply to a Metro station, a 
zonal facility, a square or a market. 

. Internal density reconfiguration and local community facilities. The public spaces 
in the cells can benefit from public use facilities located in the ground floors, in the 
residual spaces or in underused areas. These uses must be adapted to the objectives 
of social cohesion and empowerment of identity. 

. Hybridization. Mixed typologies can constitute an important chapter of the inno-
vation proposed for the Madrid Centre. The key emerging trends to overcome the 
rigidly zoned city are sustainability, recycling and rehabilitation, residential diver-
sity, mix of work and housing to alleviate displacement, three-dimensionalization 
of the city. They all demand a firm commitment to the hybridization of uses. 

. Typological innovation. Certain novelties hitherto impossible such as atomized 
housing, satellite rooms, shared work centers or other collective uses in residential 
buildings associated with leisure, study, work, physical health, could strengthen 
the idea of community, even becoming small production units (energy, services, 
products). There is a generation of clean productive activities that are related to 
new technologies and are compatible with residential programs that could make 
the center a welcoming environment for new uses. So, the center can become a 
“science park” or urban “technology park”. 

. Control of environment variables. The new urban cell allows a design of the 
variables of the street environment based on lower levels of emissions and noise. 
The reduction of car traffic allows to reduce the concentration of heat, and the 
possibility that these streets become authentic “ecological corridors” that cross 
the urban fabric 

11.10 Conclusions 

Changes in the forms of production, organization of consumption and mobility of 
capital, people, and goods, are profoundly affecting the character of cities. As a 
result, the contemporary expression of the urban condition assumes a multiplicity 
of spatial configurations, both in geographical scale and quality, in open rupture 
with traditional configurations, and demands new instruments and styles of urban 
planning. 

The spatial consequences of these transformations have substantially altered the 
urban scenario. In developed countries such as Spain, the exponential growth of
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metropolitan mobility tends to lead to a previously unknown dispersed occupa-
tion of the territory. The most significant thing about this phenomenon is that the 
weakest activities do not relocate to the periphery, but that functions and characteristic 
elements of centrality leave urban locations to colonize a new suburban territory. 

Therefore, there is a distortion in the classic relations of dependence between the 
central city and the outer settlements. These aggregated and hierarchical metropolitan 
models tend to transform into a more complex structure. Activities that previously 
took place in a concentrated space now consume a greater extension of the terri-
tory. The new periphery blurs the last conceptual boundaries between the city and 
the countryside. Although the impact of the economic crises, particularly the real 
estate crisis of 2008, has led to a slowdown in the consumption dynamics of the 
metropolitan territory, the underlying trends towards a dispersed occupation of this 
territory continue to determine the actual growth model. 

The exponential growth of private car ownership is a necessary condition for the 
viability of the processes of territorial dispersion and low density and at the same 
time feeds back on the needs of individual mobility generated by the models of 
territorial occupation of very low density and its urbanization of economic activities 
and centralities. This has led to a substantial increase in mobility costs, difficulties in 
implementing an efficient public transport system, as well as increases in urbanization 
and in road building costs. 

The impact of urban mobility based on the predominance of the private car is 
unsustainable in relation to two of the key variables in the contemporary concept 
of quality of life: urban environment quality and health. Regarding the first aspect, 
urban mobility based on the private car is inefficient because it demands a high energy 
consumption per kilometer of travel with respect to the modes of collective transport 
and additionally supposes a disproportionate occupation of urban public space, as 
well in road as in parking space (in cities like Madrid Barcelona around 70% of the 
total space of streets and squares), when compared to other modes of collective or 
shared transport. The city car is also largely responsible for the problems of urban 
congestion and the consequent waste in terms of time and energy consumption. 

In relation to the second aspect: health. The territorial dispersion/captive mobility 
of the private car pair is associated with a sedentary lifestyle, one of the accredited 
causes of the dramatic growth of cardiovascular diseases, as well as the deterioration 
of air quality in the urban environment, associated with respiratory diseases and 
cancer, which alone demands regulatory and corrective public action. 

From this perspective, there is consensus among experts on the need to face the 
challenges derived from globalization, climate change and social transformation, 
from a new urbanism, based on the transformation and recycling of the existing 
city. This translates into reorienting the character of urban planning toward a flex-
ible instrument open to technological innovation, enabling an integrated approach 
with environmental, housing, mobility, and infrastructure strategies from a triple 
perspective: 

. Environmental sustainability, so that the consumption of materials, water and 
energy resources does not exceed the capacity of ecosystems to replenish them.
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This also means avoiding that the rate of emission of pollutants exceeds the 
capacity of air, water, and soil to absorb and process them. 

. Sustainable land use, which contemplates a profound change of priorities: from 
a model of expansion and growth to saturation of the territory, to strategies for 
the transformation, rehabilitation and recycling of built fabrics, infrastructures, 
and existing activities; from mere land management to improving quality of life 
and health benefits for citizens. Under certain conditions, the densification of 
existing urban fabrics presents a reasonable alternative to neutralize the tendency 
to dispersion that makes the task of configuring a city with basic infrastructures 
and sustainable equipment more difficult. 

. Sustainable urban mobility aimed at reducing captive car mobility in the short 
term, especially in commuting. As an alternative there should be a prioritization of 
collective or shared means of transport that respect the environment by planning 
their combined use, and an adoption of mid- and long-term models of urban 
organization based on a greater density and mixed uses, so reducing the need for 
motorized mobility. 

The limitation and rationalization of the pre-eminence of the private car in urban 
space makes possible the recovery of the street as a civic space for pedestrian and 
cyclist mobility, economic activity, rest, and encounter. Working on the interrela-
tionship between street and building also opens the possibility of re-thinking the 
functions, density, and volumetric configuration of the built spaces (Fig. 11.18).

It is also essential to design a new mobility based on a wide and varied offer of 
motorized and non-motorized modes of transport that rationalizes the indiscriminate 
access of vehicles to the center without putting essential accessibility in crisis. In 
the urban centers of most Spanish cities, the structure of main streets guarantees 
access by public transport and car to the entire urban fabric, but the secondary mesh 
of streets of smaller section admits the limitation of access to residents and would 
allow to create a complementary network in which pedestrians, cycling accessibility, 
arborization, and economic and commercial activities become the main elements. 

Finally, the case study described, the Madrid Centro Project, proposes to rethink 
the organization of the built space from the perspective of what we have come to 
call “new urban cell”. The discrimination of transit traffic from resident-only traffic 
allows the creation of environmental areas in which it is feasible to reverse the unequal 
distribution of street use between the car and the pedestrian. The structure of main 
streets guarantees access by public transport and car to the entire urban fabric, but 
the secondary mesh of streets with resident-only access allows to create a comple-
mentary network in which pedestrian comfort, cycling accessibility, arborization, 
and economic and commercial activities become the main elements. The new urban 
cell is also the coherent scope to reorganize citizen’s access to local services and 
facilities, an important instrument for correcting geographical inequalities.
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Fig. 11.18 Hight Line New York. Source Photo JM Ezquiaga
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Chapter 12 
Mobility as an Expression 
of the Urbicide: The Risks of Transport 
Modernization in Latin American 
Metropolises 

Pablo Vega Centeno, Jérémy Robert, and Danae Román 

Abstract This chapter reflects on the concept of Urbicide by analyzing experi-
ences of inequality in daily mobility in metropolises throughout Latin America. 
It appears that despite allowing for improvements, contemporary transformations 
(particularly under the discourse of sustainable mobility) also have negative effects, 
either unwanted or not, that marginalize certain population groups. Three phenomena 
(or forms of Urbicide) are highlighted in this chapter: the deficiencies of large infras-
tructure projects in terms of costs, effectiveness, and coverage; the implications of 
the formalization of informal modes of transport; and finally, the forms of exclusion 
in the promotion of active mobility. 

Keywords Mobility · Urbicide ·Metropolis 

12.1 Introduction 

Lefebvre (1972) stated that “the right to the city” has become an urban aspiration, 
because of the need to improve the quality of life for all. One of the central themes of 
the discussion has focused on housing and its surroundings, to the extent that, it is the 
“place in the world” where the inhabitants locate and identify their urban experience. 
Although the right to the city is an indispensable and necessary approach, it does not 
exhaust the dimensions of urban life, particularly in a metropolis. In a large city, it 
is unlikely that the differing needs that guarantee human fulfillment will be located 
in dwellings or in close proximity to residential areas. On the contrary, it usually has
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several centralities in areas where economic, educational, or cultural activities are 
concentrated, but where residential spaces are limited. 

Depending on where our home, work, family, friends, study centers, and cultural 
spaces are located, our daily lives will be constructed around a network of destina-
tions. These destinations will mainly be accessed on foot or by bicycle if they are 
close to home, or motorized transport if they are more distant. 

In the words of Duhau and Giglia (2008), living in a metropolis refers to the 
set of practices and representations that make the presence of subjects in space and 
their relationship with others possible (p. 24). Living in a big city, therefore, is an 
experience that considers the multiple places we occupy in everyday life as a set of 
movements linking them together. 

In this chapter, we will use Harvey’s (1989) mobility approach, which allows us 
to question the right to the city as a gateway to the opportunities and services it 
offers, and will also analyze existing modes of transportation within a city. In other 
words, this approach allows us to start from the conditions, experiences, and needs 
of the people. Then, in line with Vasconcellos (2010), we will distance ourselves 
from those views of mobility that only focus on displacement data. 

Sustainable mobility is a concept that is often widely adopted by multilateral 
organizations, which emphasizes how to mitigate the adverse environmental effects 
of motorized transportation. From this perspective, instruments such as the New 
Urban Agenda of the United Nations (NAU) or the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) bring together a set of agreements about what the cities of the future will 
aspire to. Among these, there is a commitment to significantly increase accessible 
and sustainable public transport infrastructure, such as promoting pedestrian and 
bicycle circulation (Habitat 2016). However, these commitments seem to focus more 
on improving road conditions and means of transportation than on the actual needs 
of the people. 

Since the 2000s, and particularly since 2010, considerable improvements in public 
transport have been observed in many Latin American metropolises. In general, the 
typical urban transport models of the twentieth century—the Penny War and artisanal 
and informal services—have been replaced by reformed systems to greater or lesser 
extents (Errazuriz et al. 2017). However, although these transformations have been 
reflected in the improvement of mobility conditions for a significant proportion of 
the urban population, many challenges remain, particularly for the poorest citizens. 

We can ask ourselves: If the public policies of large metropolises incorporate 
the commitments of instruments such as the NAU, without striving to reduce social 
inequality, what effects can these actions have on the mobility of the most vulner-
able social sectors? Latin American metropolises are characterized by significant 
inequality among their inhabitants, expressed between the peripheral urbanizations 
that are occupied by low-income populations, the consolidated spaces that are gener-
ally located in central areas, and the expansion of certain areas of a city, such as 
the suburbs. This inequality is accentuated or aggravated by the fact that the poorest 
citizens often live in areas that are far removed from the areas that have the best job 
opportunities and specialized education and health services, meaning that they are 
the ones who have to travel the most, mainly to the central areas where these functions



12 Mobility as an Expression of the Urbicide: The Risks of Transport … 207

are often located. For this reason, we believe that despite the genuine improvements 
and a lot of good intentions, there is a severe risk of aggravating the conditions that 
exclude the poorest populations that live on the urban peripheries. 

These innovative policies can contribute to the Urbicide, as they can be understood 
as actions that destroy places of significant meaning for everyday life (Carrión 2018), 
where constantly being on the move is a way of living in a city (Lindón 2014). We 
define Urbicide as the (re)creation of inequalities and forms of exclusion caused by 
the inherent contradictions of modernization and urban transformations in terms of 
mobility in the neoliberal context. The objective of the chapter is to highlight the 
adverse effects of the urban transformations that are currently underway, whether 
wanted or not, that marginalize and hide certain population groups. 

In order to understand this, we need to examine the effects of these innovations on 
the structure of a city, how people live, and, in particular, if they mitigate or increase 
the social inequality gaps that tend to characterize Latin American metropolises. 
Therefore, we propose an examination of several Latin American metropolises, all of 
which are large, emerging cities that experienced explosive growth during the second 
half of the twentieth century. We will rely, in particular, on the ongoing research 
being developed within the framework of the MODURAL project, which focuses on 
sustainable mobility practices in Lima and Bogotá.1 This will be complemented with 
a consideration of the literature relating to other metropolises around Latin America. 

This chapter is organized into four parts. In the first section, the characteristics 
of the urban structure of both Lima and Bogotá will be examined, as well as the 
evolution of their transport policies. The second section explores the main innovations 
carried out in the framework of the reform of the transport systems, particularly 
the Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system, and their effects on the living conditions of 
the poorest citizens. The third section will analyze the role currently played by 
“informal” transportation before the chapter concludes with a brief examination of 
the experiences of pedestrians and cyclists who should be protected by the new 
sustainable urban policies. 

12.1.1 Daily Mobility in Latin American Metropolis 

12.1.1.1 Urban Structure and Travel Conditions 

Latin American metropolises have common characteristics that can affect how their 
urban structures conform (Ciccolella 2012). In particular, the accelerated urban 
growth since the middle of the twentieth century has been mostly horizontal and 
outside official planning frameworks. This urban growth has also been accompanied

1 The MODURAL program (2020–2023) “Sustainable mobility practices in Latin American 
metropolis: a comparative study of Bogotá and Lima” (https://modural.hypotheses.org/) is a program 
financed by the National Agency for Research of France (ANR). Université Rennes 2, the IFEA, the 
Pilot, Santo Tomás, Jorge Tadeo Lozano and National Universities in Colombia, and the Pontifical 
Catholic University of Peru participate. 

https://modural.hypotheses.org/
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by socio-spatial segregation, which, as its main feature, translates into relegating low-
income sectors to increasingly remote peripheries. In parallel, these metropolises also 
present an over-concentration of activities in their central areas. 

Therefore, despite certain variations and exceptions,2 the typical Latin Amer-
ican metropolis follows a monocentric organization model (Borsdorf 2003) or a  
centralized polycentrism, where the main centralities are in proximity (Gonzales 
and Del Pozo 2012; Vega Centeno et al. 2019). A model like this requires the need 
for extended trips, where the quality of the daily commute is related to the social 
status of the commuters (Robert et al. 2022; Vasconcellos 2010). 

However, despite the improvements made in public transport in recent decades, 
many inhabitants currently have to make long daily commutes in poor and often 
overcrowded conditions. The inequalities between those living in the center and 
the periphery are reinforced by the poor quality and lack of organization of public 
transport to and from the peripheries. Daily commutes for work and/or studies are 
often extensive. According to data from Moovit,3 commutes on public transport in 
Bogotá last an average of 64 min, and more than 65% of passengers spend more than 
two hours on public transport daily. Similar figures are observed in Lima, where the 
average time is 59 min, and 60% of trips last more than two hours. This means that 
for people living on the peripheries, journeys take longer and are more costly on 
average, than for people living near the center. 

These transport costs can represent between 4 and 13% of household expenses, 
according to Guzmán et al. (2019), which is a significant proportion. In Lima, house-
hold expenditure on public transport can be between 5 and 10%, although these 
figures can rise to more than 10% in Bogotá and Santiago, and can reach 30% in 
São Paulo. Nevertheless, despite these figures, subsidies for the operation of public 
transport are very infrequent or limited, except for Buenos Aires and Caracas, where 
they represent approximately 70% and 50% of the costs, respectively, according to 
2014 data from the Observatory of CAF Mobility.4 The systems are self-financing 
in Lima and Bogotá, and there is a 30% subsidy in Santiago.5 It is also worth 
mentioning, however, that some cities (such as Bogotá) have targeted subsidies avail-
able for specific population groups (such as students) or depending on an individual’s 
socioeconomic circumstances. 

Because public transport is the only alternative that people living in the peripheries 
have, they also face other problems such as the lack of comfort and the recklessness 
of the drivers. People are often crowded together and are sometimes unable to fully 
fit into vehicles. Consequently, travel becomes uncomfortable and stressful, and the

2 Some differences between metropolises are related to subcentralities, densities, rich condominiums 
in the periphery, and public transport coverage. 
3 https://moovitapp.com/insights/es-419/Moovit_Insights_%C3%8Dndice_de_Transporte_P% 
C3%BAblico-commute-time. 
4 The data can be accessed via this link: https://www.caf.com/es/conocimiento/datos/observatorio-
de-movilidad-urbana/,. 
5 Despite this, the Transantiago fare is contested and its rise in 2019 was the reason for the social 
unrest seen in Santiago in October of the same year. The cost of tickets was also at the center of 
social conflicts in several cities in Brazil in 2013. 

https://moovitapp.com/insights/es-419/Moovit_Insights_%C3%8Dndice_de_Transporte_P%C3%BAblico-commute-time.
https://moovitapp.com/insights/es-419/Moovit_Insights_%C3%8Dndice_de_Transporte_P%C3%BAblico-commute-time.
https://www.caf.com/es/conocimiento/datos/observatorio-de-movilidad-urbana/,
https://www.caf.com/es/conocimiento/datos/observatorio-de-movilidad-urbana/,
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journeys can feel dehumanizing. Some even report feeling treated like merchandise 
or animals because of the confinement. 

(Public transport buses) carry many people in a metal box crushed like a can of sardines 
driven by people who are not afraid of anything and are willing to pass the mobility on you 
without the slightest fear” (Young user, August 14, 2020, Lima, Peru). 

However, seeing as public transport is often the only way that many people can 
get to work, many choose to wake up earlier to avoid crowding and queues, in the 
hopes of having a seat or just not being late. 

Traveling on public transport is also dangerous because of the risk of accidents. 
According to a CAF report (Daude et al. 2017), in 2004, the average rate of deaths 
in traffic accidents in Latin America was 17 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants, which is 
more than double the rate in both Europe (seven deaths) and North America (eight 
deaths). Approximately, 80% of fatalities in traffic collisions involve pedestrians or 
motorcyclists. Citizen insecurity and crime are other factors that also affect travel 
conditions. According to figures from CAF in 11 Latin American cities, feelings of 
insecurity while either waiting for or traveling on public transport represent almost 
20% of the reasons for customer dissatisfaction (journey time comes later, with 
18.3%). It should be noted that this survey did not consider households living in 
informal settlements. 

Travel conditions are even more difficult for women as they can often be victims of 
sexual harassment. In Latin America, 16% of women state that they have been victims 
of some type of physical or sexual assault on public transport (this figure reaches 
19% among those who have to commute daily on public transport) (Daude et al. 
2017). In Lima, according to figures from the citizen observatory Lima Cómo Vamos, 
almost 30% of women reported having suffered harassment on public transport (Lima 
Cómo Vamos, 2019). In Buenos Aires or Santiago, more than 70% of women have 
felt unsafe on public transport, compared with slightly less than 60% of men (Allen 
et al. 2019). Harassment is identified as one of the main factors of insecurity, along 
with traveling alone, and can occur on all modes of public transportation, such as the 
Metro in Mexico City (Soto 2017). Many women adopt different protection tactics 
such as adopting certain postures, choosing their clothing, using only certain spaces 
in the vehicles, traveling in empty or sparsely populated vehicles, making frequent 
transfers, avoiding moving at certain times of the day, such as at night, traveling in 
groups, or using more expensive transportation modes (Allen et al. 2019; Muñoz 
2013; Soto Villagrán 2017; Valenzuela Córdova 2020). 

People with mobility issues also face many obstacles, such as a lack of adequate 
signage, infrastructure, or ramps to enter vehicles. This can translate into a perception 
not only of vulnerability but also of anguish and shame. Many are forced to get around 
during off-peak hours or to wait for empty vehicles, although many others simply 
choose not to go out anymore (Cohen 2006; Hidalgo et al. 2020; Prada 2021). The 
difficulties that characterize mobility disproportionately affect poorer citizens living 
in the peripheries, which translates into high figures of dissatisfaction. According to 
the CAF survey (Daude et al. 2017), the percentage of people showing dissatisfaction 
with public transport is 29.9% in Lima and 38.2% in Bogotá.
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This overview of dissatisfaction figures shows a very complex and even contra-
dictory situation. On the one hand, the trend is toward improvement, with a reduction 
in road accidents and the increase in infrastructure geared toward bicycle usage, for 
example, while on the other hand, problems such as congestion are worsening. 

Starting from the notion of Urbicide in the analysis, our goal is not to measure 
the evolution of mobility conditions; rather, it is to show how the ongoing transfor-
mations, carried out in a certain way and with specific rationalities, inscribed in the 
experiences of citizens, can (re)produce inequality and exclusion. 

12.1.2 Transport Policies, with Modernization 
and Sustainability in Sight 

In the face of urban growth and the increase in travel demand, transportation systems 
have undergone significant changes in the last three decades (Rivas et al. 2019). 
Starting in the 1990s, these changes were implemented within the framework of 
an economic restructuring led by neoliberal policies. In the context of the economic 
crisis, the state promoted deregulation of the sector while simultaneously abandoning 
the operation of the systems under its responsibility. Lima is an extreme case, where 
a lot of leeway was left for an “informal” offer, leading to an explosion of small 
transportation vehicles, such as buses, combis,6 taxis, and mototaxis (Bielich 2009). 

The 2000s marked a return of the state control, with the promotion of private or 
public–private investment and the concession of mass transportation systems within 
the framework of transportation reforms. This period saw significant improvements 
in the public transport offer, symbolized by new infrastructures such as the BRT, 
subways, or urban cable cars (Vergel-Tovar 2021), as well as with the implemen-
tation of integrated systems. Bogotá is an emblematic case in this sense, with an 
almost exhaustive formalization of its public transport offer within the last ten years. 
Santiago also underwent significant reforms, with the implementation of Transan-
tiago in 2007. However, unlike Bogotá, which underwent gradual reforms, Santiago 
brought in its reforms overnight (Briones 2009).7 These transformations made it 
possible to reduce certain negative externalities such as road accidents and air pollu-
tion. Bogotá, for example, has made great progress in terms of road safety: There 
were 500 deaths in road traffic accidents in 2019, down from more than 1000 deaths 
in 2000.8 

6 Combi is a Peruvian term that refers to an informal minibus system operated by Toyota Coaster 
or other van models, which began with the Volkswagen Kombi at the 1980s. 
7 The implementation of these reforms allowed great improvements in the supply of public transport, 
although they present many difficulties and attract a lot of criticism. The case of the social protests 
in Santiago due to the increase in subway fares in 2019 is an example of this. 
8 See Anuario de siniestralidad vial de Bogotá 2019, Secretary of Mobility Bogotá, https://www. 
simur.gov.co/sites/simur.gov.co/files/2021-09-2021/Anuario/Anuario_Siniestralidad_2019.pdf.

https://www.simur.gov.co/sites/simur.gov.co/files/2021-09-2021/Anuario/Anuario_Siniestralidad_2019.pdf
https://www.simur.gov.co/sites/simur.gov.co/files/2021-09-2021/Anuario/Anuario_Siniestralidad_2019.pdf
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However, the main question, as pertinently formulated by Figueroa (2005), is 
whether these investments have meant a real innovation or are more of an aggiorna-
mento of the transport organization. On the one hand, Figueroa draws attention to the 
important public–private investments destined for urban highways with private tolls 
that occur in parallel with innovations in public transport. These urban highways are 
large viaducts, which cross the city for the benefit of anyone who has a car and can 
afford the tolls on a daily basis. The construction of raised toll roads in Mexico is an 
emblematic case, as is the “yellow line” project, which was inaugurated in Lima in 
2018. Large-scale investments in projects like these do not constitute any transfor-
mation of the current urban structure or the transport system; on the contrary, they 
stimulate the acquisition of more private vehicles and accentuate the inequalities 
between those who have their own car and those who must rely on public transport. 
With the increase in motorization rates, congestion has become a major problem and 
one which justifies regulation policies for private motorized transport. 

On the other hand, the aim is to rationalize the offer, replacing the “informal” 
offer with a formal, modern, and more integrated offer, with large-scale infrastruc-
tures such as those required by the BRT, the Metros, or routes concessioner to large 
transport operators (Errazuriz de Nevo et al. 2017). At the same time, these policies 
seek to respond to the concerns regarding sustainable development and environ-
mental issues particularly raised by international agendas, which translate into the 
promotion of more active transportation modes, such as cycling (Montero 2017). 
Latin American metropolises broadly follow this pattern of transport supply trans-
formation, albeit with significant differences in the progress of the reforms and the 
ambition of the policies (Fig. 12.1). 

In Lima, the transport sector is characterized by the gradual implementation of an 
integrated transport system, unlike in Santiago or Bogotá, where Transantiago and 
SITP (Integrated Public Transport System), respectively, allow physical and financial 
integration. In São Paulo, the implementation of corridors, and then metropolitan 
trains, was never able to cover the entire urban agglomeration, which was the initial 
plan, and the extreme costs racked up by the project over the last ten years caused 
strong social discontent. The limitations of this transport reform led to an increase in

Fig. 12.1 Overview and 
trends of change in urban 
mobility in some Latin 
American cities. Source 
Elaboration by the authors is 
based on the CAF Mobility 
Observatory (Vasconcellos 
and Mendonça 2016) 
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Table 12.1 Individual motor vehicle fleet in selected Latin American metropolises 

City Automobile fleet Motorcycle fleet 

2007 2014 Evolution 
between 2007 
and 2014 (%) 

2007 2014 Evolution 
between 2007 
and 2014 (%) 

Bogotá 958,281 1,770,895 84.8 116,197 667,926 474.8 

Lima 453,198 1,191,113 162.8 27,000 36,372 34.7 

Santiago 819,174 1,649,479 101.4 22,634 83,491 268.9 

São Paulo 4,386,158 6,290,842 43.4 652,225 1,187,565 82.1 

Source Authors’ source based on CAF data (2007–2014) 

car trips and especially motorcycle trips.9 On the other hand, Lima is characterized 
by a robust informal transport network. Its large-scale infrastructures, implemented 
in the 2010s, comprise the metropolitan (BRT) and the Metro (electric train), which 
cover less than 7% of the trips (against more than 50% by informal buses and combis). 
Its motorization rate is still low, with 120 cars/1000 inhabitants against 200/1000 
inhabitants in Bogotá, 250/1000 inhabitants in Santiago, and 300/1000 inhabitants 
in São Paulo, but its motorization rate is likely to increase. The stated objectives are 
the modernization of the transport network with new subway lines, the integration 
of modes, the rationalization of routes via concessions, and the formalization of 
informal operators, following either the Bogota or the Santiago model. 

Despite the reforms, an increase in the number of individual vehicles, cars, and 
motorcycles is observed in all cases, albeit with marked differences depending on the 
city (see Table 12.1). The increase in motorcycles is particularly prevalent in Bogotá, 
followed by motorcycles in Santiago, and automobiles in Lima. 

In relation to the active modes (cycling and walking), placed on a pedestal by 
international agendas, a first reading of the data shows they make up a relatively 
large proportion (e.g., more than 20% in Lima, Bogotá, and even in São Paulo, but 
less in Santiago). However, a closer look at the data shows the overrepresentation 
of walking compared with cycling. This is particularly the case in heavily populated 
sectors, where it is often the only option due to a lack of alternatives. Unlike Bogotá, 
which presents itself as a cycling city (Ríos et al. 2015), in Lima this is still a very 
rare mode of transportation. 

For both cyclists and pedestrians, numbers increased as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic: from 3.7% in 2019 to 6.2% in 2021 in Lima, according to the citizen 
observatory Lima Cómo Vamos (2021), and from 6.6% in 2019 to more than 10% 
at the beginning of 2021 in Bogotá, according to the municipality. These changes 
reflect both new political priorities and changes in the habits of the citizens, but in 
the case of Lima, the changes are not necessarily related to the densely populated 
sectors found around the periphery.

9 There are 56.7 motorcycles per 1000 inhabitants in São Paulo (according to data from the CAF 
Mobility Observatory in 2014), against 14.3 in Santiago and 3.7 in Lima. However, Bogotá has 73.6 
motorcycles per 1000 inhabitants. 



12 Mobility as an Expression of the Urbicide: The Risks of Transport … 213

These overhauls of the transport systems seek to cover the mobility needs of 
the various social sectors and urban territories. One of the first contradictions to 
highlight is the concomitance of a double agenda with the promotion of sustainable 
mobility with active modes and public transport while continuously investing in the 
automobile, with large road networks, urban highways, and bypasses constantly being 
constructed (Moscoso et al. 2020; Stiglich 2021). The contradiction is exacerbated 
by looking at the beneficiaries of such policies, primarily the automobile, which is 
the preserve of the wealthier classes. However, less well known are the contradictions 
that characterize the policies and proposals for the modernization of urban transport 
that seek more sustainable mobility from both environmental and social viewpoints. 
For this reason, we aim to highlight these latest contradictions by researching the 
experiences of inequality in daily mobility as a manifestation of Urbicide. 

12.2 Mobility Infrastructures: Changes and Permanence 

One of the greatest transformations to have occurred in Latin American transportation 
has been the introduction of BRT as an efficient alternative to public transport, in 
relation to the prevailing informal system, and as a less onerous investment than the 
introduction or expansion of metropolitan trains or Metros. The BRT is an exclusively 
Latin American model that was first implemented in the city of Curitiba during the 
1970s. The establishment of BRT systems in the first decades of the twenty-first 
century in cities such as Bogotá, Lima, and Santiago came to symbolize the political 
interest of the municipal governments, inspiring them to reform their transportation 
systems by eradicating informal transport from the city, supposedly the cause of 
the majority of traffic problems. The BRT also became the epitome of modernity 
and innovation that Latin American metropolises could show to the world, with the 
financial support of the IDB and the World Bank. It is also a transport policy that 
complies with the ODS and the NAU. 

However, an important debate regarding the role of BRT in public transportation 
is currently ongoing. The debate centers on its relationship with the particular city, 
the cost of the fares, its effectiveness as a commuting alternative for the inhabitants, 
and finally, its coverage. 

12.2.1 The BRT in the Network of Public Spaces in the City 

There are several types of BRT systems found throughout Latin America. There are 
those of São Paulo or Santiago, where the investment in exclusive lanes is minimal, 
while in Bogotá two exclusive lanes per direction were implemented through some 
of the main avenues of the city (Rosas and Chías 2020). Likewise, coverage can vary: 
Bogotá, São Paulo, and Santiago’s BRT systems have significant territorial coverage, 
while Lima has only one central line.
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It is important to understand the relationship that this service coverage has with 
urban space and more directly with public spaces. In this regard, Salazar (2008) 
points out that experiences, such as those of São Paulo or Mexico City, are sectored 
approaches that are focused on the search for efficiency in the transport system. A 
different experience is the case of Bogotá, which exists within the framework of the 
application of the transportation-oriented development model (TOD) (Hobbs et al. 
2021). In this case, there was an initial drive to include innovation in transportation 
within the framework of a policy of citizen public spaces, such as the one that occurred 
on Caracas Avenue, and the integration with pedestrian spaces in the central area. In 
the same way, some of the projects implemented in the periphery, “in conjunction with 
shopping centers”, have led to the development of urban sub-centers (Beuf 2007). 
However, this led to serious difficulties because the planning process conceived 
mobility and public spaces as independent systems. However, in certain cases, the 
transformation of the space to enable the development of the TransMilenio bus system 
in Bogotá assumed the expulsion of traditional activities, breaking existing economic 
chains (Arteaga et al. 2017). The TOD model opens up potential opportunities for 
urban development, although it is vital that it also considers comprehensive urban 
policies (Quintero-Gonzales 2018) in order to avoid negative effects, such as the 
risks of financial speculation on the land and the expulsion of the poorer residents 
from these spaces (Padeiro et al. 2019). 

The experience of Lima, which is limited to the authorization of a trunk line, is 
more in keeping with the first group of metropolises because of the approach adopted, 
since the trunk line was not related to the public spaces that the BRT crossed. One of 
the most traumatic cases of this was the rupture of the fabric of the traditional neigh-
borhood of Barranco, where the building of the road separated the main residential 
area from the rest of the area’s amenities (with the main square, shops, tourism, etc.) 
(Vega Centeno et al. 2011). The paradox was that the BRT, which was meant to boost 
the well-being of the residents, ended up rupturing the opportunities for inclusion 
in the city of popular neighborhoods. The same phenomenon can be observed with 
Lima’s Metro (electric train), whose infrastructure has created an insurmountable 
barrier for the southern districts of the city. 

Difficulties related to the implementation of BRT projects are also present with 
other types of infrastructure. For example, there were the shocking problems caused 
by the southern highway in the city of Santiago, where several events converged. On 
the one hand, priority was given to the construction of a highway that significantly 
reduced the travel time between Santiago and Rancagua (90 km south of Santiago) 
for private vehicle users. On the other hand, the replacement of informal passenger 
service lines with the Transantiago system implemented in 2007, rationalized terri-
torial coverage, and removed many of the bus stops that the populous neighborhoods 
in the south depended on. This situation led to harmful effects on people’s daily 
lives, their budgets, and their strategies for accessing the city center (Avellaneda and 
Lazo 2011). The redesign of the Transantiago routes with the introduction of the 
highway was carried out without any prior study of the characteristics of the social 
fabric of the surrounding area. The population that lived in the poor neighborhoods 
in the south of the city saw their access to bus stops reduced and left them highly
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vulnerable to robberies and assaults because they were forced to make their way 
through dangerous areas to reach a bus top. 

Several neighborhoods had to organize collective systems to move to the nearest 
Metro station, which led to unnecessary expenses. In other cases, residents had to 
sacrifice job opportunities or even their access to health care due to the impossibility 
of reaching those destinations safely (Sagaris and Landon 2017). 

In summary, the reforms of the transportation system articulate poorly with the 
public spaces of the social urban fabric, resulting in new instances of segregation 
and/or the exclusion of numerous popular neighborhoods. 

12.2.2 Costs of the BRT for the Average Citizen 

The BRT, unlike other informal modes of transport, offers a transport system char-
acterized by new, low-emission vehicles, drivers formally employed by a private 
company that holds the system’s concession, and a route system planned by the 
municipality with exclusive corridors. However, in most cases, financing the system 
depends entirely on the fares paid by the commuters meaning that they are similar 
to, or even higher than those of informal public transportation. 

Figure 12.2 shows that, with the exception of some cities such as Buenos Aires 
and in less proportion Caracas, most of the Latin American metropolis do not have 
strong subsidies policies, so the biggest part of the revenue for this transport systems 
comes from the collection of travel fares (Estupiñán et al. 2018). In other words, 
if innovation in public transport demands that a significantly larger proportion of 
familie’s budgets be allocated to mobility, those on lower incomes will be adversely 
affected, restricting their possibilities of having a “right to the city.” In fact, in many 
cities, the main users of the BRT systems are not the poorest sectors.

Fare integrations seek to mitigate these costs, which will allow travel across the 
entire network on a single ticket. Bogotá, for example, shows an advanced level 
of integration in the region. However, the validity window of its unlimited ticket— 
currently 110 min—can cause difficulties because this length of time is often insuffi-
cient for people on the periphery, particularly when considering that their trips are not 
always limited to a round trip to work but often need to stop multiple times along the 
way. This is the case, for example, for domestic workers, whose mobility conditions 
are among the most difficult because of distance, time, comfort, and cost (Fleis-
cher and Marín 2019; Montoya-Robledo and Escovar-Alvarez 2020). The current 
intersectionality between gender and socioeconomic level highlights the limits of 
the reforms and, more generally, of an urban design that still sidelines the most 
vulnerable groups.
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Fig. 12.2 Percentage of the operating cost of public transport covered by fares in Latin American 
cities. Source Authors’ source based on CAF data (2014)

12.2.3 The Effectiveness of the System 

In addition to the cost, the experience of traveling on the BRT can be severely affected 
by the huge numbers of people using the system, which can lead to delays in trans-
fers because of congestion at the stations and on the vehicles themselves. Rosas 
and Chías (2020) describe the enormous problems that the TransMilenio, the most 
emblematic of the BRT projects in Latin America, has been facing and seriously 
question the relevance of a single-modal system. The figures in the Origin–Desti-
nation Survey of 2019 show a decrease in total SITP trips between 2011 and 2019 
(although TransMilenio trips did increase), accompanied by very high dissatisfaction 
levels, particularly for the TransMilenio. 

Lima’s sole trunk line also generates huge congestion problems, both because of 
user demand and the number of units that overlap in exclusive lanes, meaning that 
BRT has become a much less attractive option than when it began operations. While 
route times have been reduced, waiting times are longer, meaning that not much has 
changed overall. Additionally, its introduction has not meant the end of the informal 
modes of transportation, which continue to be used by the lower-income populations 
that live on the peripheries of the city. 

Finally, a special mention should be reserved for the introduction of the tariff 
system of magnetic cards. This technologically advanced system is based on the 
assumption of purchasing power of users typical of countries with higher per capita 
income than those of Latin America. This can be seen in the experience of the only 
BRT line in Lima as well as its sole Metro trunk line, where two long lines form 
at the station entrance: one for loading the card with credit and the other to enter 
the station itself. A problem here is that most users cannot afford to load their cards
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with amounts much greater than the daily cost of their ticket, given their budget 
constraints, which means they have to load their cards daily, increasing their overall 
trip times. 

12.2.4 Coverage of the BRT System in the Metropolis 

The transport reforms, which began with the introduction of the BRT, have led to 
the rationalization of routes and bus stops in order to ensure greater fluidity within 
the system. However, these reforms have adversely affected its territorial coverage in 
that the system has lost capillarity, thereby limiting people’s options for accessing the 
network or reaching their final destination from it (Borthagaray and Orfeuil 2013). 

In the case of the Transantiago, which replaced the old informal transportation 
network, the effects have been overwhelmingly negative for the poorer populations 
living on the periphery. Due to the scrapping of various routes and bus stops, public 
transportation no longer has the same coverage, meaning that people often have to 
walk longer distances, make numerous transfers, and generally take longer to reach 
their final destinations, often at an increased cost. These changes disproportionately 
affect the women, who are mainly in charge of household and childcare and have to 
make a greater number of journeys, which causes more economic and time expenses 
(Jirón 2017). 

On the peripheries of Bogotá, these reforms have led to a reduction in the frequency 
and number of public transport routes, which is why the offer has had to be supple-
mented with buses with decreased carrying capacity. In the case of Lima, it is clear 
that a single trunk line is unable to meet passenger demand, meaning that feeder 
buses, without exclusive lanes, have had to complement the service. This offer still 
only meets a fraction of the city’s daily transport needs, meaning that informal trans-
portation modes are still the only real option for many citizens, particularly for those 
on the periphery. 

12.3 Informal Transport: Problem or Alternative 
for the Poorest? 

12.3.1 The Stigmatization of Informal Transport 

As mentioned above, one of the urban transport modernization project’s central objec-
tives is the eradication of so-called informal public transport, considered the source 
of a multitude of problems. The term “informal transport” includes artisanal trans-
port systems, characterized by fragmented ownership of vehicles and not necessarily 
outside the law and openly illegal systems (Godard 2008). This type of transport can 
represent an important part of the offer in several Latin American cities. In the case
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of Lima, this category includes buses (27% of trips), combis (25%), motorcycle taxis 
(4.2%), and collective-taxis10 (2.9%), which can account for 60% of daily journeys.11 

In Bogotá, informal transport currently only represents 3.3% of journeys according 
to the 2019 Origin–Destination Survey, but it was the dominant system until the end 
of the twentieth century. 

According to the official discourse, informal transport is associated with a series 
of problems such as poor service quality, inefficient routes, reckless driving, and 
increased congestion, accidents, and crime levels. The fact that they do not pay taxes, 
have licenses, or submit to vehicle inspections is also a criticism. The position of the 
authorities is to seek the eradication of this offer by its criminalization, exacerbated 
by the media12 (Sierra and Ortiz 2012; Urquiaga 2020). 

In Lima, the informal modes of transport have a much lower satisfaction rating 
(18%) when compared with the more formal modes (BRT and the Metro with 41% 
and 62%, respectively). However, in Bogotá, the TransMilenio satisfaction rate is 
only 12%, while informal transport reaches 39% (Moscoso et al. 2020). Without 
denying these criticisms and the problems that characterize this offer, it can also be 
understood that these figures are a response to the lack of a formal public transport 
offer accessible to large sectors of the population.13 In this sense, it is worth asking 
to what extent the eradication of informal transport within the modernization project 
can be understood as Urbicide and whether it results in increased inequalities. 

12.3.2 An Alternative Offer 

In Latin American metropolises, informal transportation has expanded hand in hand 
with the explosive growth of urban sprawl, as has occurred in Lima (Vega Centeno 
et al. 2011), and the increased deficiency of formal public transportation systems. 
Avellaneda (2008) underlined the relative “social efficiency” of informal transport, 
which covers most of the metropolitan territory, operates with high hourly amplitude, 
and provides its service more frequently, thereby facilitating access for the low-
income population to the places, where the opportunities offered by the city are 
found.

10 “Taxi-colectivos” are old or informal cars that carry several passengers on a defined route for a 
fixed price. 
11 WhereIsMyTransport. (2022). Understanding the Mobility Ground Truth in Lima. WhereIs-
MyTransport Ltd. https://landing.whereismytransport.com/lima-public-transport-insights-white-
paper. 
12 See, for example, the article in El Comercio, 10/04/2020, “The networks that control the avenues 
of Lima”, https://especiales.elcomercio.pe/?q=especiales%2Fel-negocio-criminal-en-las-avenidas-
de-lima-ecpm%2Findex.html. 
13 Similarly, the case of taxis working through online apps, such as Uber or Beats, is not strictly 
informal, but they reveal the precariousness of working conditions. Its use as an alternative to public 
transport should be considered. 

https://landing.whereismytransport.com/lima-public-transport-insights-white-paper
https://landing.whereismytransport.com/lima-public-transport-insights-white-paper
https://especiales.elcomercio.pe/?q=especiales%2Fel-negocio-criminal-en-las-avenidas-de-lima-ecpm%2Findex.html
https://especiales.elcomercio.pe/?q=especiales%2Fel-negocio-criminal-en-las-avenidas-de-lima-ecpm%2Findex.html
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In the case of Bogotá, although the buses no longer cover the entire metropolitan 
area, the so-called jeeps or vans run informally on routes neglected by the new 
system. The same configuration is observed in Lima, where the Taxi-Colectivo occu-
pies the main and busiest avenues of the capital, competing with public transport 
on complementary corridors. This mode of transport offers faster service, is more 
comfortable (one per seat), and is more expensive than a bus, although cheaper than a 
taxi. However, these informal services are considered incompatible with the ongoing 
transport reform process and with the associated ideal of modernization. They are not 
officially authorized, and their formalization is currently the subject of controversy.14 

From the point of view of the “informal” operators, they offer quality service and 
respond to the needs of the people. According to a bus driver in Lima, the authorities: 

(…) create a bad image of the group to discredit them, to harm them. This is why they do not 
formalize (...) there should be people who conduct surveys and who publish in the media to 
say that it is not what they think, highlighting the good points as well. But the press likes to 
be morbid (Mobile operator, March 2022, Lima, Peru). 

The testimony of a mobile operator of a group of jeep drivers from El Lucero in 
Bogotá evidences the same logic: 

We are the informal transport; we transport children, the elderly, pregnant women, the 
disabled, so we transport too many people. We have a problem. We are not legal. We are 
informal. The operatives take our cars to the patios, having the papers in order, simply for 
carrying a sign that says San Francisco – Paradise. With that, we are already, as they say 
here, branded as informal transport (Mobile operator, March 2020, Bogotá, Colombia). 

Some informal transport operators are very well-organized groups, with a direc-
tive, a car maintenance policy, and clearly defined routes, schedules, frequency, and 
fares. If the SITP takes 40 min to complete the route, then they will depart every seven 
minutes with up to eight passengers. They provide all kinds of services such as home 
delivery and taking patients to health facilities, helping by loading shopping bags, 
can also protect their passengers in the event of theft, and can even help the police by 
transporting wanted individuals to the police station. However, the authorities have 
not officially recognized them since the SITP was implemented, and they are at risk 
of having their cars confiscated by the police at any time. The role of small operators 
as agents of local solidarity, beyond commercial transport services, is highlighted in 
the cities such as Quito (Gamble and Puga 2019) and Lima (Sierra and Ortiz 2012). 
The reduction in public transport, and the fear of using public transport due to the 
possibility of contagion during the COVID-19 pandemic, led many to travel exclu-
sively with known motorcycle taxi drivers with whom the same logic is applied in 
the face of insecurity. 

Informal transport can represent an alternative, sometimes the only alternative, 
for people with mobility difficulties living on the periphery. For these people, who 
are generally on low incomes, these services complement public transport in terms 
of territorial coverage. They offer services that can allow them to cover the so-called

14 The recently implemented formalization policy in 2022 authorizes the operation of these units 
throughout Peru, with the exception of Lima. 
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last mile, as well as carrying packages (which is often prohibited in other, more 
formal transportation). Its flexibility is adapted to the needs of the inhabitants, who 
often have to make multiple trips, as well as to the obstacles related to gradient, street 
narrowness, exposure to the weather (be heat, or rain), and feelings of insecurity when 
walking. On the slopes of the urbanized hills on the peripheries of Lima, motorcycle 
taxis are almost the only vehicles that can negotiate the winding, sloped streets. 

On the other hand, informal transport represents a labor refuge for many low-
income inhabitants in the face of economic crisis periods that have occurred since 
the 1990s. Buying or renting a taxi or motorcycle taxi has been one of the strategies to 
tackle the massive unemployment levels caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and/or 
by Venezuelan migrants looking for work in Peru. These activities contribute to 
local employment in the peripheries, albeit informal and precarious, where small 
agglomerations of commerce and services tend to develop. Despite its limitations, 
driving a taxi or motorcycle taxi is still an attractive way to generate income and, 
in some cases, is more attractive than working for a large transport company. One 
of the problems faced by transport modernization reforms concerns precisely the 
employment of small operators and their staff (drivers and conductors). In the case 
of Bogotá, some of these small operators managed to organize themselves and join 
the SITP, while others went bankrupt. As for the drivers, many continued to work in 
the provisional SITP (at least, in the bus lines that are in the process of integrating it), 
but some ended up rejecting job offers as formal SITP drivers, for various reasons, but 
mainly economic ones. SITP’s inability to ensure its security in certain neighborhoods 
is also mentioned since small operators are more popular as they are more established 
in these areas. 

Informal transport, therefore, offers certain advantages, both for users (and for the 
poorest, particular) and for operators and drivers, and, by extension, for the economy 
and dynamics of many marginalized urban territories. Therefore, if the modernization 
project is justified by deficiencies and problems associated with informal transport, 
it can also paradoxically accentuate greater inequalities if it ignores these realities. 

12.4 Active Mobility: A Privilege for Some, a Burden 
for Others 

As part of the modernization project, and following international agenda policies, 
the authorities in many Latin American metropolises have promoted active modes of 
transportation (i.e., cycling and walking) as a priority for sustainable mobility (Herce 
2019; Obregón and Gómez 2021; Ríos et al. 2015; Sanz et al. 2018). These initiatives 
are justified by the objective of limiting greenhouse gas emissions and air pollution, 
combating vehicular congestion, and promoting a more active lifestyle in the long 
run. The COVID-19 crisis has also boosted the attractiveness of these modes as they 
limit the risks of contagion.
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In recent years, initiatives in favor of active modes have multiplied. In 2022, 
Bogotá obtained the Sustainable Transport Award from the Institute for Transport and 
Development Policies (ITDP) for “its timely response to the need to decongest public 
transport and prevent the spread of COVID-19.” The awards committee particularly 
valued the temporary bike paths, which Bogotá pioneered at the beginning of the 
pandemic, such as pedestrian spaces (Bogotá Abierta) and school mobility programs 
(Al Colegio en Bici and Ciempiés). Today Bogotá has almost 1000 km of cycle 
infrastructure, with more than 10% of journeys currently being made by bike. Bogotá 
also decreed the year 2021 to be the “year of the pedestrian.” In comparison, Lima 
only has approximately 290 km of bike lanes, Santiago has about 350 km, and São 
Paulo has 700 km. 

Despite the progress made in promoting active transport, the challenges remain 
great and the criticisms strong. It is worth mentioning, by way of illustration, the 
“blow”15 given by the English newspaper “The Guardian” to Bogotá, branding it the 
“Cycling Capital of Death”.16 The situation is similar for pedestrians, with fearsome 
accident statistics. In Bogotá, a pedestrian is killed, on average every 37 h in a traffic 
collision.17 Lima, for its part, was considered by the WHO to be the most dangerous 
city in the world for pedestrians in 2009, as they were the victims in nearly 80% 
of fatal accidents.18 According to the Lima Cómo Vamos survey, only 6% of Lima 
pedestrians felt safe when crossing the road (Lima Cómo Vamos, 2018). 

However, looking beyond these criticisms, we are interested here in highlighting 
the contradictions inherent in the promotion of active mobility and the way urban 
innovations under the seal of sustainability can have negative consequences, either 
direct or indirect, on certain territories or social groups. In this sense, we aim to 
reveal the difficulties faced by lower-income populations and the generation of new 
inequalities by prioritizing the practices of some users over others, as well as other 
forms of physical and symbolic violence. 

12.4.1 The Prioritization of the Automobile, the Forgetting 
of the Peripheries 

According to van Laake and Moscoso (2020):

15 In reference to the article in Semana (10/27/2020), “The Guardian hits Claudia López hard 
after forceful accusation about Bogotá,” [online], https://www.semana.com/bogota/articulo/the-gua 
rdian-da-duro-golpe-a-claudia-lopez-tras-contundente-senalamiento-sobre-bogota/202026/. 
16 The Guardian 25/10/2020; “’Cycling capital of death’: Bogotá bikers battle violence on 
city’s streets” https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/oct/25/bogota-cycling-capital-of-death-
colombia-violence. 
17 https://www.eltiempo.com/bogota/2021-sera-el-ano-del-peaton-en-bogota-583529. 
18 OMS, Rapport de situation sur la sécurité routière dans le monde: il est temps d’agir, Genève, 
2009. 

https://www.semana.com/bogota/articulo/the-guardian-da-duro-golpe-a-claudia-lopez-tras-contundente-senalamiento-sobre-bogota/202026/
https://www.semana.com/bogota/articulo/the-guardian-da-duro-golpe-a-claudia-lopez-tras-contundente-senalamiento-sobre-bogota/202026/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/oct/25/bogota-cycling-capital-of-death-colombia-violence
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/oct/25/bogota-cycling-capital-of-death-colombia-violence
https://www.eltiempo.com/bogota/2021-sera-el-ano-del-peaton-en-bogota-583529
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The current difficulties of active mobility in Latin America can be attributed to decades 
of abandonment by gliders. Although walking and cycling were once very common, the 
promotion of motorized transport was a crucial element in the modernization of the 20th 
century in Latin America. 

The prioritization of the car in the city is the result of an “elite projection” process 
(Walker 2017) “[that] saw decision-makers facilitate the mobility practices of the 
well-off, assuming that what is good for those who can buy and maintain a car would 
be good for the entire urban public.” 

Cyclists and pedestrians are the most vulnerable individuals within a city because 
prioritization of the car in the design of the city generates multiple situations of 
vulnerability. It translates into obstacles such as tracks that do not have pedestrian 
crossings or pedestrian bridges that involve walking long distances before climbing 
stairs.19 Faced with these difficulties, many often choose to cross in the middle of the 
track, avoiding the cars. The problem of road safety is usually treated by the author-
ities as simply a problem of the improper and dangerous behavior of pedestrians, 
who have been imposed regulations and fines (Dextre and Avellaneda 2014; Pérez 
López 2014; Santos 2014). The same is also being observed in relation to the lack 
of infrastructure for and the treatment of cyclists in Lima. It is worth mentioning 
that even though the law favors the pedestrian and the cyclist over the car, the 
opposite is often true. Not giving way, even at zebra crossings, speeding up when 
the traffic lights are amber, honking the horn, and verbal abuse are all common 
actions of car drivers, which pedestrians, cyclists, and even police officers are 
used to. 

The priority given to vehicular traffic translates into the abandonment of invest-
ments for pedestrians and cyclists and is particularly evident in peripheral sectors. 
There is no shortage of examples of abandoned bike lanes that are now occupied 
by garbage, parked cars, or pop-up shops of various types. Sidewalks are also often 
neglected and have obstacles such as light poles, garbage cans, hollow drainage boxes, 
and poorly dimensioned infrastructure; sometimes, they are not even present (Román 
2021). Blank walls and lack of public lighting are other elements that further increase 
the feelings of insecurity, particularly in cities, where harassment is commonplace 
(Páramo et al. 2021; Villagrán 2020). Investments in infrastructure, signage, and 
other facilities to encourage active mobility are often concentrated in certain areas 
of a city, such as commercial and tourist areas, parts of the historic centers within 
the framework of recovery projects, and middle–upper class residential areas. In 
the popular peripheries, the residents’ priorities are assumed to be different, even 
though they are the ones who walk the most and are the traditional cyclists (Jirón and 
Mansilla 2013; Pérez López and Landin 2019). The bike lane map is one example 
among many where it only illustrates the concentration of the infrastructure in the 
center of the city (Map 12.1).

19 The recent construction of a pedestrian bridge on the Costa Verde in Lima (in 2021) to 
cross a double lane, which needed an extension of almost 500 m, reflects how little the needs 
of the pedestrians were considered when constructing the projects. For more details on this
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Map 12.1 Bicycle lane network in Metropolitan Lima. Source Authors’ source based on INEI 
2017 & ATU 2022 

Fig. 12.3 Slope in Independencia (Lima) and in Altos de Cazuca (Bogotá). Source D. Román 2021; 
F. Demoraes, 2022
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Map 12.2 Relief and extension map of the urban areas of Bogotá and Lima. Source Authors’ 
source based on SRTM 

Paradoxically, the peripheral areas of the city are the areas that experience the 
greatest mobility difficulties, because of their geographical characteristics and the 
presence of steep slopes (Fig. 12.3 and Map 12.2). This characteristic of the territory, 
which is commonplace among Andean cities, led the city of Medellín to introduce 
urban cable cars—an idea that was quickly taken up by other metropolises (Vergel-
Tovar 2021). However, these cable cars can only partially cover demand, which is 
why, for many, the slope of the terrain continues to be an obstacle, which is sometimes 
almost insurmountable. Using a bicycle becomes impractical and even walking is a 
challenge and is synonymous with dirt, fatigue, accidents, and difficulty with carrying 
objects, among other factors. 

12.4.2 Unwanted Cyclists 

If the lack of investment in infrastructure in certain sectors of the city is one of the 
more obvious sources of inequality, policies that promote bicycle use, which either 
make them invisible or even exclude certain groups, are another. This is the case when 
new obstacles are imposed on bicycle use, which disproportionately affects poorer 
people despite them having been cyclists long before cycling became fashionable 
(Pino 2017). These people, who rely on bicycles as a means of subsistence and 
transportation, include sellers of different types of products, including ice cream 
makers, pastry chefs, or locksmiths, or those who take their tools with them, such as 
electricians, cleaning workers, or gardeners.

case, see https://www.infobae.com/america/peru/2021/12/16/costa-verde-puente-peatonal-jorge-
munoz-estas-son-las-criticas-que-recibio-por-el-puente-peatonal-de-458-metros-de-extension/.

https://www.infobae.com/america/peru/2021/12/16/costa-verde-puente-peatonal-jorge-munoz-estas-son-las-criticas-que-recibio-por-el-puente-peatonal-de-458-metros-de-extension/
https://www.infobae.com/america/peru/2021/12/16/costa-verde-puente-peatonal-jorge-munoz-estas-son-las-criticas-que-recibio-por-el-puente-peatonal-de-458-metros-de-extension/
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A particularly vulnerable group of cyclists are the young migrants of Venezuelan 
origin, who work as delivery or couriers. Their experiences are more complex and 
difficult than the average cyclist, mainly due to the nature of their job, but also due to 
the control to which they are systematically subjected in public spaces (Román 2020). 
The number of Venezuelan deliveries has increased exponentially in Latin America 
in recent years and in particular since the pandemic. Most of them are migrants who 
use bicycles because they do not have the financial resources for a motorcycle. Their 
situation is precarious since the companies they work for do not consider them to 
be employees, but rather freelance workers, who are responsible for adapting to the 
provisions of each country, and also for any accidents that happen to them. Their 
jobs are physically exhausting and stressful because of the number of packages that 
they have to deliver, their deadlines, and the number of hours a day they have to work 
in order to earn a minimum wage. Their work also means they spend most of their 
time in public areas, where they also eat, rest, and socialize (Román 2020). 

Migrant workers are easily identifiable by their suitcases and bicycles and the 
fact that they are mainly found in groups in public spaces. However, they are often 
subjected to surveillance and harassment by the authorities and security personnel. 
This is particularly true for the wealthier districts of Lima, where they are essen-
tially prohibited from mobilizing and parking for a set of reasons: They do not 
have uniforms or security elements, they carry out propaganda for these companies, 
and they use these spaces for a long time and neighbors plaints (Román 2020). For 
example, ice cream vendors who travel on tricycles on the boardwalk in Miraflores (a 
wealthy district of Lima) are forbidden from using the bike lanes and are forbidden 
to stop (unless they are making a sale and must continue moving). 

In the mentioned district, Miraflores has also gained notoriety in 2019 for being 
the first district to regulate active modes of transportation, including walking, cycling, 
and micro-mobility as scooters (Ordinance No. 518, 2019).20 The provisions of the 
standard considerably complicate the work of delivery drivers, with the measures 
considered by analysts to be unnecessarily punitive, or even illegal.21 The ordinance 
proposes, for example, to consider imposing a fine of 2520 soles on anyone “carrying 
a load that exceeds or limits the visibility of the maneuver”, a measure that directly 
targets deliverymen. Along the same lines, the Miraflores authorities prohibited the 
parking of motorcycles and product delivery bicycles along any roads under their 
jurisdiction in May 2020.22 In another wealthy district of Lima, La Molina, the 
Mayor proposed for his part to prevent foreigners from working in delivery, taxi, or 
motorcycle taxis in his jurisdiction.23 

20 The Miraflores district is one of the 43 that belongs to Metropolitan Lima. Each one has a 
municipality with a certain level of autonomy from the metropolitan authority. 
21 https://es.linkedin.com/pulse/prop%C3%B3sito-de-la-ordenanza-N-518-miraflores-servicio-
en-allasi-ur%C3%ADa. 
22 https://www.miraflores.gob.pe/con-decreto-de-alcaldia-urgente-miraflores-regula-estacionamie 
nto-de-motocicletas-dedicadas-al-reparto-de-productos/. 
23 https://larepublica.pe/sociedad/2022/02/21/alcalde-de-la-molina-propone-que-extranjeros-no-
trabajen-en-delivery-taxi-O-mototaxi/.

https://es.linkedin.com/pulse/prop%C3%B3sito-de-la-ordenanza-N-518-miraflores-servicio-en-allasi-ur%C3%ADa.
https://es.linkedin.com/pulse/prop%C3%B3sito-de-la-ordenanza-N-518-miraflores-servicio-en-allasi-ur%C3%ADa.
https://www.miraflores.gob.pe/con-decreto-de-alcaldia-urgente-miraflores-regula-estacionamiento-de-motocicletas-dedicadas-al-reparto-de-productos/.
https://www.miraflores.gob.pe/con-decreto-de-alcaldia-urgente-miraflores-regula-estacionamiento-de-motocicletas-dedicadas-al-reparto-de-productos/.
https://larepublica.pe/sociedad/2022/02/21/alcalde-de-la-molina-propone-que-extranjeros-no-trabajen-en-delivery-taxi-O-mototaxi/.
https://larepublica.pe/sociedad/2022/02/21/alcalde-de-la-molina-propone-que-extranjeros-no-trabajen-en-delivery-taxi-O-mototaxi/.
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These measures reflect the persistence of prejudices related to nationality, skin 
color, bicycle use, or socioeconomic level that aim to criminalize, discriminate 
against, and exclude various “undesirable” elements. When asking a Venezuelan 
delivery why they were invited to move along by authorities, he replied that: 

We couldn’t be there because that’s part of the mall and it’s more than anything for normal 
people. Those who have delivery jobs have to look for another place to park. (Venezuelan 
Delivery, December 27, 2020, Lima, Peru, our emphasis from Román 2020) 

Behind all this control, there is an ideological construct regarding which cyclists 
are “good” and “bad” users, as well the “correct” use of public space (Delgado 
2014). So even though cycling is heavily promoted in discourses on sustainability 
and use of public space, in practice, there are clearly huge inequalities in how various 
groups of cyclists are treated. For this reason, these policies are clearly not inclusive, 
since those who depend on them to generate economic resources do not have the 
same opportunities when using them. It makes the inequalities more evident, partic-
ularly regarding the difficulties with daily mobility faced by the lower socioeconomic 
groups, especially migrants. 

12.4.3 From Fear to Pedestrian Exclusions 

Interventions in favor of walking can also, paradoxically, be a source of discrimi-
nation. A first category of intervention concerns the initiatives that are justified by 
security in public spaces. In Lima, as in many other Latin American metropolises, 
the manifestation of this increased “security” is the fencing-off of neighborhoods, 
condominiums, and other spaces. Faced with a climate of fear and increased feelings 
of insecurity, these barriers and defenses further reflect the desire of the residents 
to protect themselves from “strangers,” who mainly comprise people of different 
skin color, different socioeconomic backgrounds, or simply people who are not their 
neighbors. Any “stranger” is therefore considered to be suspicious and a potential 
criminal (Alegre 2012; Vega Centeno et al. 2017). These fencing processes limit the 
right of mobility and the use of public spaces. The privatization of both the public 
spaces and security as a characteristic of a neoliberal city (Sequera 2015) translates 
into a fragmentation of urban space and an exacerbation of the dynamics of exclusion. 

Another category of intervention that lends itself to the re-creation of inequali-
ties is intervention projects in public spaces. These projects, which often include a 
pedestrian component, simultaneously translate into the imposition of new regula-
tions regarding the “good” and “bad” use of public space. Sex workers, street vendors, 
or others who need to use public space for their subsistence are generally excluded 
and marginalized in this transformation process, which is happening across many 
Latin American metropolises. However, tourists or pedestrians who are “consumers” 
are welcome (Pérez López 2014). In these cases, these urban transformations can 
highlight and exacerbate both the discrimination and inequalities rooted in the soci-
eties, as well as showing how priority is always given to income generation over 
social welfare.
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Finally, these projects facilitate gentrification processes. This may have been the 
case regarding many interventions in the historic centers of several Latin American 
metropolis. With recovery and pedestrian projects accompanied by the valorization of 
tourism and the prohibition of itinerant commerce, it translates into the expulsion of 
the popular classes, as has happened in Mexico City (Crossa 2018). These processes 
have also been observed with projects that favor cycling (Hoffmann 2016; Stehlin 
2015) for certain groups. 

12.5 Conclusion 

By using the mobility approach, this proposal shows the different forms and processes 
in which situations of Urbicide can occur. This concept was understood as the destruc-
tion of the existing urban social fabric by the neoliberal and mercantile transforma-
tion of the city through policies and interventions regarding transport and mobility 
policies. This approach was first justified because mobility is one of the main objec-
tives that guide modernization projects and contemporary transformations in Latin 
American metropolises. Secondly, it allows us to observe the attempts at inclusion, 
exchanges, meeting, and social diversity, as well as their collateral effects such as 
exclusion, discrimination, violence, fragmentation, or marginalization. 

The notion of Urbicide has allowed us to go beyond descriptions of existing, 
structural difficulties (e.g., the costs and severe inconvenience of travel for lower-
income populations in urban peripheries, harassment, etc.) to identify the contra-
dictions inherent in the process of modernization and destructive transformations 
(opposite of the “creative destruction” of capitalism). In this sense, it demonstrated 
the manifestation of these transformation processes that affect daily life and reduce 
opportunities regarding how infrastructure, policies, and socioeconomic and urban 
changes can adversely affect the most vulnerable in society in different ways, such 
as physical barriers, and access to transportation (discrimination, cost, gender, etc.) 
as workers (delivery) or mobile operators (informal transport). 

The case of the BRTs reflects this great crossroads: The public transport model 
that Latin America has exported to the world as a success has serious drawbacks that 
need to be addressed before it can establish itself as such. It also allows us to question 
whether informal modes of transport were really the cause of the transportation prob-
lems inherent in metropolises and particularly in the urban peripheries. Following 
the same logic, the discourse of sustainable mobility can express a face of Urbicide 
across metropolises. Many of these innovations increase the gap between the most 
accommodated sectors and the forever forgotten inhabitants. 

An Urbicide approach allows us to observe the hidden dimensions and the conceal-
ment of the “good practices” that the official discourses of the international agendas 
disclose. Some solutions aim to improve the mobility conditions of some sectors of 
the population, but often have collateral effects such as excluding groups who are 
often already marginalized. They can also avail innovative transformations but can 
dredge up prejudices, stigmas, and inequalities that are rooted in the various societies 
and can end up recreating and exacerbating them. They then translate the processes 
of direct or indirect destruction either material or symbolic of various components
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of urban life. They seek to impose an idea of modernization and order, forgetting 
the essential role that this “disorder” that they seek to destroy actually plays in the 
daily lives of the majority of a city’s inhabitants. This situation can be considered 
an unavoidable requirement for the gestation of a critical and emancipated citizenry 
(Sendra and Sennett 2021; Sennett 2001). 

The chapter is not about romanticizing informality or popular initiative, nor about 
denying the need and benefits of urban transformations, instead it is about high-
lighting blind spots through which the reproduction of inequalities can be observed. 
It is a call for attention to urban policies and projects which prioritize the least visible 
in the city, being the majority of citizens in Latin America. This analysis then leads 
us to reflect on citizen participation in the production of the city and, therefore, on the 
right to the city. The protests against the increase in public transport fares that swept 
across Brazil in 2013 show the need to include the idea of justice in mobility trans-
formations (Verlinghieri and Venturini 2018). More broadly, the protests in Santiago 
in 2019 that took the Paseo Bandera as a symbolic stage—imposed as an “icon of 
smart cities” to the citizens, but without a real democratic appropriation—were a 
sign of the rejection of this superficial, placebo, elitist, and exclusionary urbanism, 
the symbol of the neoliberal city (Jirón et al. 2021). These protests began precisely 
because of a rise in the cost of subway tickets and eventually led to a new Consti-
tution. However, these movements may also reflect the same contradictions, such as 
the use of the bicycle as a new ideal, imposed by dominant groups while excluding 
others (Nikoleva and Nello-Deakin 2020; Stehlin 2019). The examples developed in 
this chapter show that those affected are also the most marginalized in the democratic 
process. On another line, the promotion of individual transportation modes—such 
as bicycles, but also motorcycles, and even new formal and informal individual 
services provided by Apps—needs to be studied carefully, to the extent that they can 
contribute to the weakening of the overall objective of proving a widespread and 
accessible transportation service for the peripheries. 

The contradictions of the modernization process of mobility, and more generally 
the production of the city, reveal social fractures. The ongoing evolutions accelerated 
by the pandemic, particularly the digitization of mobility and work services and 
innovations for carbon–neutral transport, will therefore need careful and critical 
analysis to prevent them from reinforcing or translating into new social inequalities 
or new forms of exclusion. 
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Chapter 13 
The Urbanisation of Risk 

Andrew Maskrey and Allan Lavell 

Abstract Urban growth is normally associated with progress and human develop-
ment. Today, over half the global population lives in urban centres. In high-income 
economies and middle-income regions such as Latin America, over 80% do. Urban 
development and growth, however, are often also accompanied by increased exposure 
to hazards, vulnerability, risk, creating conditions for disasters and even catastrophe. 
While many cities were founded and have expanded in hazard-exposed areas, the 
way they have grown has magnified risk over time. Speculative urban development 
has become a primary circuit for capital accumulation in all income and regional 
geographies. Today’s cities are shaped by market forces, as opportunities for short-
term gain override considerations of longer-term sustainability. Multi-dimensional 
poverty and lack of access to safe land and protective infrastructure have constructed 
every day, extensive and intensive risk for large contingents of urban dwellers. Envi-
ronmental degradation of water courses, vegetation and groundwater reserves ampli-
fies hazard. Urban planning is often little more than a veneer on this landscape of 
speculative development and destruction. Finally, global challenges such as anthropic 
climate change, the loss of biodiversity, depleting water resources and land degra-
dation magnify risk but should be understood, not as external threats, but rather as 
endogenous attributes of the total urbanisation of society. 
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Terminology 
Except where otherwise cited, the following standardised definitions were 
adopted by the United Nations General Assembly in 2017 (UNGA 2016) 

Disaster: A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society 
at any scale due to hazardous events interacting with conditions of exposure, 
vulnerability, and capacity, leading to one or more of the following: human, 
material, economic and environmental losses and impacts. 

Disaster risk: The potential loss of life, injury, or destroyed or damaged assets 
which could occur to a system, society, or a community in a specific period 
of time determined probabilistically as a function of hazard, exposure, vulner-
ability and capacity. Intensive disaster risk: The risk of high-severity, mid-
to low-frequency disasters, mainly associated with major hazards. Extensive 
disaster risk: The risk of low-severity, high-frequency hazardous events and 
disasters, mainly but not exclusively associated with highly localised hazards. 

Disaster risk reduction: Disaster risk reduction is aimed at preventing new 
and reducing existing disaster risk and managing residual risk, all of which 
contribute to strengthening resilience and therefore to the achievement of 
sustainable development. 

Disaster risk management: Disaster risk management is the application of 
disaster risk reduction policies and strategies to prevent new disaster risk, 
reduce existing disaster risk and manage residual risk, contributing to the 
strengthening of resilience and reduction of disaster losses. 

Exposure: The situation of people, infrastructure, housing, production capaci-
ties and other tangible human assets located in hazard-prone areas. Measures of 
exposure can include the number of people or types of assets in an area. These 
can be combined with the specific vulnerability and capacity of the exposed 
elements to any particular hazard to estimate the quantitative risks associated 
with that hazard in the area of interest. 

Hazard: A process, phenomenon or human activity that may cause loss of life, 
injury or other health impacts, property damage, social and economic disrup-
tion or environmental degradation. Hazards may be natural, anthropogenic or 
socio-natural in origin. Natural hazards are predominantly associated with 
natural processes and phenomena. Anthropogenic hazards, or human-induced 
hazards, are induced entirely or predominantly by human activities and choices. 
Several hazards are socio-natural, in that they are associated with a combina-
tion of natural and anthropogenic factors, including environmental degradation 
and climate change. Hazards may be single, sequential or combined in their 
origin and effects. Each hazard is characterised by its location, intensity or 
magnitude, frequency and probability. Biological hazards are also defined by



13 The Urbanisation of Risk 237

their infectiousness or toxicity, or other characteristics of the pathogen such 
as dose-response, incubation period, case fatality rate and estimation of the 
pathogen for transmission. 

Resilience: The ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards 
to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt to, transform and recover from the effects 
of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the preserva-
tion and restoration of its essential basic structures and functions through risk 
management. 

Vulnerability: The conditions determined by physical, social, economic and 
environmental factors or processes which increase the susceptibility of an 
individual, a community, assets or systems to the impacts of hazards. 

13.1 Introduction 

Nearly forty years ago, The Urbanisation of Capital (Harvey 1985) highlighted 
how urban development had become a primary circuit for capital accumulation. 
Traditionally, economists viewed the production of urban space and infrastructure as 
a secondary circuit of capital accumulation that supported and underpinned activities 
such as industrial production, services and government. From that perspective, the 
production of urban space was required to facilitate the primary circuit of capital 
accumulation by providing housing for workers and infrastructure for the movement 
of raw materials and finished goods. 

From different starting points, Harvey, together with other prominent urban 
researchers in the 1970s and 1980s (Lefebvre 1970; Castells 1972; Mingione 1981), 
challenged that view and proposed that urban development had emerged as a primary 
circuit of capital accumulation in itself. The production of urban space, for residential 
use, services, commerce, or leisure, had become an end, stimulated on the supply 
side by speculative capital investment (it was a particularly effective mechanism for 
money laundering), and on the demand side by a range of hard and soft strategies 
to manipulate and shape the use and consumption of urban space, including through 
the promotion of urban lifestyles, culture, amenities and landscapes. Today’s cities 
in low and middle as well as high-income countries are fundamentally shaped and 
driven by market forces. 

As a primary circuit of capital accumulation, urban development necessarily expe-
riences periodic crisis of over-accumulation of capital, when an excessive and spec-
ulative supply of urban space loses contact with the limitations of real or imagined 
demand. For example, the sub-prime mortgage crisis of 2007–2008, exemplified a 
crisis of over-accumulation in the production of urban space that ultimately threat-
ened global financial stability (Castells et al. 2012; Robinson 2014). More recently,
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the threat of collapse of major Chinese property developers show that the underlying 
risk has not been fully or adequately addressed. 

The production of urban space, however, not only contains within itself the seeds 
of periodic crisis of capital over-accumulation. As we will show in the present chapter, 
it is also a driver of accelerating disaster and climate risk. The generation and accu-
mulation of disaster and climate risk are endogenous to the logic of speculative urban 
development, to the extent that such risk now threatens social welfare, economic and 
urban sustainability. 

As market forces and speculation shape cities and city regions, the economic 
benefits are privatised at the same time as the accumulated risks are socialised and 
transferred to other territories and social groups, both within and between cities. This 
process of risk accumulation, however, is increasingly global and systemic in char-
acter. Ultimately, contemporary urban societies are characterised by lifestyles and 
patterns of consumption, distribution and production that generate systemic global 
risks. From that perspective, the disaster and climate risks associated with drivers 
such as loss of biodiversity, overconsumption of soil and water resources, and the 
accumulation of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere should be viewed as endoge-
nous to contemporary urbanisation rather than externalities to be protected against. 
As such, climate change itself cannot be regarded as an environmental problem or 
as an exogenous threat to cities. It is a humanly induced attribute of contemporary 
urban society, a Frankenstein that now menaces its own creator. 

In this chapter, we will explore the evolution of urban disaster and other asso-
ciated manifestations of risk at different levels. Starting with an understanding of 
the basic components of disaster risk, we will examine how urban risk is generated, 
accumulated and becomes crystallised in urban structures and systems. The evolu-
tion of risk will be examined from a historical perspective, including in epochs and 
regions where urbanisation was emergent and still not dominant in demographic and 
economic terms. As most major metropolitan and urban centres today have origins 
in the distant past, such an understanding is critical to make explicit the process of 
social construction of risk in cities and urban areas in general. 

After examining the accumulation of risk in cities, we will then examine the 
urbanisation of risk as the dark side of the urbanisation of capital. We will trace how 
global disaster and climate risk is generated and accumulated systemically through 
the urban process to the point that it now increasingly threatens the sustainability 
and indeed survival of cities and urban society in general. 

The conclusion of the chapter is that the seeds of urbicide are endogenous rather 
than exogenous to contemporary urban process. Urban society is germinating the 
seeds to its own destruction. Recognising the endogenous nature or risk, however, 
means that cities can, in principle, correct such processes and guarantee more secure 
and sustainable growth and development.
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13.2 Disaster and Catastrophe in Cities 

The concept of urbicide is closely related to the term catastrophe as used in disaster 
studies. Catastrophe refers to extreme circumstances that negatively affect human 
society. Its attributes include extreme loss and damage, both material and non-
material, where even the structures and institutions created by society to react to emer-
gency and disaster conditions are damaged or lost, or become inoperable (Quarantelli 
1985, 2000). 

Disasters and catastrophes can materialise at different scales, from the household 
or neighbourhood level, through events that affect whole cities, city regions and coun-
tries, to global manifestations of systemic risk such as the impacts of global warming 
and climate change and the recent COVID-19 pandemic (Lavell et al. 2020). Quanti-
tative evidence indicates that disasters and catastrophes associated with a diversity of 
hazard events of a physical-biotic-natural, technological, and anthropogenic origin 
are not only recurrent but are growing in numbers and intensity as time passes (United 
Nations 2015a, b). While attention has conventionally been given to disaster risk in 
large metropolis quantitative evidence highlights rapid increases in risk accumula-
tion in small and medium scale urban centres, repeating or even exceeding a process 
already followed in well-established metropolis (United Nations 2015a, b). 

Historically, the destruction of Pompei by the eruption of Vesuvius in 79 A.D is 
one of the best know examples of a city experiencing catastrophe. The destruction of 
Callao in Peru in 1746 and Lisbon in 1753, associated with destructive earthquakes 
and tsunamis, were similarly considered major catastrophes. Importantly, they led 
to reflections by enlightenment philosophers such as Voltaire and Rousseau, that 
prefigured modern socially based, disaster studies (Garcia Acosta 2019). 

Subsequently, and throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, a myriad of 
large urban disasters has been documented. Earthquakes were the trigger for damage 
and destruction in San Francisco, USA (along with urban fire), in 1910, Skopje, 
Macedonia in 1963, Managua, Nicaragua in 1972, Guatemala City in 1976, Mexico 
City in 1985, Kobe, Japan in 1995, Bam, Iran in 2003, Port-o-Prince, Haiti in 2010 
and Kathmandu, in Nepal in 2017, just to mention some of the most prevalent. 

In terms of meteorological hazards, New Orleans, USA, was heavily damaged 
by Hurricane Katrina and its associated storm surge in 2005, New York, USA, by 
Super-Storm Sandy in 2010 and Houston, USA, by Hurricane Harvey in 2017. In 
some countries, new capital cities have been built in safer areas to reduce hurricane 
hazard exposure, for example, Belmopan in Belize built to substitute Belize City 
which was severely affected by Hurricane Hattie in 1961 due to its coastal location. 

In terms of technological disasters, Halifax, Canada was severely impacted by the 
explosion of an ammunition ship in 1917 with the death of over 1000 persons. Entire 
neighbourhoods in Guadalajara, Mexico, were destroyed by explosions in sewerage 
ducts in 1992 due to infiltration of petroleum. Bhopal, India, 1984, and Chernobyl,
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Fig. 13.1 Mortality in Honduras associated with Hurricane Mitch, 1998 (United Nations 2011). 
Sources Image (NOAA 1998), Damage (COPECO 1998), Hurricane path (USGS 1998). Collage 
by UNISDR 

Ukraine, 1986, are examples of nuclear and chemical technological disasters. Well-
publicised fires in garment factories in Dhaka, Bangladesh in 2012 led to over 1000 
deaths. Finally, smaller urban centres have been seriously damaged by wildfires in 
the USA, Canada and Australia over the last 3 years or by tornados as in the case of 
Mayfield, USA in 2021. 

Generalised catastrophes are still relatively rare in major modern metropolis given 
that most physical hazards are spatially constrained. Even in cases such as New 
Orleans, USA or Tegucigalpa, Honduras, affected by Hurricanes Katrina and Mitch, 
respectively, severe damage was limited to quite specific areas (see Fig. 13.1). Total 
loss and damage are normally restricted to smaller cities where there may be gener-
alised hazard exposure: for example, Yungay, Peru, was destroyed by an earthquake 
generated avalanche and rock fall in 1970 and Armero, Colombia, by a volcanic lahar 
in 1985. In both cases, over 20,000 deaths were registered, representing over 90% of 
the total population. In fact, risk generation and accumulation are now predominantly 
associated with rapidly growing small and intermediate urban centres, particularly in 
low- and medium-income countries, rather than well-established metropolitan areas. 
As such, urbicide increasingly resembles infanticide rather than death by old age.
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However, other hazards, including biological vectors such as the SARS-CoV-2 
virus, volcanic ash clouds and nuclear contamination, are not spatially constrained 
and affect extensive areas. Similarly, hazards associated with climate change, 
including sea level rise, and falling ground water tables, can affect entire cities in 
coastal and in arid or semi-arid areas, respectively. 

13.3 The Basic Constituents of Urban Risk 

13.3.1 Hazard 

Hazard signifies a state of imminent or potential damage and loss and is finally 
materialised in real-world events or occurrences, such as earthquakes or hurricanes.1 

Hazards are classified according to their origins and genesis as natural, socio-
natural, technological, anthropogenic, social and biological. 

Natural hazards refer to hydrometeorological, geological, geomorphological, 
oceanographic and other planet forming processes that are intrinsic to the natural 
world and where the influence of human intervention cannot be identified or 
measured. Seismic and volcanic activity, and tsunamis, for example, epitomise 
natural hazard. There is little humans can do to avoid or reduce their occurrence or 
intensity. All risk-reducing activity when faced with these must be through reduction 
of exposure or vulnerability (see Sects. 3.2 and 3.3). 

Human intervention in the environment, in contrast, is intrinsic to the development 
or scale of so-called socio-natural hazards. Many small-scale but recurrent events, 
and some larger scale floods, droughts, landslides, and cases of land subsidence, for 
example, are socio-natural in their origins. There are few river basins in the world, 
whose hydrology has not been modified through the construction of dams, irrigation 
systems, embankments and other hydraulic infrastructure or through environmental 
change, such as deforestation or urbanisation. Surface water flooding in urban areas, 
for example, is normally associated with inadequate drainage infrastructure as is 
flooding on the sides of roads and highways, where adequate drainage has not been 
provided. The destruction of mangroves contributes to coastal erosion and magnifies 
storm surge; deforestation and the construction of infrastructure, such as roads, desta-
bilises slopes in mountainous areas, increasing landslide hazard. Riverine flooding is 
magnified by the creation of large impermeable surfaces in urban areas that increase 
run-off in storms. Finally, attributes of human-induced global warming and climate 
change, such as sea level rise and extreme temperatures are clearly socio-natural 
in character. In fact, a defining feature of the Anthropocene is that due to human-
induced climate change, all hydrometeorological hazards should now be considered 
socio-natural.

1 See Terminology (above for the official UN definitions). 
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Technological and/or anthropogenic hazards include fires, explosions, contami-
nation and industrial accidents that are entirely human induced. In large metropolitan 
areas, particularly those with heavy industry and infrastructure for refining petroleum 
products, technological hazard becomes woven into the urban fabric, as does fire 
hazard in dense and unregulated informal settlements. 

Social hazards include threats associated with wars, violence and civil unrest, 
which while not a feature of urban society per se often find their expression in urban 
areas, particularly centres of political power or of strategic importance. 

Biological hazards refer to vectors such as the SARS-CoV-2 virus that, being 
spatially fluid, are not exclusive to cities. However, such vectors are transmitted 
through the communication networks that link cities, regionally and globally, and 
through population density and concentration (Lavell et al. 2020). Thus, rapid global 
transmission of biological hazards can also be considered an attribute of urban society. 

13.3.2 Exposure and the Resource-Hazard Continuum: The 
Beginnings of All Urban Risk 

How cities are planned and managed, influences how they address the hazards to 
which they are exposed and hence the risks they face. However, risk in many urban 
areas is characterised by an original sin of cities being founded in hazard-exposed 
areas. In urban contexts, therefore, risk always begins with exposure to hazard, in 
other words the founding or location of a city in an area exposed to potentially 
damaging floods, hurricanes, tornados, tsunamis, landslides, volcanic activity or 
earthquakes. Many are in areas subject to multi hazard conditions. 

Historically, the siting of cities, or their evolution from an initial trading post 
or settlement, mining community or fortification has always been influenced by a 
variety of locational factors, including access to essential resources such as water, 
food and energy, connectedness, and the existence of sheltered ports or defence from 
potential enemies. The location of cities has rarely been a random occurrence but 
reflects visible locational advantages. Consequently, many cities were founded on 
seaboards, along navigable rivers or in easily defendable locations, which however, 
were also hazard exposed. 

Examples include many large cities, such as Mexico, Bogota, Quito, Lima and 
Santiago, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, in the Americas, Tokyo in Japan or 
Istanbul in Turkey located in areas of high seismic, flood and even hurricane hazard. 
Other cities, originally established as trading and transport hubs were in areas exposed 
to cyclonic wind and storm surge, such as New Orleans, USA or La Havana, Cuba. 
Cities, such as Naples, Italy were located near to active volcanos to exploit the rich 
volcanic soil for agriculture or, in the case of Dhaka, Bangladesh, in flood-prone 
deltas with nutrient-rich soil. The factors that made cities prosperous were nearly 
always influenced by location. To what extent those who founded the cities, or were 
responsible for their posterior expansion, were aware of the level of hazard can
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be debated. However, the frequent reconstruction of cities following damage and 
destruction in disasters implies that locational advantages normally take precedence 
over risk. 

Box 13.1: The Chao Phraya River floods in Thailand 
In 2011, the river Chao Phraya flooding in Thailand produced significant asset 
damage in the manufacturing industry around Bangkok, in the agriculture and 
fisheries sectors, as well as loss of life and injury. Shortages of critical indus-
trial components were transmitted through global supply chains paralysing 
production in geographically discontinuous regions. The total loss of oper-
ating profit to Toyota and Honda alone was estimated at US$1.25 billion and 
US$1.4 billion, respectively (United Nations 2013). Flood risk in the basin had 
never been modelled, and the scale of the disaster took global businesses, the 
government and the insurance industry by surprise. 

However, despite the scale of these losses, very few companies decided to 
relocate to less hazardous areas of Thailand or to other countries. A survey 
conducted among Japanese businesses in Bangkok in 2012 showed that almost 
80% had decided to stay in the same locations, compared to 16% that had 
already moved or were planning on moving to other locations in Thailand 
and 6% that planned to move overseas (Government of Japan 2012). For most 
businesses, the value creation opportunities provided by the location outweigh 
any contingent liabilities posed by future floods. Moreover, the rapid return 
on investment associated with many coastal or river locations in tourism and 
industry amply compensate for their owner’s future disaster loss. Not so, 
however, for those dependent on these investments for their livelihoods and 
social welfare or for governments that need revenue from taxes. 

In many contexts, indigenous knowledge and accumulated experience could have 
informed locational decisions to avoid or at least reduce hazard exposure. However, 
for the reasons expressed above this is generally not the case. Many major early 
cities simply ignored the geophysics and hydrology of their locations due to lack 
of information and experience by colonisers or conquerors or due to naturalist or 
fatalistic interpretations of disaster as Acts of God. Even today, with detailed geospa-
tial information and knowledge available on most hazards, few existing cities or 
rapidly growing small and medium urban centres, use information on hazard expo-
sure to inform land-use and locational decisions (see Box 4 with the case of Choloma, 
Honduras).
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Over 90% of recorded cases of COVID-19 occurred in urban areas, highlighting a 
different relationship between hazard and exposure. Biological hazards have always 
had a devastating impact in urban areas, for example, the Black Death in fourteenth 
century Europe, Asia and North Africa or the Great Plague of London, which killed 
an estimated 20% of the population of London in the seventeenth century, the Spanish 
flu of 1918–21, and evolving cholera epidemics in Asia, Europe and the Americas 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Unlike, geological or hydrometeorological hazards, biological hazards are 
spatially fluid. Thus, while an earthquake has clear spatial constraints, the SARS-
CoV-2 virus rapidly flowed through transport networks from Wuhan, China, to wher-
ever humans went locally, nationally and internationally. Cities and the relations 
between them in a globalised economy are the nexuses and pivots for viral contagion. 

13.3.3 Vulnerability: Multi-dimensional Poverty 
and Resilience 

Risk, however, is not only a function of hazard exposure but also of vulnerability, in 
this case understood as the susceptibility to damage of building structures, infrastruc-
ture networks and other elements of urban morphology, as well as to humans, and their 
livelihoods. A well-constructed seismic-resistant building will not collapse in even 
a powerful earthquake. A poorly constructed building will. Similarly, social groups 
experiencing multi-dimensional poverty are likely to experience greater economic 
vulnerability to disaster loss than groups with substantial reserves and covered by 
insurance. Vulnerability not only conditions the probability of loss in a disaster but 
also the capacity to absorb the loss and recover. Vulnerability is ameliorated by 
resilience, the inbuilt capacity and resources possessed by individuals, communities, 
countries, or businesses to recover post-disaster and to adapt for the future. 

Vulnerability, understood from physical, economic, social, cultural and polit-
ical perspectives (Wilches-Chaux 1993), has been a core concept used to inter-
pret the social construction of risk and the differential socio-territorial risk in cities. 
Understanding vulnerability together with the social construction of hazard-exposure 
highlight that risk generation and accumulation is an endogenous characteristic or 
attribute of urban processes, as opposed to an externality that impacts on normal 
urban development. As we will highlight in the next section, disaster risk is never 
exogenous to urban process. Rather than an Act of God or of Nature it is a core 
attribute of urban processes. In many cities, particularly in low- and middle-income 
countries, layers of disaster risk are generated and accumulate on a foundation of 
quotidian risk associated with poverty, exclusion and inequality in access to land, 
infrastructure, services, health and security.
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In cities, vulnerability is primarily a result of inequality in access to land, services 
and opportunities for productive employment and income, political participation, 
reciprocal recognition and mutual care, and is closely related to conditions of multi-
dimensional poverty. Socio-territorial inequality is further configured by other drivers 
such as an absence of or ineffective urban planning and by corruption in land and 
property markets. These drivers increase the likelihood that those experiencing multi-
dimensional poverty live in areas highly exposed to hazard events, due to lack of 
access to safe land for housing; in precarious and highly vulnerable buildings and 
are faced with a deficit (or non-existence) of protective infrastructure, such a drainage 
or access to emergency services (see Box 2 on Lima). 

Box 13.2: Inequality and urban disaster risk in Lima 
Lima is the capital and principal city of Peru with a population of around 10 
million. With a Pacific Ocean sea-board location, it has been a primary desti-
nation for migrants from many areas of the country searching for improved life 
opportunities but also reflecting the marginalisation from development bene-
fits of non-urban, rural territories in the country over several decades. Poverty, 
exclusion and marginalisation are dominant characteristics of a vast segment 
of Lima’s population, including through informal work and income opportu-
nities, lack of access to safe land due to urban land speculation processes and 
lack of access to urban infrastructure. The construction of social housing was 
never predominant in Lima but has all but disappeared over the last 30 years 
of neoliberal economic development. Consequently, over 90% of Lima’s terri-
torial expansion over the period 2000–2018 and beyond has taken place on 
the urban periphery in areas declared to be unfit for urban development by 
planning authorities and characterised by mudslides (huaicos) and landslides, 
flood and drought as well as severe earthquake hazard (multi hazard scenarios) 
(Fig. 13.2). The process of urban expansion reveals the multiple causal rela-
tions between a lack of access to the formal urban land market and safe 
land, compounded by land acquisition through urban land sharks, low socio-
economic status, lack of access to basic potable water and sanitation, land 
degradation and urban risk construction and distribution. Figure 13.3 shows 
the spatial correlation between urban expansion and hazard-prone land and 
between this and socio-economic status, which is reflected in unregulated 
processes of urban housing and service provision expansion in such areas. 
Inequality is the basis for urban risk construction. 

Source Chavez et al. (2022), in press.
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Fig. 13.2 Urban expansion and hazard exposure in Lima, Peru. Source Chavez Eslava et al. (2022)
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Fig. 13.3 Spatial coincidence between natural hazard exposure and low-income homes in Lima. 
Source Chavez Eslava et al. (2022)
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13.3.4 Disaster Risk: The Concatenation of Hazard, 
Exposure and Vulnerability Factors 

Disaster risk is an expression of the probability of experiencing a loss when a hazard 
event occurs. Mathematically, it is an expression of the concatenation of a range of 
hazard, exposure and vulnerability factors. When any one of these factors is managed 
and addressed risk is reduced. A city located in an area that does not experience 
hazard, by definition, would not be at risk. Cities in hazard-prone areas, but whose 
urban morphology reduces or minimises exposure would also not be at risk; for 
example, cities in flood-prone areas, where buildings and infrastructure are located 
on higher ground. Cities exposed to hurricanes but with buildings engineered to 
withstand high winds would not be vulnerable and therefore would not be at risk. 

As a probability, different risk layers or strata can be identified, according to the 
frequency of occurrence and the severity of loss. 

Every day or quotidian risk refers to conditions such as poor health, crime, 
pollution, overcrowding and lack of social infrastructure that translates into low 
life expectancy, vulnerability to pathogens and poor health, which are intimately 
related to multi-dimensional poverty. As Box 3 highlights, life expectancy in areas 
in cities characterised by multi-dimensional poverty can be decades lower than in 
neighbouring high-income areas. 

Box 13.3: Quotidian and extensive risk In Glasgow 
In the wealthy town of Lenzie, East Dunbartonshire, Scotland, men live to an 
average age of 82. Just 12 km down the road, in Calton, Glasgow, they die 
at 54 on average. Male life expectancy in Calton is lower than in the Gaza 
Strip, where men can expect to live until the age of 71. Poverty, drugs and 
alcohol, crime and poor health are rampant. A full 44% of its inhabitants 
are on incapacity benefits and 37% live in workless households. The case of 
Calton epitomises how economic poverty, together with other poverty factors 
such as powerlessness, exclusion, low literacy and discrimination, translates 
into conditions of quotidian risk. The high levels of deprivation in Calton also 
coincide with extensive disaster risk. In addition to inequality and poverty, the 
inadequate design of the city’s sewage systems and small urban watercourses 
mean that local flooding occurs on a regular basis. Diminishing floodplains 
along the Clyde River have further exacerbated flood hazard in the area (United 
Nations 2015a, b). 

As Box 3 also shows, social groups characterised by quotidian risk often also 
experience extensive risk, which is associated with frequent, localised hazard events 
such as surface water flooding, storms or landslides. Extensive risk is a particular 
attribute of informal settlements, located on unstable slopes or in low-lying flood-
prone areas and manifests as regular small-scale disasters. As Fig. 13.4 shows, most
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Fig. 13.4 Intensive and extensive risk and basic infrastructure. Source Adapted from United 
Nations (2015a, b) 

of the damage to housing and local infrastructure (water and sanitation, electricity, 
health and education facilities and roads) is associated with extensive risk. 

Many cities report almost daily incidences of extensive risk associated with surface 
water flooding, landslides and subsidence, wind damage and other hazards. While 
extensive risk rarely produces a shock except at the neighbourhood or local level 
and does not cause major mortality, it represents a continuous erosion of already 
precarious living conditions and livelihoods, feeding back into and aggravating multi-
dimensional poverty. 

Intensive risk refers to infrequent but severe losses associated with major earth-
quakes, tsunamis, floods or hurricanes. Unlike extensive risk, intensive risk can lead 
to major structural damage and large-scale mortality and affect strategic urban infras-
tructure such as metropolitan scale power, transport and water systems. If exposure 
and vulnerability increase as cities expand then what begins as patterns of extensive 
risk can gradually accumulate until a layer of intensive risk is generated. 

Given that infrastructure systems are interdependent, intensive risk may become 
systemic risk characterised by cascading non-linear impacts throughout the urban 
system. The impact of Super-storm Sandy on urban infrastructure in New York in 
2012, where power failures lead to concatenated impacts in transport and water infras-
tructure illustrates how systemic risk becomes internalised in complex metropolitan 
areas (Maskrey et al. 2021).
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13.4 The Social Construction of Urban Disaster Risk 

The decision to locate a city in a given place and build it in a certain way responds, 
as was discussed above, to a range of social and economic imperatives, including 
locational advantages. However, while the founding of cities in hazard-exposed loca-
tions generates risk by origin, the way cities grow and evolve often generates and 
accumulates additional risks. 

The concept that risk is socially constructed was introduced in modern disaster 
studies in the 1970s and 1980s (see O’Keefe et al. 1976; Hewitt 1983). In the 
1990s, and through the work of the Network for Social Studies on Disaster Preven-
tion in Latin America (LA RED) in particular, the concept gradually filtered into 
international policy frameworks, becoming central to the Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction: 2015–2030 (United Nations 2015b). Subsequently, it has 
been adopted as a method and concept for analysing the process of risk construction 
to inform more effective public policy (Oliver-Smith et al. 2016). 

The first way in which risk is socially constructed is through increasing hazard 
exposure. As cities grow and expand from their original location, so does hazard 
exposure and hence risk. As cities which once had 100,000 people grow by orders of 
magnitude to 1 million or 10 million, so does the value of assets and the number of 
people at risk. Similarly, as countries urbanise, risk becomes concentrated in cities. 
While the growth of megacities has been well studied, the most rapidly growing cities 
in many countries are small and intermediate in scale represent an ongoing front of 
accumulating hazard exposure, vulnerability and risk (see Box 4). 

Box 13.4: The case of Choloma: rapid urban growth and short-term gain 
versus long term sustainability 
Choloma, along with Quebrada Seca and La Jutosa comprise the third largest 
urban concentration in Honduras today. Located in the Department of Cortes, 
this agglomeration forms part of the larger metropolitan area of San Pedro 
Sula and Puerto Cortez near to the Caribbean coast. Choloma municipality has 
grown from a predominantly rural population of some 36,000 in 1974 when 
Hurricane Fifi led to over 1500 deaths to over 300,000 today of which near 
to 60% is urban. Population density grew from 80 km2 in 1974 to over 850 
in 2018 and between 2001 and 2018 the number of housing units grew over 
60%. Hurricanes are regular features and the area has been affected seriously 
by such events as Alma, 1966, Marco, 1969, Fifi, 1974, Kate 1999, Francelia 
2017 and Eta and Iota 2020 with large-scale flooding of the Ulloa and Cham-
elecon rivers and its smaller tributaries—Choloma, Blanco and Cauce. The 
rapid urban growth of Choloma city and surrounds has been driven by the 
installation of garment and electronic industries promoted by the 1987 law on 
maquila, outsourcing industry. Principally employing female labour, this fact 
explains that 55 percent of the population in the area are women. However,
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urban growth has not been accompanied by adequate infrastructure develop-
ment, environmental management, housing or urban services. The contamina-
tion of water sources and quotidian risk are prevalent. Vulnerability to disaster 
grows continually, converting high urban hazard exposure into urban disaster 
risk. Although improvements to early warning systems have occurred since 
Fifi and fewer deaths will occur in future events of that size, overall losses to 
assets and infrastructure can be expected to substantially increase. The short-
term gains for the city from industrial activity and tax returns have not led 
to investments in risk management and reduction. Choloma, therefore, is a 
typical example of rapidly growing small and intermediate sized cities expe-
riencing economic opportunities and boom, but which do not plan or assign 
sufficient resources to secure sustainability. The national disaster risk agency 
COPECO declared in 2018 that in Choloma: “there are no legal instruments 
that allow declaring high-risk areas and developing a policy aimed at limiting 
their occupation, defining housing uses and declaring protection zones. The 
maintenance of the protection works is null, and void and the new ones obey 
the conjuncture and immediate need and not to an integral planning format” 
(Fig. 13.5). 

Source World Bank (2018). 

Fig. 13.5 Choloma 1985–2018. Source Google earth
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Why and how certain cities in hazard-prone areas experience rapid growth can only 
be understood in terms of their role in national, regional and the global economies. 
Cities in hazard-exposed areas but with strong locational advantages grow in the 
context of a globalised development model that prioritises short-term economic gain 
at the cost of longer-term risk and unsustainability. Given that all cities ultimately 
participate in the global economy, risk patterns when cities in different income and 
regional geographies are compared, reflect the economic and territorial role each 
city plays to what extent the accumulation of disaster and climate risk is a necessary 
condition to maximise economic opportunity and the existence of capacities and 
resources to invest in resilience. 

Urban development and expansion, therefore, do not generate or accumulate risk 
per se. It is the processes through which cities expand that socially construct disaster 
risk. Well-planned and well-managed cities can grow in ways that can reduce risk 
over time. However, in most contexts it is the urban process itself that generates new 
risks. 

The underlying logic behind the urban process in most cities can be characterised 
in terms of the privatisation of gains and the socialisation of risks: a manifestation 
of moral hazard in which some gain without concern or facing consequences for 
risks transferred to others. This leads to a socio-territorial transfer of risk at different 
levels and between social groups and territories within cities and between cities in 
different regions. The trade-off between profiting from locational advantages and 
resources and the generation and transfer of risks is ultimately the foundation stone 
for the generation and accumulation of urban risk. Many locations that were rational 
and functional in their origins have over time been transformed into hazard-prone 
locations that now make infrastructure provision, for example, increasing difficult to 
manage, finance and protect. 

For example, as Box 5 shows, cities built by colonial powers, often had little under-
standing of the characteristics of local hazard when importing structural systems and 
building styles from metropolitan centres. In Peru, for example, following the Spanish 
conquest vulnerability was systematically locked into urban morphology due a lack 
of understanding or contempt for vernacular building. 

Box 13.5: Vulnerable building in Lima in the colonial period 
Due to vulnerable colonial building, not suitable for a seismically active area, 
Lima was damaged by repeated earthquakes in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
century. It was not until the devastating earthquake and tsunami of 1746, that 
efforts were made to adapt the city to reduce seismic vulnerability. French 
mathematician Louis Godot was retained by Virrey Jose Antonio Manso de 
Velasco to propose a new urban morphology that was less vulnerable to earth-
quakes. Godot’s meticulously calculated proposals to widen streets and reduce 
building height to one-story were seen as a threat to their prestige by Lima’s 
aristocracy and ecclesiastical authorities and were turned down. However, a
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radical change in building technology was approved. All upper stories after 
1746 were built using lightweight quincha walls (wood frame with bamboo 
and mud infill) which drastically reduced earthquake vulnerability. For that 
reason, many buildings from the second half of the eighteenth century and 
nineteenth century in Lima are still standing today (Walker 2009). 

There are several processes, endogenous to the construction and consolidation of 
urban space that drive the social construction of risk. An early delimitation of such 
processes (Lavell 1998) included. 

. Informalisation, exclusion, marginalisation and poverty. 

. Socio-territorial segregation associated with factors such as social inequality, 
speculative market forces, corruption, non-existent or ineffective urban planning 
and mechanisms to provide infrastructure and services that reinforce segregation. 

. Concentration, centralisation and density of the urban economy, population and 
political power. 

. Environmental appropriation and degradation, including of land, water and 
forestry resources and urban hinterlands. 

. Interdependence of infrastructure and other urban systems, systemic risk and lack 
of redundancy. 

. Governance arrangements that exclude and co-opt, reinforcing socio-territorial 
segregation. 

In the context of these six processes, hazard, exposure and vulnerability are 
socially constructed leading to increasing risk generation and accumulation. As 
dynamic and constantly changing entities, cities evolve. Urban risk is different as a 
concept to risk in cities given that urban processes per se are behind the former while 
more social or sector defined risk generating processes are behind the latter. Thus, 
a badly built health facility or school, for example, can exist in semi-rural or rural 
areas as well as in cities and be explained by the same causal factors such as cost, 
corruption or failed risk analysis. But risk due to urban socio-territorial segregation 
cannot be reproduced in rural areas, nor can that associated with urban density and 
concentration of critical functions and infrastructure (see Lavell 1998). 

To illustrate the operation of the risk drivers listed above, we will examine in detail 
two of the mechanisms through which urban risk is generated and accumulated: 
increasing hazard exposure and socio-territorial inequality. 

13.4.1 Increasing Hazard Exposure 

As we have discussed, hazard exposure is a primary determinant of risk in cities. 
However, as urban functions change and the city grows, even locations with low 
hazard exposure can accumulate risk. Urban growth is often consistent with the
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occupation of new hazard-exposed areas and at the same time generates new hazards, 
compounding risk. These include technological hazards associated with gas and 
petroleum installations and industry, through to air and water pollution and the socio-
natural hazards generated by urban expansion. 

There are varied processes through which urban expansion generates or aggravates 
socio-natural hazards (Mitchell 1999). In the case of Dhaka, Bangladesh, (see Box 6), 
water bodies are often infilled for speculative residential or industrial development. 
However, this reduces the drainage capacity of the city and increases flood risk, 
particularly for low-lying low-income and informal settlements as well as earthquake 
risk due to soil liquefaction. 

Box 13.6: Urban growth generating hazard in Dhaka, Bangladesh 
The 1897 Assam earthquake (also known as the Great Indian Earthquake), one 
of the largest ever recorded in South Asia, caused extensive damage to the city’s 
buildings and infrastructure. At that time, Dhaka’s metropolitan population was 
less than 100,000. Now, it is estimated to be around 22 million. However, it is 
not only the 200-fold increase in exposed population that has led to Dhaka’s 
current level of earthquake risk. The city has also been unable to address the 
processes that shape and accumulate that risk over time. 

Many areas surrounding central Dhaka are flood prone during the rainy 
season and until recently were occupied by natural water bodies and drains, 
vital to the regulation of floods. Land-use planning instruments such as the 
Dhaka Metropolitan Development Plan restrict development in many of these 
areas. Despite the Plan, these areas are still being rapidly urbanised through 
private- and public-sector projects. 

Large areas of Dhaka are highly susceptible to liquefaction during earth-
quakes, and many have been used as construction sites for buildings and infras-
tructure in recent decades. Destroying retention ponds and drains increases 
risks of seasonal flooding just as building in drained wetlands increases earth-
quake risk. During an earthquake, sands and silts can liquefy to the point where 
the soil no longer supports the weight of buildings and infrastructure, which 
may subsequently collapse or suffer heavy damage. Dhaka’s wetlands, drained 
and filled with sand for housing development, are prime candidates for lique-
faction. With little contemporary experience of earthquakes, Dhaka is vulner-
able and ill-prepared. The older part of the city is home to densely populated, 
multi-storey, unreinforced brick buildings predisposed to heavy damage in a 
strong earthquake. And despite guidelines for earthquake-resistant construc-
tion, faulty design and poor-quality materials and workmanship mean that many 
modern reinforced concrete buildings are also vulnerable (Rahman 2010). 

Similarly, the vertiginous growth of impermeable asphalted surfaces in cities, 
through the construction of roads, car parks and build areas, reduces infiltration and
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increases run-off during storms and flood events. Extreme run-off then overwhelms 
what are often inadequate draining systems, increasing flood risk particularly in low-
lying informal settlements. Similarly, building on landfills and reclaimed coastal land, 
may increase seismic risk in earthquake prone areas. 

Socio-natural hazard may also be magnified as cities expand into their hinterlands, 
generating new hazards through processes such as deforestation, over-exploitation of 
surface and ground water resources or destroying natural coastal protection such as 
mangroves. As Box 7 highlights, unregulated extraction of ground water can cause 
cities to sink, drastically increasing flood risk. 

Box 13.7: Jakarta is sinking 
Jakarta is rapidly sinking due primarily to an excessive level of groundwater 
extraction, given that in the colonial period few areas of the city were connected 
to a piped water network. The problem has been exacerbated by a failure to 
replenish groundwater at a sufficient rate. In 1995 industries, hotels and private 
consumers in Jakarta were drawing more than 300 million cubic metres of 
groundwater a year, which was about three-times the rate that the aquifers 
were being replenished. 

Since then, the problem of non-replenishment has increased as massive 
buildings and concrete take over natural drainage sites, green areas and open 
spaces and human waste and rubbish clogs waterways. Freshwater floods now 
surge up from the ground during the rainy season and rainwater flows straight 
into the sea, making no contribution to groundwater. The increasing extraction 
levels also contribute to rising levels of groundwater salinisation caused by 
seawater intrusion, which damages the piped network through corrosion. 

Groundwater extraction is one of the main causes of land subsidence 
in Jakarta, which has now reached critical levels. As more luxury hotels, 
apartments and shopping malls are constructed, the city gets heavier, which 
combined with groundwater extraction and the creation of vacuums in the 
aquifer, pushes the city downwards. Many such constructions are reported to 
grossly exceed their building floor coefficients, meaning they are too big and 
therefore too heavy for the land space on which they are built. 

As Jakarta slowly sinks, flooding is becoming worse and more frequent. 
Perhaps even more catastrophic is the estimation that in less than 20 years’ 
time, the sea will permanently flood the first two to four kilometres of the 
coastal area of Jakarta, rendering almost one third of Jakarta uninhabitable 
and causing the displacement of millions of people. Due to these reasons, the 
government is now undertaking a relocation of the country’s capital to another 
site with World Bank support. 

(Colbran 2009)
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13.4.2 Socio-Territorial Inequality 

Clearly, while urban expansion and the changing dynamics of land-use and the urban 
economy increase hazard exposure, the subsequent accumulation of risk is not evenly 
distributed in social or territorial terms. Risk accumulation is normally a reflection of 
socio-territorial inequality at different scales, both between cities in different regions 
and within cities. 

In terms of socio-territorial inequality within urban areas, most cities in low- and 
middle-income countries have relied on informal settlement to house low-income 
social groups. Informal settlements are generally located in marginal land with low 
value. Numerous case studies over the last 40 years have highlighted how much of 
that land is in hazard-exposed areas within and around cities. These include low-lying 
areas prone to flooding and unstable slopes prone to landslides, just to mention two of 
the most frequent scenarios. Hazard exposure is then further aggravated by the lack 
of protective infrastructure. Much surface water flooding in informal settlements is 
associated with a lack of, or inadequate, drainage infrastructure. At the same time, 
housing may be poorly built and precarious, highly vulnerable to earthquake or wind. 
At the same time, the same settlements often lack access to emergency services or 
social infrastructure such as health facilities (see Box 2 on Lima). 

Consequently, risk accumulates in informal settlements, with a sequenced layering 
of quotidian, extensive and intensive risk. Quotidian risk underpins extensive risk to 
frequently occurring, low intensity hazards such as surface water flooding, landslides 
and storms that in turn further aggravate multi-dimensional poverty. As informal 
settlements grow and multiply, they gradually internalise and accumulate intensive 
risk to infrequent, major hazards such as powerful earthquakes or tropical cyclones. 
Intensive risk, in other words, may materialise decades of accumulated everyday and 
extensive risk. 

As informal settlements consolidate over time, building quality may increase 
and infrastructure will eventually be installed, including protective infrastructure 
to stabilise slopes or protect against flooding. In this way, extensive risk may be 
managed and reduced over time, while however, exposure to intensive risk continues 
to increase. 

Manifestations of socio-territorial inequality in cities, however, are not restricted 
to informal settlements. In many cities in low-and middle-income countries, the 
traditional inner-city areas where well-to-do families once lived have gone through 
dramatic processes of change over the last century. As wealthy families moved to 
new and modern suburbs, their original city houses were often subdivided and turned 
into tenements for multiple low-income households, often combining residence with 
informal economic activities. The resulting process which combines rapid deterio-
ration through over-use of the buildings structure with lack of maintenance due to 
low-rents and unclear legal responsibilities leads to an accumulation of structural 
vulnerability to earthquake, fire, wind and rain. In Lima and Callao, inner-city areas 
that were once structurally sound now concentrate earthquake risk (Maskrey and
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Romero 1986). Similar scenarios play out in Havana Centro, Cairo or Mumbai as 
vulnerability accumulates over time. 

Socio-territorial inequality also plays out between different income and regional 
geographies given that cities have widely different capacities to manage and reduce 
risks and to adapt to a hazard-exposed environment. In general terms, as cities enjoy 
economic success the standards or buildings and infrastructure improves over time, 
reducing vulnerability. 

In high-income countries, local and regional governments may be able to invest 
in major protective infrastructure to reduce exposure and vulnerability. For example, 
the Thames Barrier in London was a multi-billion-pound investment to reduce the 
exposure of the city to a potentially lethal combination of spring tides and high-
water levels on the Thames. Many Japanese cities have invested heavily in seawalls 
to protect themselves from tsunamis (though the 2011 East Japan earthquake and 
tsunami showed the limitation of that approach). 

Investments in protective infrastructure of this kind, however, is generally unthink-
able in low-income countries. Annual local government spending per inhabitant in 
high-income countries is often orders of magnitude greater than in low-income coun-
tries and reflects the capacity to invest in risk-reducing infrastructure, effective land-
use planning and building standards and emergency services. Economic capacity is 
normally reflected in differential institutional quality and the technical capacity to 
plan and manage urban growth in a way that reduces rather than increases risk. 

The differential capacity to invest in resilience, however, veils an ongoing process 
of risk transfer from high to low- and middle-income countries. Some cities in high-
income countries, may have been able to strengthen resilience through transfer-
ring their risks to cities in low- and middle-income countries, for example, through 
outsourcing production to cities with low-labour costs and unregulated industrial 
facilities. The growth of the ready-made garment industry in countries such as 
Bangladesh or Honduras drives an accumulation of risk in these cities, whereas 
the capital accumulated through these activities, may be invested in strengthening 
resilience elsewhere (see Box 4, Choloma). 

Another factor that contributes to socio-territorial inequality is ineffective or 
distorted systems for urban planning and building control. While most countries 
apparently have planning laws and norms in place to manage land use and develop-
ment, these systems often represent little more than a thin veneer on the operation of 
the market forces that really shape urban growth and condition urban morphology. 
While urban and regional planning, in theory should lead to improved risk manage-
ment and reduction and increasing urban sustainability and quality, changes in land-
use and territorial occupation in most countries reflect not planning but rather the 
logic of speculative development, leading as we have seen not only to the urbanisation 
of capital but also to the urbanisation of risk. 

Hazard levels are not adequately considered in speculative urban development, 
for commercial, industrial or residential purposes. Often the short-term profit that 
can be made through speculating with urban land values is so great that the risks 
associated with a 1-in-20-year flood event can be largely discounted. At the same 
time, there is little incentive for speculative developers, to consider hazard levels
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given that, once the development has been sold on, then so have the internalised risks 
(Johnson et al. 2012). 

Another issue is that the institutional frameworks for disaster risk management 
and reduction that now exist in most countries and cities as a specialised sector 
have had little or no influence on the process of speculative urban development 
(Lavell and Maskrey 2014). Conceptually, disaster risk reduction remains rooted in 
a concept of protecting development from disasters, in other words treating risk as an 
externality and exogenous to urban process. Consequently, on an instrumental and 
operational level, the disaster risk reduction sector concentrates on disaster prepared-
ness and emergency response, rather than on addressing risk generation processes. 
It has neither the political leverage nor technical capacities to intervene in the deci-
sions that shape cities, such as land-use changes and strategic infrastructure projects. 
Ultimately, if risk is endogenous to urban process, then its management must be in 
the sectors and institutions involved in planning and managing the city and not in an 
exotic disaster risk reduction or management sector. 

13.5 Urbanisation as a Driver of Systemic Risk 

Through unmanaged risk accumulation, cities like Jakarta effectively start to 
consume themselves, as the costs or risk start to outweigh the original locational 
benefits of the city. The decision of the Government of Indonesia to move the capital 
to a new location reflects its inability to address the underlying drivers of urban risk: 
a clear recognition of urbicide. While Jakarta may represent an extreme case, similar 
processes are underway in many cities in low- and middle-income countries. 

However, the urbanisation of risk has further ramifications: systemic causes and 
effects that now threaten the sustainability of the global urban society as a whole. 
The urbanisation of capital as described in the introduction to this chapter is fully 
internalised in the global economy. As such, the construction of urban space has 
become a principal circuit for capital accumulation at the global level. 

In 1970, Henri Lefebvre put forward the hypothesis of the total urbanisation of 
society, in which the urban–rural dichotomy would lose meaning. Fifty years later, 
a totally urbanised global society, in all its territorial, economic, social, cultural and 
political dimensions, now shapes and moulds global demand for land, water, food, 
energy and other resources. Contemporary lifestyles are now predominantly urban 
in all countries of the world. Global demand for concrete and steel for building 
and infrastructure, for energy for transport, heating and cooling and for the resources 
required to produce food, clothing and consumables can therefore only be understood 
as endogenous attributes of a totally urbanised global society, that even Lefebvre 
might have had difficulty imagining. 

Before the industrial revolution, cities were largely dependent on their hinterlands 
for natural resources, such as water, food and firewood (for energy). This placed limits 
not only on urban expansion but also on the global impact of urbanisation.
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In contrast, today’s totally urbanised global society depends on an over-
exploitation of natural resources on a global scale. From that perspective, problems 
such as global warming (from carbon intensive energy use) the over-exploitation 
and exhaustion of water and marine resources, deforestation, land degradation and 
biodiversity loss (to produce food, in particular animal protein) are not autonomous 
environmental problems or even less rural problems. They are endogenous attributes 
of the urbanisation of capital and hence are global drivers of the urbanisation of risk. 

As such, the challenge of adapting cities to climate change, cannot be reduced to 
that of strengthening the resilience of urban areas in coastal locations, exposed to sea 
level rise. It is rather that the contemporary urban process itself systemically generates 
risks that negatively feeds back into unsustainable cities. The logic of privatising 
benefits and socialising risk, that characterises the global economy finds one of its 
maximum expressions in the urban process. The degradation of marine resources 
through over-fishing and rising water temperatures, the exhaustion of groundwater 
reserves through over-exploitation or the deforestation of the Amazon basin for soya 
production, are therefore manifestations of systemic risk endogenous to and driven 
by a totally urbanised global society. 

These risks are increasingly concatenated, with systemic, non-linear and 
cascading impacts on urban areas. Cities sink due to uncontrolled groundwater extrac-
tion at the same time as they are threatened with rising sea levels and increased river 
flooding due to the degradation of catchments. Extreme temperatures in urban areas 
increase the demand for energy for cooling from already deficient infrastructure 
which in turn lead to increasing carbon emissions. 

This accumulation of systemic risk endogenous to a totally urbanised global 
society now affects the urban system, with non-linear and cascading ripple effects at 
different spatial and temporal scales that are difficult to model and predict (Maskrey 
et al. 2021). While many large metropolises today consider themselves to be victims 
of their original location in hazard-exposed areas and may have developed capac-
ities to manage most extensive and some intensive events, they now face rapidly 
accelerating, concatenated risks for which they are not prepared. 

At the same time, systemic risk has differential impacts on cities with different 
levels and capacities for resilience, in other words, there is a social and territorial 
transfer of risk to those cities and countries that are less able to invest in resilience. 
Increasing levels of biological hazards, together with consequences of climate change 
such as urban heating and sea level rise point to increasingly complex future risk 
scenarios, not only in major metropolitan areas but also in rapidly growing small and 
medium size urban centres. In the best of all possible worlds, these more recently 
growing cities should have the foresight to learn from history and to develop in a way 
that allows them to manage and reduces risk. Unfortunately, these cities are often 
those with the weakest capacities for urban planning and management and thus seem 
condemned to repeat the errors of history. 

If the urbanisation of risk is understood as an attribute of the urbanisation of 
capital, then addressing the existential nature of systemic risk, whether human-
induced climate change, soil degradation, loss of biodiversity and exhaustion of fresh 
water supplies, requires a radical rethink of our totally urbanised global society. If
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urbicide is understood as the endogenous generation and accumulation of risk in that 
society, then that risk now poses an existential threat to society itself. Before cities 
sleepwalk into their own future nightmares a radical transformation of urban society 
is required. 
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Chapter 14 
Urbicide or Suicide? Shaping 
Environmental Risk in an Urban Growth 
Context: The Example of Quito City 
(Ecuador) 

Jose M. Marrero, Hugo Yepes, Paco Salazar, and Sylvana Lara 

Abstract The present article uses the literal definition of urbicide, that is violence 
or destruction of a city to evaluate the dimension of trigger effects of natural hazards 
in the process. Some natural hazards are directly influenced by people and their 
interventions, above all in urban environments where the man-made changes appear 
to be broadly much more substantial and wider reaching on a local scale. In this 
regard, the city of Quito has been studied in detail here to attempt to comprehend 
the environmental risks faced by mega cities and taking advantage of the recently 
developed tool of the Multipurpose and Multihazard Exposure Model (MMEM-
DMQ). This tool allows us to quantify the degree of exposure and vulnerability of 
a city to floods, the natural hazard most commonly affected by human interventions 
on the environment. Our conclusions evidence that man-made interventions at all 
levels of human society have created extremely complex high-risk situations that are 
difficult to solve. In the case of Quito, the environmental risk is such that “urbicide” 
falls short as a description, with the authors preferring to call it a “kamikaze city” 
on account of the enormous risks that have been taken with no possible short-term 
expectation of solution. 
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14.1 Introduction. The Urbicide Concept from the Point 
of View of the Environmental Risk 

Do cities really die? If so, do they die outright or is the process slow and selec-
tive, sometimes imperceptible, taking one to two generations? Or is the annihilation 
violent and overnight? Or the result of changes in trends of what our understanding 
of a city is, and that are not accepted to? And who kills cities and how do they 
do it? These are some of the many questions that we can reflect upon here where 
we are invited collectively to reflect upon what we understand by “urbicide” from 
our different perspectives. And, although “urbicide” is open to many different inter-
pretations (Campbell et al. 2007), in this chapter, we are using it in its most literal 
sense of violence focussed on the destruction of a city, to specifically analyse how 
natural hazards cause deterioration or destruction and how human beings contribute 
towards shaping the premises for “urbicide”, as conspiring agents and victims of the 
destruction, at one and the same time. 

Environmental risk is usually conceived of as deriving from three factors, that is, 
natural hazards, vulnerability and exposure (or value) (Fournier d’Albe 1979). The 
first, that is natural hazards, is invariant when we refer to geological processes such 
as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and tsunamis. By invariant, we mean that these 
respond to their own cycles and origins that are not man made nor respond to or are 
influenced by the presence of human beings on the planet, rather converting them 
into passive elements that receive their impact (Hewitt 1983). However, when consid-
ering ocean-atmospheric phenomena, there is growing evidence of human activities 
influencing the same that would demand a broadening of the concept environmental 
risk (Rebotier 2012). But, in any case, when a natural hazard of great magnitude 
takes place, our capacity to contain it or manage it is nil. This leads us to understand 
that the other two factors, vulnerability and exposure, are what are going to help us 
to answer our questions. 

Large natural hazards that have their origin in the core of the Earth cause whole 
cities to be wiped out. This can be defined as a “long-term suicide” rather than an 
urbicide. Nobody perpetrates the murder of the city. Its destruction can rather be 
considered to be the result of voluntary exposure, conscious or not, to the possible 
lethal and catastrophic effect of a large natural hazard event. The suicide begins 
from the moment the site is chosen for a human settlement and continues through 
its process of development towards consolidation. In the process, the population 
may lose sight of the natural hazard or not fully understand it, or perhaps, they may 
simply ignore the natural hazard until they are affected by its impact. The maximum 
exposure resulting and the enormous energy concentrated in events such as these will 
make the city highly vulnerable and fragile, with the clear probability that it may not 
be able to withstand the impact and die. 

We have only to look at Pompeii to find a prime example of this situation. Pompeii 
was seriously affected by an earthquake (Cubellis et al. 2007) before being totally 
destroyed by the paroxysmal eruption of Vesuvius in 79 AD (Scandone et al. 2019). 
Its total destruction was the result of its high exposure. The final destruction was
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violent and almost instantaneous as the result of intensely hot pyroclastic flows that 
covered the 10 km between the city and the crater in scarcely a few minutes. It was, 
as we know, so violent and instantaneous indeed that the expressions of horror on 
the locals’ faces were forever cast in the pyroclastic materials for all eternities to see. 
Two thousand years later, Vesuvius is still a highly active and dangerous volcano. 
There were significant eruptions again in 472 and 1631 AD (Guidoboni 2008) and in 
1906 (Chester et al. 2015). But even in the face of all that evidence, the present towns 
of Pompei and Herculano are still within the 10 km radius of the volcano and not 
only them but also part of the present-day Naples (Pesaresi et al. 2008). The high-risk 
area (vulnerability to pyroclastic flows) is now populated by 550,000 people (Rolandi 
2010) and could be defined as a “kamikaze” urban development since the towns have 
moved rapidly (in volcanic terms) in the direction of the threat, instead of fleeing in 
the opposite direction, thereby exposing themselves, on Vesuvius’ slopes and in its 
ravines, to the next large to major eruption (Zuccaro and De Gregroio 2013). 

Another example of a city affected by urbicide due to volcanic hazard is St. Pierre 
on the island of Martinique that was totally destroyed by pyroclastic flows from the 
Mount Pelée volcano in 1902, an event that caused the death of some 28,000 residents 
(Chrètien and Brousse 1989). Yet another is Armero in Colombia, where massive 
lahars triggered by the eruption of the Nevado de Ruiz volcano killed over 23,000 
people in 1985 (Voight 1990). Armero is now nothing more than a cemetery, and in 
St. Pierre, known in the twentieth century as the “Paris in the Caribbean”, there are 
at present 4000 inhabitants. 

There have been cities that have died as a result of earthquakes too. Dotted around 
the world’s seismic belts (Sherman and Zlogodukhova 2011), it is common to find 
toponyms that make reference to cities that were abandoned and re-established in 
other places after massive earthquakes. This is the case, for example, of Santiago de 
los Caballeros de Guatemala, the first capital of the General Captaincy of Guatemala 
through to 1776; only three years after, it was obliterated by an earthquake and aban-
doned for the new settlement of Nueva Guatemala de la Asunción, now the capital 
(Peraldo Huertas and Montero Pohly 1996). It is also the case of Riobamba Antigua 
in Ecuador, thus named to differentiate it from the present city of Riobamba that was 
moved 14 km eastward after the earthquake in 1797 or of Pelileo Nuevo, the city that 
replaced Pelileo Viejo after the earthquake of 1949, both in the Interandean Valley 
of Ecuador (Beauval et al. 2010). The locations of these sites, in close proximity to 
active geological faults or on soils with high ground motion amplification capacity, 
again indicate that exposure to hazard was what led to their destruction. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum of destruction, we have the small, frequently 
repeating climatic events that do not destroy the city as such, but that gradually 
deteriorate the settlements that are close to the riverbeds, river slopes or ravines. 
In these cases, it is human intervention that participates in the destruction process 
breaking the environmental equilibrium. This chapter concentrates on this type of 
hazard in the city of Quito to show how repeated processes caused by incorrect 
human intervention may produce progressive urbicide or a long-term suicide. To 
this end, we have used the recent developed tool known as the Multipurpose and 
Multihazard Exposure Model of the Metropolitan District of Quito (MMEM-DMQ)
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described hereinafter (Yepes and Marrero 2021). The tool was used to produce a flood 
and debris flow risk assessment of Quito, given that both these hazards are strongly 
influenced by the significant modifications to the hydrographic network that were 
carried out in order to further develop the city, with drastic alterations of land use. 
These two factors have affected the dynamics of natural processes such as patterns of 
rainfall, the absorption of the water by the soil and the runoff into the hydrographic 
network altered as a result of the drain system built. The data collected as a result 
show that all the different levels of society have played a part in the environmental 
risk that has been shaped and that this is not a result, as is often proposed, of poorer 
and illegal settlements of marginal segments of the population. 

14.2 Quito City 

The city of Quito in the Metropolitan District of Quito (DMQ in Spanish) represents 
the most important urban continuum area. The city is, at present, home to a population 
of around 2 million inhabitants in a densely built-up area of 197.33 km2 (Fig. 14.1). 
It is surrounded by other important centres in a discontinuous urban system that, 
nevertheless, are linked socio-economically with incoming and outgoing flows of 
people and merchandise on a daily basis, even beyond the administrative boundaries 
of the DMQ (Salazar et al. 2021).

The city extends some 50 km further SSW-NNE along the Interandean Valley. 
It was built on an active tectonic thrust fault with a deformation rate of between 1 
and 4.5 mm/year (Beauval et al. 2018). The accumulated tectonic deformation along 
the fault for the late Quaternary Period (a geological period that covers hundreds 
of thousands of years) produced a 500 m elevation of the plateau of Quito over the 
trough of the Interandean Valley, producing what is known as a piggy-back basin 
(Yepes et al. 2016). Besides the evident activity and thus danger of the geological 
fault, this topographic elevation increases the possibilities of avalanches and erosion 
at the base of ravines and slopes. 

The city is bordered to the West by the active volcanoes of Atacazo, Pichincha and 
Pululahua, together with the extinct Casitahua, whereas to the East, it is limited by 
non-volcanic hills that are the morphological evidence of the Quito Fault. There may 
be as much as 1200 m (shortest horizontal distance) between the lowest point of the 
Quito piggy-back basin and the heads of the micro-basins on the highest reaches of 
the western volcanic massifs (Fig. 14.1). This means that the potential for generation 
of debris flows is greater on the western edge of the city. Moreover, the materials 
emitted by the explosive activity of Pululahua and, in the past, Casitahua have filled, 
with extremely young pyroclastic deposits, the former beds of the ravines and rivers 
in the extreme North of the city being actually highly susceptible to erosion and 
deepening due to the effect of runoff rainwater.
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Fig. 14.1 City of Quito is within the Metropolitan District of Quito, in the province of Pichincha, 
Ecuador. Source Own elaboration
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14.2.1 Growth of the City of Quito 

The area that is the site of the present city of Quito was an important hub of paths 
between the Amazon, the Andes and the Coastline. The first settlements date back to 
the Formative Period in the region of Ecuador (6000–2500 BP) as has been evidenced 
from the archaeological discoveries at Alangasi, Cotocollao and Chillogallo, among 
others. These remains not only indicate the first movements to build socio-political 
entities in the valley of Quito and its surroundings (Lozano Castro 1991, 25), but 
also a period of deepening of knowledge of environmental control with an agriculture 
system adapted to specific ecological floors. Moreover, the first relevant changes in 
the environment took place in the Formative Period, but they ended abruptly due 
to the Pululahua eruption (Torres 2017). It was in the Integration Period (500–1532 
BP) when settlement in the area was recovered. Then, in the sixteenth century, the 
area was occupied by the Spaniards who were interested here, as in other cities in 
Latin America, in strategically exerting control over the conquered territory (Portes 
and Walton 1976). 

In more recent times, Quito has undergone a few key moments that have shaped the 
present city. The first of these (1895–1910) was marked by profound social changes 
in the structure of agriculture and the urban reality as a result of the introduction 
of Capitalism and the growth of a more bourgeois society in the country (Carrión 
and Erazo Espinosa 2012). This did not produce an expansion of the urban area of 
Quito but rather an intensification of the city’s problems, such as the overcrowding 
and social segregation existent in the polygon of the old colonial area that was still 
surrounded by estates and agricultural land. The first processes of urban expansion1 

occurred in later years, with the longitudinal growth as a result of regional integration, 
domestic industry and real estate processes, typical of capitalism. In 1942, the city 
was to formalise its expansion with its first modern regulatory plan (Odriozola 1945). 
This plan was to define the growth in the North and South through specific uses and 
originally obeying preliminary respect to the ravines and slopes where some parks and 
public areas were established, although later phases were shown a certain disrespect 
for these norms (Molina et al. 2017). The second important phase (1960–80) of 
capitalist modernisation, however, was a much more profound transformation of the 
North and South that gave rise to the present city and, by extension, to the DMQ 
(Salazar et al. 2021). This process also involved the inclusion of budding rural areas 
on the outskirts via the consolidation of a longitudinal transport network that allows 
mobility, economic integration and use of urban services. 

It is important to highlight that in Quito, as in many other Latin American cities, 
people outside the formal labour market set up residence on the outskirts (Portes and 
Roberts 2008). Thus, a significant part of the “popular” neighbourhoods of Quito 
corresponds to this type of land use, where the owners paid for the land ownership, but 
never received the corresponding deeds. These processes intensified over the 2000s 
and through to the present, accounting for over half of the plots in Quito since the 60’s

1 The process was fostered and moved by the Cabildo itself, the municipal body, to solve the problem 
of overcrowding. 
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(Moscoso Rosero 2013). Due to informal processes occur outside the land planning 
policies, the territorial occupation was non-selective and, in some cases, made use of 
land in ravines or agricultural plots and even areas of environmental protection. The 
urban plan and processes of regularisation of property deeds are to partially resolved 
the formal problem of property ownership but did little to tackle the environmental 
risks run by these settlements (Larco Moscoso 2018). This allowed for occupation 
of areas potentially affected by primary lahars (Mothes 1992) or by flooding and 
secondary lahars on the slopes of the Pichincha (Barberi et al. 1992). This latter case 
is significant in that it affects an area where variety of the most important hospitals 
in the city are to be found and that had formal plans from the very beginning of its 
development. 

The expansion of the city towards the Eastern Valleys began in the 80’s and 
followed a real estate vision focussed on importing urban planning regulations. The 
process intensified in the 90’s, as a result of the scarcity of available urban land. 
This process coincided with the expansion of the motorways crossing the city and 
the formalisation of the transfer of the airport to the eastern edge of the Interandean 
Valley from the Quito Plateau and private real estate developments that boomed 
with the change of currency to the dollar, motivating thus tremendous speculation 
on the land market (Salazar 2013; Carrión 2016; Durán et al. 2016). The process of 
development in the valleys produced a disperse city with low densities, built on the 
margins of the new access routes and the old rural paths. The result was settlements 
on slopes, developments on the edges of ravines and intense waterproofing of the 
soil. 

14.2.2 The Multipurpose and Multihazard Exposure Model 
of the MDQ 

As of 2019, efforts have centred on developing the MultiPurpose and Multihazard 
Exposure Model of the Metropolitan District of Quito (MMEM-DMQ) at a plot and 
building scale (Yepes and Marrero 2021) in order to tackle different types of prob-
lems by offering support for informed decision-making. The methodology involved 
includes various different processes of data cleaning, constructing a geographic layer 
that represents the buildings in as updated a version as possible, where both the 
formal city tissue and informal are represented and specific algorithms allow the 
alphanumeric data to be transferred to the spatial elements. This process is contin-
uous in design so is constantly open and moreover allows for permanent revision and 
incorporation of indicators. 

From the technical perspective, the basic idea of the MMEM-DMQ consists in 
two files holding multiple indicators that allow for a full description of the various 
aspects of the two elements of interest (plots and buildings). The first file relating to 
the plot (land property) is made up of 58 indicators and the second associated to the 
building itself has 142. The information, when structured in this way, makes it easier
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to work and allows for efforts to focus on the design of specific queries (like filters 
of data selection) moulded to the operator or decision maker’s needs. 

The multipurpose nature of the MMEM-DMQ is the direct result of the need 
to implement more realistic and sustainable strategies of handling information in 
disaster risk reduction (UNDRR 2021). Data, we believe, not only should help in 
understanding the risk of disaster but should also incorporate other social aspects. The 
more people who use the MMEM-DMQ to different ends on a daily basis, the better 
the guarantees that the data contributed to the MMEM-DMQ are constantly updated 
over time. However, this use of the tool in no way detracts from its basic significance 
in disaster risk assessment and planning of mitigation strategies. The data sources 
used to build the most relevant indicators that are taken into consideration here are 
the following: 

• The Property Register Data are exported (not available to the general public) 
(Dirección Metropolitana de Catastro 2020c). These data allow for population 
to be assessed from the number of houses and special services required such as 
electricity and water. Another value obtained is the reposition cost of the building 
in US dollars.2 The description of the building is also used as a socio-economic 
indicator as it allows us to discriminate between low-, medium- and high-income 
households (DMQ 2019). 

• The Geographic Building Layer is generated from five different sources in order 
to represent the entirety of buildings in the city and not only the city according to 
the property register: 

– The layer of blocks of buildings (Dirección Metropolitana de Catastro 2020a). 
– The layer of building units (Dirección Metropolitana de Catastro 2020b). 
– The layer of buildings from the Instituto Geográfico Militar (2012). 
– The layer of buildings from the Open Street Map (2019). 
– The layer of buildings/properties from the National Institute of Statistics and 

Census (INEC 2010b). 

• Various different Digital Terrain Models (DTMs) or Digital Surface Models are 
giving priority to the ones available with greatest precision. From them, we obtain 
values such as height and slope of terrain of the exposed element. 

– A partial 1 m DTM of DMQ recalculated to 2 m, available for internal 
consultation (Dirección Metropolitana de Catastro 2020d). 

– A total 3 m DTM and a partial 10 m DTM of MDQ (Sigtierras 2010). 
– A total 30 m DTM of DMQ (NASA-JPL 2021). 
– A total 30 m DSM of DMQ (European Space Agency, Sinergise 2021). 

• Database of geographic accidents/landforms (Dirección Metropolitana de 
Catastro 2021) to identify open and filled ravines.

2 The reposition cost should not be confused with the building value. The reposition cost remains 
fixed over time and is calculated according to the characteristics of the building, whereas the latter 
decreases over time as a result of ageing processes and other related regulatory factors. 
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• The hydrographic network from the blending of the geographic layers from the 
Military Geographic Institute (IGM) and the DMQ (Secretarı́a de Territorio del 
DMQ 2018). 

14.3 Shaping Environmental Risk in the City of Quito 

Here, we have selected flood and debris flow risk assessment to attempt to illustrate 
how human activity shapes environmental risk in the city of Quito. Flood and debris 
flow hazards are usually geographically limited events with an annual or multi-
annual frequency. The extreme climate events they are associated with, however, 
produce intense, high-severity risk and constitute medium–low frequency disas-
ters (UNISDR 2015). In reality nevertheless, extreme climate events account for 
a substantial accumulative number of victims and destruction of property (Cáceres 
and Nuñez 2011). 

14.3.1 Modification of the Hydrographic Network 

Previous to the charted development of Quito, the hydrographic network was formed 
as the result of the tectonic compression that created the piggy-back basin (Hibsch 
et al. 1997; Beauval et al. 2014). The progressive upward growth of the East border of 
the Quito plateau as the result of a compressional reverse fault (at present, presenting 
as a 400–600 m scarp) progressively modified the slope of the terrain and filled 
the piggy-back basin with eruptive material and subsequent erosive processes of the 
western volcanic massifs dating from the Pleistocene through to the present. This 
constant elevation of the Quito plateau due to the fault activity obstructed the drainage 
to the East, thus favouring the formation of lagoons and swamps at the bottom of the 
basin. 

In recent times, the hydrographic network has suffered further alteration as the 
result of human intervention as the city of Quito grew, a process that is still ongoing. 
In Fig. 14.2, the hydrographic network can be compared in extension with the present 
layout of the city of Quito. Thanks to important work Secretarı́a de Territorio,Hábitat 
y Vivienda del DMQ (2018), an approximation of the old hydrographic network was 
re-constructed at digital level, following the lines of the former ravines and areas 
covered by lagoons and swamps. The hydrographic network was altered as a result 
of three processes:

• The lagoons and swampy areas were dried. This required a constant process 
of water extraction to keep a balance between the depleted watershed (due to 
absence of surface water) and the compacting of the soil that has been left at 
present (Peñafiel 2009).
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Fig. 14.2 Geographic distribution of the city of Quito and the former hydrographic network and 
possible discharge points of sanitation network. Source Own elaboration
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• The beds of many ravines were filled either by engineering compacting of soil, 
certified with public permits, or via informal and uncontrolled processes (Guéguen 
1997). 

• Channelling of riverbeds together with greywater pipes (mixture of rainwater and 
wastewater) via underwater tanks. However, these were deficient to the needs 
and overflowed due to excess population (Pourrut and Leiva 1989). To solve the 
problem, various systems of galleries were built as of 2004 to allow for deep 
drainage and to relieve the former tanks that had been built in the beds of the 
former ravines, but they are still not optimal solutions (Paredes Méndez 2017). 

Another significant modification of the territory that affects the dynamics of the 
flood and debris flow hazard is due to the soil waterproofing. About 49.2% of the 
197.33 km2 of land available in Quito is totally waterproofed as the result of building 
roads, households, facilities and areas of artificial coverage such as synthetic tennis 
courts, among others. This limits the soil filtration capacity or even to reduce the speed 
of water runoff. Moreover, if we consider the degree of waterproofing indicated, the 
runoff coefficient in almost half the city is close to 1, meaning that the present 
amount of rainfall in the city gets to the ravines and rivers in at least double the 
amount it did before and with greater force in less time. This implies that the impact 
of rainwater before was much less intense, both in its capacity to flood as to cause 
erosion downstream. 

This effect is directly related to the design of the sanitation network (EPMAPS 
2012) that dumps grey water directly into the ravines and rivers. Figure 14.2 shows 
the estimated 435 possible discharge points (white/black circles) detected in the city 
of Quito from a spatial analysis of the polyline vectors that represent the pipelines. 
The analysis focussed on finding the ends of the pipelines in rivers and ravines. The 
water in these open-air discharge points is then collected by deep sewers that take 
the water to the rivers Machangara (South) and Monjas (North). 

Quito is one of the few capitals in Latin America where the sanitation network does 
not separate rainwater from wastewater. As a result, three aspects have to be taken 
into account (Campaña et al. 2017): (1) an increase in the daily flow of watercourses 
where before the flow was sporadic; (2) as previously noted, that the waterproofing 
of the city has led to a vast increase in the flow received by the sanitation network 
and dumped in the rivers and ravines; and (3) the elevated water pollution levels. 

Thus, the beds of the rivers and ravines are subjected to constant cross and longi-
tudinal erosion which is favoured by weak basin-fill volcanic material, above all in 
rural parishes in the North. This process has increased the exposure of those buildings 
located close to the banks of water channels. The end result is a space that has been 
altered by human intervention that has almost destroyed the hydrographic network 
and has artificially carpeted the surface, thereby resulting in serious problems when 
attempting to control surface water.
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14.3.2 Heavy Rains Near the City of Quito 

The main trigger of flood and debris flow hazards in the area is the heavy rain that 
takes place in the rainy season near Quito, highly located in time and space (Peltre 
1989a). This phenomenon is also combined with periods of intense drought and has 
been documented as far back as the XVII century (Domı́nguez-Castro et al. 2018). 

The rain tends to be intense and short-lived, generating huge volumes of water 
and eventually mud and rocks that are channelled down the slopes, above all on the 
sides of the Pichincha volcano (Perrin et al. 2001). This environmental process has 
undergone changes due to climate change, with the rainy season now occurring later 
(Villacis Rivadeneira and Marrero de León 2017) and increased intensity of events 
of heavy rain (Serrano Vincenti et al. 2016) producing expected higher impact of the 
hazards in the coming years. 

The database of the Municipal Emergency Operational Committee describing the 
emergency calls in 2011–2019 period was taken to pinpoint the areas most affected 
by high impact hydrometeorological events. A spatial intensity index was calculated 
with a 500 m bandwidth factor and a 0.006 transparency filter on a 30 m grid (Jaquet 
et al. 2008). The coordinates assigned to each event usually correspond to the cross-
roads of streets closest to where an emergency call for help was made (for damage to 
housing or facilities or flooding in the streets, for example), as a result not necessarily 
close to a ravine or river. In Fig. 14.3, it can be observed how most events are located 
on both sides of the central axes of the city, the areas where the hydrographic network 
was most seriously altered, above all in the central historic area of Quito where the 
ravines leading off the Pichincha volcano influence most. An example of how these 
processes play out in reality was offered on the 31 January 2022 in the El Tejado 
ravine (Fig. 14.3), an event that seriously damaged the neighbourhoods of La Comuna 
and La Gasca and that caused 28 deaths, 48 wounded and 12 missing persons (El 
Universo 2022; BBC News 2022).

14.3.3 Flood and Debris Flow Risk Assessment Based 
on MEMM-DMQ 

The arbitrary spatial-physical vulnerability index (ASPVI) was created to carry out 
flood and debris flow risk assessment using a building base MMEM-DMQ query 
(see Appendix for further details). The ASPVI took three factors into account: (1) 
the spatial vulnerability factor, the distance (D) between the centroid3 of the building 
and the nearest point located in the centre of the water course of the river or ravine; (2) 
the spatial vulnerability factor of the terrain slope (TS) where the building stands; and 
(3) the physical vulnerability factor, that is, the type of house frame (HF) conditioned 
by the house status (HS).

3 The centroid is the geometric centre of a plane or the arithmetic mean position of all the points in 
the figure. 
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Fig. 14.3 Distribution of hydrometeorological impact emergency events and their spatial intensity 
index plotted over the current and former hydrographic network. Source Own elaboration
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Fig. 14.4 Indicators and arbitrary values used to build the ASPVI. The final values are expressed 
in arbitrary units from 0 to 30. Source Own elaboration 

Figure 14.4 shows the categories and the arbitrary value assigned to each vulner-
ability factor to obtain the final ASPVI expressed as the sum of all these factors. The 
value of the physical vulnerability factor is established from the HF which may be 
increased if the house status (HS) is bad or moderate. The ASPVI gives values from 0 
to 30 with the highest values attached to the greater conditions of vulnerability, with 
the worst risks assigned to buildings closest to the centre of the water course, with 
higher angled slopes and greater physical vulnerability. Besides, only the buildings 
whose centroid is less than 25 m from the centre of the water course of the ravines 
or 50 m from the centre of the rivers are included. All the rest are excluded. 

The final result is shown in Fig. 14.5 where buildings on filled or open ravines 
are marked with black dashed lines along the edges. The ASPVI shows the highest 
values in the sloped areas on both sides of the Interandean Valley, especially where 
the terrain slope is most pronounced. There are also high values in some central areas 
in the extreme North.

If we analyse the distribution of values for each factor (Fig. 14.6), we can observe 
how there are low arbitrary values for the house frame (HF) due to the fact that most 
of the city is built with reinforced concrete (top-left). Besides, the influence of the HS 
is limited with greater repercussion in low-quality constructions (22.6%), whereas in 
medium- and high-quality buildings, its influence is negligible at respective values 
of 1.9 and 0.7%. If we attend the distribution of the quality of the constructions 
(top-right), we can see that the high values are predominant above all in the northern 
ravines, whereas the low-quality value constructions are concentrated in the South, 
on slopes and lower reaches. With respect to the distribution of the terrain slope 
(bottom-left), high and medium values predominate in line with the morphology 
of the Interandean Valley where the central axis offers more moderate slopes. Last
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Fig. 14.5 Results of the flood and debris flow risk assessment expressed as ASPVI values. Source 
Own elaboration
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Fig. 14.6 Spatial distribution of the factors that condition the ASPVI and the quality of the building 
as socio-economic indicators for the city of Quito. Source Own elaboration
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but not least, the former hydrographic network of the city of Quito appears highly 
populated close to the centre of the watercourse or thereabouts (bottom right). There 
are only a few stretches of ravines or rivers where said proximity is not given. 

Overall, in spatial terms, the scenario is highly complex as reflected in Table 14.1. 
We can see how 9% of the population and buildings reveal greater or lesser exposure to 
this hazard, in other words, the equivalent of some 200,000 people and over 4 billion 
dollars in reposition costs. The relative weighting of high-quality buildings (10%) 
is greater than the low- and medium-quality constructions (8–9%), thus indicating 
clearly that the problem is not restricted exclusively to low-income groups. Besides, 
the spatial concentration of the most significant socio-economic classes is focussed 
on the northern part of the city that makes the real impact also relevant, despite 
their being overall lesser in number. In general, the level of exposure is extremely 
high although the vulnerability values obtained via the ASPVI oscillate, with most 
buildings with low arbitrary values (10–15) or medium (15–20) and the highest 
group (20–25) third in importance. The most important relevant factor is how there 
is a predominance of buildings in filled ravines, where the ravine no longer exists 
visibly in the urban layout but not the danger deriving from the debris flows that 
continue upstream.

In a second interpretation of the data (Table 14.2), it is clear that the majority of 
building are closer to ravines than to rivers, since in the study area, there are only the 
River Machangara in the South and Monjas in the North. In any case, the number of 
buildings in very close proximity to the centre of the watercourse is extremely high. 
The data also show the predominant low arbitrary values for HF which, as previously 
stated, are due to the use of reinforced concrete and the consideration of good or very 
good HS given to most buildings, especially those of medium and high quality. With 
respect to the TS, the highest values are significant for all the levels of quality of 
buildings, since the problem is related to both the East and West slopes of the Quito 
basin where a large part of the city of Quito is built.

14.4 Discussion 

The arbitrary spatial-physical vulnerability index (ASPVI) is simply calculated 
thanks to the characteristics of the MMEM-DMQ that affords a quick analysis 
using simple or complex criteria to assess exposure features. The ASPVI is useful to 
conduct a flood and debris flow risk analysis in high populated cities as Quito and 
to offer support for decision-making processes. It also permits a global risk assess-
ment of the entire analysis area using more accurate social data, as opposite to those 
approaches based in remote sensing (Velez et al. 2022). 

However, there are certain weaknesses, some of which are related to the deep-
reaching modifications in the hydrographic network. In our approach, the spatial 
vulnerability factor D is related to the centre of the water course of ravines and rivers, 
but gravitational flows do not necessarily follow these courses when they enter urban 
areas. Obstacles encountered along the way may produce serious modifications in
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Fig. 14.7 Main direction of the flow (yellow-dash line) was shifted at some point, affecting the 
street of La Gasca, further South. Source Own elaboration 

the direction of gravitational flows, as happened in the case of the debris flow event 
on the 31st of January 2022 in the El Tejado ravine (El Universo 2022; BBC 2022). In 
Fig. 14.7, the alternative direction taken by the debris flow is detailed in the yellow-
dash line (Calles José Berrutieta and La Gasca, in the South) as opposed to the course 
it would have followed if it had met no obstacles (N-24C La Comuna, to the North). 
This modification produced as the result of human occupation of the territory, meant 
that the buildings in La Gasca street did not figure in our analysis. So, in order to fully 
cover Flood and Debris Flow risk assessment, previous events must be studied or 
simulations should be carried out to see what possible flow courses can be expected 
in the modified urban environment. 

An evaluation of the Flood and Debris Flow Hazard has been carried out in the 
city of Quito. However, there are important differences in the ravines located around 
the sides of the Pichincha (with higher transport capacity) than in the lower areas 
where the flows have lost their velocity (deposition area) or where the dynamics 
of the gravitational flow may be different, more characteristic of the overflowing of 
rivers. Using the MMEM-DMQ on the slopes of the Pichincha, we found that 13,889 
buildings are exposed to risk, corresponding to an approximate population of 83,113 
and with a reposition cost of 2,049,140,000 $US. 

The effect of the HS on the HF factor may be greater than was calculated from 
the registry data used in the MMEM-DMQ. When the percentage of the buildings 
in poor/bad or moderate state on a block according to the registry is compared with 
the data given by the National Institute of Statistics (INEC 2010a), we can see 
that although use similar semantics, the institute registers a higher level of overall 
deterioration (Fig. 14.8). The reason for this difference could be due to two main 
factors, among others, that is (1) the Registry’s tax implications, not shared by the
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Fig. 14.8 Differences between the percentages of building in bad or moderate state according to 
the property register (right) and the INEC (left) at street block level. Source Own elaboration 

INEC and (2) in the case of the Register, the data are collected by a civil servant, 
whereas in the INEC it is the owner or the resident who gives their impression with 
respect to the state of the building. So, this overwhelming difference leads us to 
suspect that the importance of the HS may be greater when defining the final value 
of the physical vulnerability factor HF, although this has not been taken into account 
in the present analysis. 

Other types of natural hazards take place in the city of Quito, such as landslides 
(Puente-Sotomayor et al. 2021), subsidence (Jaramillo Castelo et al. 2018), volcanic 
eruptions (Aguilera et al. 2004), earthquakes (Beauval et al. 2014) and wildfires 
(Estacio and Narváez 2012). In general, the city presents a high environmental risk 
level overall given the extreme vulnerability and exposure of many of the existing 
buildings. Besides, if we use a multihazard perspective, we can see that the high slope 
areas are more sensitive to landslides when there is heavy rain as many of these areas 
are precisely on the banks of rivers and edges of ravines where floods and debris 
flow hazards also occur (Peltre 1989b). 

In this context, it is highly complex at the level of territorial planning to forbid 
any type of development. Moreover, little space would be left available if all the 
natural hazards that could affect the city of Quito be factored in, apart from the fact 
that these areas are already highly built-up. In reality, the only option available is to 
quantify the environmental risk and assume it, looking for ways to gradually reduce 
it and/or shifting it during re-construction processes. Territorial planning has various 
possible options open, of which we would like to highlight two:
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• One is the present situation where the risk is almost unknown (potential impact 
in people and infrastructure) and where scarce preventive strategies exist or are 
effectively applied, thereby increasing physical and social vulnerability. This is 
due to the lack of fulfilment or respect for many of the control policies, most of 
which are associated with prohibition or excessive urban development limitation 
in a city such as this where there is an enormous demand for housing at all levels 
of society. In fact, if we consider the levels of exposure obtained here for only 
flood and debris flow hazards, re-location processes are not feasible on account of 
the high costs involved and because alternative places are not exempt from their 
own risks of suffering other types of natural hazard impacts. 

• The other infinitely more desirable option would be to work on plans of risk 
management that go beyond response to emergency situations. What is needed 
are plans that allow for the territory to be managed in real time in order to generate 
early warning, supported by tools towards to mitigate and reduce physical and 
social vulnerability. This, although it would not totally rule out economic losses, 
would, however, reduce the number of casualties besides making people more 
aware of the place they live in. 

14.5 Conclusion 

The development of the city of Quito from the mid-twentieth century onwards obeyed 
a great many factors but was carried out with total disrespect for the environment. 
Although it is true that formal and informal land occupation development is related 
to socio-economic status, in terms of risk areas, different levels of society generally 
live side by side and the transformation they have exerted on the territory is similar 
from the perspective of environmental risks: that is, filling legally or illegally ravines, 
artificially covering surfaces or by simply channelling the riverbeds in other directions 
inside the city. So, it is a process of joint construction not exclusively related to 
low-income groups as is traditionally affirmed. A similar circumstance was already 
observed in Portoviejo after the earthquake on 16 April 2016 (Ye et al. 2016). In that 
case, the more complex and, in many cases, legalised buildings (≥ 3 stories) suffered 
greater damage in relative terms (Marrero et al. 2019). 

If all natural hazards are factored into the picture, it must be said that all the 
citizens of Quito assume a high level of environmental risk, apart from the normal 
social hazards of a large city (violence, lack of safety, among others). Despite all 
legislation and urban planning, the city continues to grow, mostly outside the margins 
of the norms and occupying areas unaware of the natural hazards. At the same time, 
the area already built up presents serious problems that are not easy to manage using 
a multi-risk perspective. 

To date, the city has proved unable to adopt a risk management plan based on 
real-time analysis of the environment nor to consider plans that go beyond emergency 
response. This lack of vision is most manifest in processes of reconstruction after a
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natural hazard impact where few lessons are learnt, and the emphasis is on wiping 
out the traces of the tragedies that occurred. This type of behaviour does not help to 
disaster risk reduction, so it breaks the historical memory and leaves the populations 
open to be affected by the same events, above all in the case of floods. 

The city of Quito, therefore, in its evolution and growth is not so much typical 
of a process of urbicide as it is of a kamikaze city that has turned its back on the 
environment and now finds itself highly limited in its options to reduce the risks. 
The multihazard analysis shows just how complex the challenge is for a city that was 
basically built with all the premises of a long-term suicide. 

Appendix: Query Description to Calculate ASPVI 

The data columns used to construct the ASPVI index are described here (see 
Fig. 14.4): 

• Original column header names in MMEM-DMQ: 

– HIDISQU: Distance (D) from the building’s centroid to the nearest centre of 
the ravine water course. 

– HIDISRI: Distance (D) from the building’s centroid to the nearest centre of 
the river water course. 

– TSLOPG: Terrain slope (TS) grouped in intervals’ values from 0 to 6. 
– ARMA: House frame (HF) in numerical values, from 0 to 9. 
– ESTA: House status (HS) in numerical values from 0 to 5. 

• New column header names added to MMEM-DMQ: 

– DIVAL: Arbitrary value of D factor. 
– TSVAL: Arbitrary value of TS factor. 
– HFVAL: Arbitrary value of HF factor. 
– ASPVI: Arbitrary spatial-physical vulnerability index value. 

When a new assessment is made, the MMEM-DMQ can be easily modified by 
adding new data columns. 

The numerical categories present in TSLOP, ARMA and ESTA data columns are 
showed in Tables 14.3, 14.4 and 14.5.

The following query was designed using the Panda library (The pandas develop-
ment team 2020) in Python programming language (van Rossum 2022). The query 
follows these steps: 

(1) Select only those buildings located close to a river or ravine that meet the 
following distances (in metres): 

• HIDISQU $>$ 0 and HIDISQU $≤$ 50 or HIDISRI $>$ 0 and HIDISRI 
$≤$ 50.
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Table 14.3 Terrain slope 
classified by groups 

Angle Group Description 

< 2° 1 Very slightly leaned/sloped 

≥ 2° TS < 5° 2 Slightly leaned/sloped 

≥ 5° TS < 10° 3 Leaned/sloped 

≥ 10° TS < 15° 4 Heavily leaned/sloped 

≥ 15° TS < 30° 5 Moderately steep 

≥ 30° TS < 60° 6 Steep 

≥ 60° 7 Very steep 

Table 14.4 House frame 
(HF) classified by groups 

Group Description 

0 Unknown 

1 Reinforce concrete 

2 No house frame 

3 Brick block 

4 Adobe 

5 Steel 

6 Wood 

7 Porticoed truss 

8 Stone 

9 Guadua cane 

Table 14.5 House status 
(HS) classified by groups 

Group Description 

0 Unknown 

1 Good 

2 Very good 

3 No HS 

4 Moderate 

5 Bad

(2) Add arbitrary value in D factor: 

• if HIDISQU $≥$ 0 and HIDISQU $≤$ 15, then DIVAL = 10.0. 
• if HIDISQU $>$ 15 and HIDISQU $≤$ 30, then DIVAL = 7.5. 
• if HIDISRI $ ≥ $ 0 and HIDISRI $ ≤$ 25, then DIVAL = 10.0. 
• if HIDISRI $>$ 25 and HIDISRI $≤$ 50, then DIVAL = 7.5. 

(3) Add arbitrary value in TS factor: 

• if TSLOPG $≤$ 1, then TSVAL = 2.5.
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• if TSLOPG = =  2, then TSVAL = 5.0. 
• if TSLOPG $>$ 2, then TSVAL = 10.0. 

(4) Add arbitrary value in HF factor: 

• if ARMA = =  1 or ARMA  = =  5, then INDEB = 1.0. Then, check HS 
factor: 

– if ARMA = =  1 or ARMA  = =  5 and ESTA = =  5, then HFVAL = 10.0. 
– if ARMA = =  1 or ARMA  = =  5 and ESTA = =  6, then HFVAL = 5.0. 

• if ARMA = =  0 or ARMA  = =  3 or ARMA  = =  8, then HFVAL = 5.0. 
Then, check HS factor: 

– if ARMA = =  0 or ARMA  = =  3 or ARMA  = =  8 and ESTA = =  5, 
then HFVAL = 10.0. 

• if ARMA = =  2 or ARMA  = =  4 or ARMA  = =  6 or ARMA  = =  7 or  
ARMA = =  9, then HFVAL = 10.0. 

(5) Calculate ASPVI value: 

• ASPVI = DIVAL + TSVAL + HFVAL. 
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Chapter 15 
Between Greens and Grays: 
Urbanization and Territorial Destruction 
in the Sabana de Bogotá 

Alice Beuf, Germán Quimbayo Ruiz, and Olaff Jasso García 

Abstract This text discusses the concept of urbicide, understanding it as a contra-
dictory process in which the production of the modern city implies the destruction of 
a given territory’s conditions, such as habitability and ecological sustainability. Such 
a destruction process occurs in multiple territories and territorialities and threatens 
human and non-human urban natures. For our discussion, we explore the case of 
the Sabana de Bogotá region in Colombia, where the city of Bogotá is located, and 
the multiple territorial destructions related to the region’s metropolitanization. As a 
focus, we draw upon the development of the housing megaproject Ciudad Verde in 
the municipality of Soacha, which involved different types of territorial destructions 
reflected in environmental degradation and loss of cultural practices or heritage. We 
argue that territorial destructions are part and parcel of the Sabana de Bogotá region’s 
urbanization. 

Keywords Urban deterioration · Sustainable development · Degradation 

15.1 Introduction 

This text discusses the concept of urbicide, understanding it as a contradictory process 
in which the production of the modern city implies the destruction of a given terri-
tory’s conditions, such as habitability and ecological sustainability. We explore urbi-
cide as a process of territorial destruction through the transformation of the Sabana de 
Bogotá region in Colombia. The concept of urbicide often is defined as the process of 
symbolic and material destruction of the urban experience (Carrión Mena 2018). We
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challenge this conceptualization, arguing that urbanization itself is the destructive 
process of multiple territories and territorialities. 

In this text, we use a definition of territory (and territories) as a set of relation-
ships between humans and between humans and non-humans. Far from conventional 
conceptualizations, territory is not merely the physical support of human activities in 
need of policies that aim to “master and plan” such geographical space. Instead, terri-
tory is a socio-ecological space that is produced by relationships through asymmetric 
power and inequalities within an urbanization. In addition, we understand the ecolog-
ical dimension of urbanization as a comprehensive way to address other dimensions 
of the same urban reality. In doing so, there are different urban territories in time 
and space articulated in different ways in which the city, as a geo-historical entity, 
is sustained by the territory’s ecology. Therefore, the urbicide destroys territories 
through uneven geographical relationships at the expense of territorial sustainability. 
We argue that contemporary urbanization, compared to prior ages, causes multi-
dimensional and multi-scalar significant destructions over human and non-human 
existences and heritages. 

Urbanization as a process of territorial destruction not only is limited to the histor-
ical entity known as the “city” nor the urban space (Choay 1969; Harvey 1993). 
We refer to urbanization as the extended (or planetary) urbanization (Angelo and 
Waschmuth 2015; Arboleda 2020), which includes all the territories and territorial 
processes (i.e., rural landscapes or suburbanization) involved in urban space making: 
extractive spaces, water supply reserves, cultivated fields and all cities’ spaces of 
dependency. Moreover, territories’ destruction dynamics and their analysis should 
not be restricted to build public spaces or architectural heritage, but encompass 
altogether the destruction of cities’ ecological dimensions. 

Having introduced our theoretical perspective, we shall analyze how urbaniza-
tion in the Sabana de Bogotá region implies multiple destructions of urban and rural 
metropolitan territories. We show that urbanization is more than a process of “cre-
ative destruction”, given that contemporary ecological destruction has reached its 
irreversibility point. Therefore, we increasingly need to reevaluate the destroyed terri-
tories of urbanization that have been invisibilized in the name of “progress” or devel-
opment. Likewise, we attempt to assess the excessive anthropocentrism surrounding 
how urbicide is understood (Coward 2006), taking into account the intricate socio-
ecological relationships that explain territorial transformations and destructions such 
as urbanization. It is not about ignoring the humanistic concerns in urbicide, but of 
including more explicitly the environment–society relations in territorial destruc-
tion analysis. The non-human sphere, that is the ecological dimension, is active and 
fundamental in processes of territorial transformation and allows us to understand 
territorial destruction and its role in the production of urbanization in late capitalism. 
Usually, in analyzing environmental (territorial) conflicts, the non-human is seen as 
an object of dispute or a stressful factor in the interactions between the environment 
and the society. However, ecosystems, animal and plant species, soil, rivers, geomor-
phological formations and air, among others, have an active role in environmental 
dynamics and controversies that show the mutual dependencies between social actors 
and non-human entities (Quimbayo Ruiz 2018; Stengers 2015).
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In turn, these ecological concerns in urbicide connect with the tension between 
processes of territorial destruction and dispossession, as well as the types of resistance 
that are reflected in other forms of territorial socio-ecological coexistence (Lesutis, 
2020). This also suggests that urbanization encompasses the production of multiple 
territorialities (Haesbaert 2013), which expose fundamental and urgent questions 
about spatial justice (Soja 2014) in times of climate emergency and planetary crisis. 
The establishment of sacrificial zones, such as for the extraction of building materials 
or landfills, the destruction of green areas, and the loss of possible access and space 
appropriation by the most vulnerable populations, is illustrative examples. Likewise, 
the development of an urbanization model that prioritizes real estate speculation and 
profit threatens the loss of peasant (campesino) and ancestral territorial settings and 
occupation or ones different from those imposed by capitalist urbanization. Further-
more, the destruction of territories exacerbates climate risks and vulnerabilities and 
accumulated socio-ecological inequalities alike. 

In what follows, we introduce a geographical characterization of Sabana de 
Bogotá. Later, we specify the different types of territorial destruction identified in 
our case study. We conclude by offering a balance between the divergent under-
standings of the meanings of these destructions and the theoretical and conceptual 
contributions that we propose to discuss the concept of urbicide. 

15.2 The Sabana De Bogotá: Massive Urbanization 
in a High Andean Plateau 

The urbanization process of the Sabana de Bogotá can be explained through 
different territorial transformations, which arise from socio-ecological relationships 
at different space and time scales. The historical socio-spatial segregation in the 
metropolitan space is mutually intertwined with situations of environmental suffering 
and injustice. In what follows, we shall introduce the socio-ecological features and 
specificities of the Sabana de Bogotá region. 

The Sabana is the region where the Colombian Capital District, Bogotá, is 
located besides the municipalities and towns of its metropolitan area.1 The Sabana 
is a high Andean plateau ecosystem that is between 2600 and 3800 m above sea 
level in the central axis of the Colombian Eastern Cordillera (part of the Northern 
Andes). This particular physical geography explains why the region was declared a 
national strategic ecosystem in 1993 (Article 61 Law 99/1993). The Sabana is of a 
fluvial-lacustrine origin, setting a geoform that constitutes the surrounding hills and 
mountains of the city region, characterized by high levels of biodiversity, mainly 
consisting of sub-ecosystems such as high-Andean forests, rivers, wetlands and 
moors (páramos). 

The region’s hydrological system (the upper basin of the Bogotá River) has a total 
area of 4321 km2 comprising the following sub-basins: the Teusacá, Tibitó, Negro,

1 Around 20 municipalities depending on the scale and the definitions of the limits of the Sabana. 
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Frío, Chicú, Balsillas, Tunjuelo, Fucha and Soacha rivers. The region’s climate is cold 
and dry on the plain, with average temperatures in the range of 12–17 °C. Precipitation 
averages are around 800 mm per year, decreasing to 500–600 mm per year toward the 
southwestern part of the Sabana. A colder humid climate prevails in the higher areas, 
with temperatures lower than 10 °C and annual rainfall above 1000 mm, while cold 
humid conditions prevail in the foothills, with average temperatures between 10 and 
12 °C and annual rainfall between 800 and 1000 mm. Temperature and precipitation 
regimes in the Bogotá region are affected by the El Niño/La Niña Southern Oscillation 
(ENSO) (Carvajal and Navas 2016; IDEAM-FOPAE 2015). 

In this unique and vulnerable ecosystem, the city of Bogotá was founded by the 
Spanish conquerors in the same place where an important settlement of the Muisca 
people existed. The initial site lay in the foothills of the eastern hills (Cerros Orien-
tales) between two watercourses, the San Francisco River and the San Agustín River, 
and the city’s expansion took place toward the Altiplano ecosystem. Yet, the region is 
not at all a high Andean plateau without topographic features. Instead, it is a complex 
interconnected network of wetlands, which saw its ecological functionality affected 
by its depletion and territorial transformations. After the colonial and independence 
periods, during the nineteenth century, the privatization of the indigenous reserva-
tions and the concentration of land as large cattle farms constitute the main territorial 
changes (Delgado Rozo 2010), besides the growth and expansion of urban spaces at 
the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Urbanization exceeded its historical limits of a compact city in the middle of the 
twentieth century and expanded at a very fast pace from the 1950s until the 1990s, 
fueled by strong demographic growth (population growth in this period of demo-
graphic transition and the arrival—or expulsion—of waves of migrants from rural 
areas and small towns). In addition, in 1954, five neighboring municipalities were 
annexed and a continuous semi-circular urban sprawl formed, from Bogotá’s eastern 
hills (Cerros Orientales) toward the edge of Bogotá River, within the current limits 
of the Capital District. In the last two decades, however, the dynamics of this process 
overflowed district boundaries and configured a complex functional metropolitan 
area, which gradually polarized an urban region that encompasses medium-sized 
cities at a distance time of up to 3 h from Bogotá (Thibert and Osorio 2017) (also  
see Table 15.1).

In our present analysis, we are primarily interested in the formation of the 
metropolitan area because it is entirely included in the Sabana de Bogotá, whereas 
the urban region is more extended. Since 1997, there has been an acceleration in the 
rate of expansion toward the 20 municipalities of the metropolitan area (see Table 
15.1). These 20 municipalities show a rate of expansion and demographic growth 
systematically higher than Bogotá. In addition, due to the saturation of urban space 
within the Capital District, Bogotá grows at a densifying rates (demographic growth 
is higher than urban expansion), while in the 20 municipalities, on the contrary, the 
rate of urban expansion has been stronger than the demographic growth, meaning 
that urbanization has reached very diverse territories in the Altiplano. Spatial and 
urban planning historically contributed to limiting urban sprawl within the District 
Capital of Bogotá (along with other structural factors), but at the present time, it
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Table 15.1 Metropolitan growth and population figures 

Years Geographical 
unit 

Urban sprawl (ha) Demographic growth Population 
density 
(hab/ha) 

Total 
(ha) 

Absolute 
increase 
(ha) 

Relative 
increase 
(%) 

Total 
(inhabitants) 

Absolute 
growth 
(hab) 

Relative 
growth 
(%) 

1997 Bogotá DC 31,334 – – 5,956,995 – – 190 

20 
municipalities 
of the Sabana 
of Bogotá 

6530 – – 722,052 – – 111 

2005 Bogotá DC 33,506 +2172 +6.9% 6,778,691 + 
821,696 

+ 
13.7% 

202 

20 
municipalities 
of the Sabana 
of Bogotá 

7853 +1323 + 
20.2% 

1,036,586 + 
314,534 

+ 
43.5% 

132 

2010 Bogotá DC 35,667 +2161 +6.4% 7,363,782 + 
585,091 

+8.6% 206 

20 
municipalities 
of the Sabana 
of Bogotá 

20,995 + 
13,142 

+ 
167% 

1,410,799 + 
374,213 

+ 
36.1% 

67 

2016 Bogotá DC 36,143 +476 +1.3% 7,980,001 + 
616,219 

+8.3% 221 

20 
municipalities 
of The 
Sabana of 
Bogotá 

27,309 +6314 +30% 1,969,893 + 
559,094 

+ 
39.6% 

71 

Source Own calculations from: IDOM (2018)

is completely unable to stop such processes in the metropolitan area. In particular, 
since 2005, there has been unbridled urban growth in these municipalities, due to 
the recomposition of socio-economic productive systems and the relocation to the 
metropolitan periphery of many economic activities such as warehouses, industries, 
and logistics platforms that heavily consume space. 

Sabana de Bogotá’s urbanization also has been possible due to the construction of 
major hydraulic infrastructures during the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s and 
early 1990s. In fact, the Andean plateau is fed only by the Bogotá River’s waters; 
therefore, it was necessary to build two dam lakes connected together to the city’s 
water supply network in order to bring water to Bogotá from the Chuza River in 
the Chingaza Páramo at 2990 m above sea level. This latter action corresponds 
to a water transfer from another basin (the Orinoco’s) to the Bogotá-Magdalena 
watershed. These major hydraulic engineering works provide more than 80% of 
the water consumed in Bogotá. The second water supply system is connected to 
the highly polluted Bogotá River, which is channeled and distributed to a network
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of water treatment plants (Bolívar Molano and Montoya Garay, 2021). Altogether 
these infrastructures guarantee a water supply not only for the growing population 
of the city of Bogotá, but also for the other municipalities of the Sabana. The Bogotá 
Water Company (Empresa de Acueducto de Bogotá) sells a specific amount of water 
for use in these municipalities. This is a driver of the region’s increasingly massive 
urbanization. 

In our analysis, we emphasize the situation within the metropolitan area of the 
municipality of Soacha, which has its urban perimeter in conurbation with Bogotá. 
Soacha is the most populated municipality in the metropolitan area and its population 
growth has been one of the highest and most exponential in all of Colombia: 23,997 in 
1973, 398,295 in 2005, and 645,205 inhabitants in 2018. This demographic dynamic 
is due to high population growth and the waves of migrants that have arrived in recent 
decades from different parts of the country, including refugees from the Colombian 
armed conflict. This population is attracted by the proximity to Bogotá and the 
availability of cheaper land and housing. Soacha presents the highest poverty rate 
in the whole metropolitan area and is connected to the southern marginalized and 
impoverished neighborhoods of the capital. This situation reflects that the north/south 
socio-spatial urban segregation is deepening at a metropolitan scale. 

Most of Soacha’s urban space corresponds to marginalized or informal settle-
ments. Since 2010, a change of pace in the scale of formal urbanizations has been 
noticeable. The Ciudad Verde housing project, with more than 45,000 housing units 
finalized in 2020, is an example of such an urban transformation in the making of 
the marginalized and peripheral city. This project was part of the execution of the 
so-called “Housing Macro-projects” (Macroproyectos de Vivienda) or low-income 
housing macro-projects under the national administration of Álvaro Uribe’s govern-
ment (second term) in Soacha. With the adoption of Decree 4260 of 2007, the 
national government set the figure for developing the macro-projects of national 
social interest, to guarantee the rapid turnover of capital required by housing devel-
opers and construction companies because of the exhaustion of available land and 
a possible decrease in the profitability of social housing projects. The adoption 
of Decree 4260 facilitated the transformation of land use—from rural to urban— 
intended for the mass production of social housing, justified by the argument of the 
urgency of reducing the housing deficit. 

For the formulation of these macro-projects, the owners of rural lands have orga-
nized themselves to lead the development initiative, setting up trusts and presenting 
their projects to the Ministry of the Environment, Housing and Territorial Devel-
opment (after 2011 to the Ministry of Housing). Initially, the macro-projects could 
be directly approved by the ministry, without any coordination with the munici-
palities, even going around and not recognizing their municipal Land-Use Master 
Plans (Planes de Ordenamiento Territorial, henceforth POT), as actually happened 
in Soacha. Yet, some councilors from Bogotá’s District challenged the figure set for 
developing the macro-projects in the courts, winning the case after the Constitutional 
Court ruled and declared Decree 4260 unconstitutional in 2010. The Court ruled that 
the Decree does not acknowledge municipalities’ autonomy in their land-use regu-
lations. However, the projects already started before the court decision is continued
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as planned, among them the Ciudad Verde Project in Soacha. Nowadays more than 
200,000 inhabitants live there. 

The urbanization model described above for the Sabana de Bogotá has caused 
territorial destruction at various socio-ecological levels. What has prevailed is a 
developmental vision in the name of urban “progress” and a quantitative approach 
to housing production. The Ciudad Verde project was based on guaranteeing the 
realization of influential private and speculative interests of such sectors as real estate, 
housing development and construction companies. It has not considered ecological 
considerations or the quality of urban life after a few years. 

These kinds of housing macro-projects have become problematic because of the 
complex and diverse specificity of the Sabana de Bogotá ecosystem, which is already 
depleting its ecological integrity. Territory destruction has been pointed out and 
denounced for decades by various environmental, academic and activist sectors. 
All local sub-ecosystems and protected areas have been framed according to the 
scientific political concept of the Main Ecological Structure—Estructura Ecológica 
Principal—(henceforth, MES), proposed originally by the Dutch-Colombian ecol-
ogist Thomas van der Hammen (1998) for the Environmental Action Plan for the 
Bogotá River watershed. Several Colombian environmental scientists have since used 
it (Fig. 15.1). 

The MES might portray the Bogotá regional ecosystem as a hybrid socio-
natural entity (cf. Swyngedouw 1996). This urban-regional ecosystem has undergone 
constant land-use changes, and its original ecology of streams, wetlands and swamps 
has been continuously and severely modified during the prehispanic period (cf. van 
der Hammen 1992; Delgado Rozo 2010). Although the urban-regional ecosystem 
structure and ecological values already had been modified for a long period of time,

Fig. 15.1 Main ecological structure proposal in the Sabana de Bogotá region by Thomas van der 
Hammen (1998). Source Own elaboration 
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they have been markedly simplified and depleted, especially since the human popu-
lation of the city of Bogotá skyrocketed during the twentieth century and later with 
the acceleration of the urban sprawl over all the Sabana de Bogotá. 

In parallel to the MES and ecological structures transformations, recent climate 
change projections for the city region predict an increase in average temperature 
close to 1 °C for the next 40 years (IDEAM 2015), which will increase rain patterns. 
The territory faces a significant climate risk and vulnerability, especially in issues 
such as water supply, food and settlements (IDEAM 2017), taking into account 
the complex and intricate regional climatic conditions and variability. Yet, despite 
the transformations associated with urbanization that the ecological structure has 
undergone, the region still holds important levels of biodiversity, including unique 
high Andean ecosystems such as wetlands and subxerophytic shrubs or native and 
endemic fauna and flora species that are threatened highly now (Quimbayo-Ruiz 
2016). 

15.3 Types of Territorial Destruction: Between Resilience 
and Points of no Return 

For our understanding of urbicide as a process of territorial destruction, it is impor-
tant to take into account that there are thresholds of both resilience and points of 
no return for ecological processes, as well as the existence of different territorial-
ities (urban, rural) constituting the Sabana de Bogotá as a territory. This alludes 
to the configuration of an unsustainable urbanization model that underlies a strong 
metropolitan socio-spatial segregation, as well as the occurrence of multiple socio-
ecological inequalities. In Fig. 15.2, we introduce a typology of territorial destruc-
tion based on empirical information and a review of different sources of information 
such as studies on social and population dynamics and ecological, hydrological and 
geophysical regional characterization, as well as oral sources and interviews. We 
have summarized all these sources of information in order to propose a synthesis of 
socio-ecological processes related to territorial destructions identified in the Sabana.

15.3.1 Deterioration of Hydrological Processes (Pollution 
and Flood Risk Management) 

The Sabana de Bogotá’s urbanization process has involved a complex relationship 
with its hydrological and hydrogeological systems, which comprises a set of diverse 
ecosystems such as páramos, rivers, wetlands and geological features (soils) that 
make possible hydrological dynamics. The population in the Bogotá region exceeds 
eight million inhabitants who consume about 17 m3/s of drinking water (Gaviria 
Melo, interview February 2022). Yet, hydrological issues are not only about the
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Fig. 15.2 Types of territorial (territories) destruction and state of the urbicide process. Source Own 
elaboration

supply of drinking water that makes life possible in the region, but also the wastewater 
treatment and how water bodies such as rivers, streams and wetlands absorb pollution. 

On the one hand, the urban space has sprawled at the expense of environmental 
quality, through infrastructure development like the aqueduct and sewage system 
(including dams and treatment plants by the Bogotá Water Company), adaptations of 
water rounds, canalizations and hardening of water bodies. Molano and Garay (2021) 
offer an interesting map of the water supply, purification and sanitation systems in the 
Sabana de Bogotá. They introduce an actor mapping of the region’s water manage-
ment governance (ibid.: pp. 489 and 497). Due to ecosystemic and climate-changing 
conditions, infrastructure shortcomings and challenges, Bogotá is considered one of 
the capitals with the greatest vulnerability in its aqueduct system worldwide (Gaviria 
Melo, interview February 2022) (Fig. 15.3).

This vulnerability occurs for two main reasons. First, the city of Bogotá’s growth 
has led to processes of the occupation of territory, mainly through urban and indus-
trial activities, that have caused the deterioration of the quality of water in the internal 
basin, especially due to the fact that the adequate treatment of water was not ensured. 
The polluted waters have been discharged mostly into the rivers of the basin until 
today (Gaviria Melo 2021). Secondly, the process of urbanization—or rather urbi-
cide—has implied the need to supply water to Bogotá by bringing water from other 
basins, since the capitalist city raises the need to increase the availability of water 
for development projects in the region, with changes in the use of soils of high 
agrological quality to convert them into developable land and for industry.
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Fig. 15.3 Drinking water supply system for Bogotá and the EAB region. Source Adapted from 
Gaviria and Sierra (CAR 2011) and modified by the authors. Image courtesy Sergio Gaviria Melo

The construction of this built environment (Harvey 1990) for the city’s water 
supply, in turn, implies a contradictory process of urbanization understood as urbi-
cide. The constant growth of the city implies carrying more and more water and 
therefore the creation of new infrastructure; however, the transfer between basins 
has serious effects on the territories of subtraction, for example, as it can affect the 
hydrological cycle of the region and cause a situation of scarcity (Esparza 2014). On 
the other hand, the lack of treatment for contaminated water within the city puts its 
inhabitants at risk, especially within the most impoverished populations. These two 
elements indicate that urbicide is a multi-territorial and multi-scalar process. We will 
illustrate how the latter affects the Ciudad Verde housing macro-project area. 

Water sources that supply Bogotá and several municipalities from the metropolitan 
region are the Chingaza System, Tunjuelo System and Bogotá River system. The 
water supply for Soacha and Ciudad Verde is provided by the Bogotá Aqueduct 
Company (EAB, acronym in Spanish). Initially, the Ciudad Verde project contem-
plated the construction of 22,000 housing units, which ended up increasing to 42,000 
and later to 49,000 units, which has generated a burden on the general urbanization 
process, including the aqueduct. The construction of primary aqueduct and water 
supply networks (e.g., connected to the Chingaza system) was left to urban devel-
opers and their companies. Amarilo, one of these companies, participated in the
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construction of the “Cazuca” water storage tank, later giving it to the EAB for its 
administration. 

Regarding sewerage and wastewater treatment, the Canoas Wastewater Treatment 
Plant (PTAR, acronym in Spanish) was built in Soacha, to which wastewater is 
supplied by the Fucha–Tunjuelo interceptor and the Tunjuelo–Bajo interceptor. The 
PTAR receives 11,666 L per second. The Canoas PTAR receives wastewater from 
the Fucha, Tunjuelo and Tintal water currents and from the municipality of Soacha. 
The PTAR was built through a public–private partnership; the National Planning 
Department contracted the temporary public–private partnership Union APP Canoas, 
co-formed by the firms WSP, Castalia Advisors and Durán and Osorio Abogados, to 
set up the technical, legal, economic and financial structure of the PTAR. The Public– 
Private Association Project, the EAB, the Regional Autonomous Corporation of 
Cundinamarca-CAR, the Capital District and its Environmental Office (Secretariat) 
also participated in the project. The Argos company supplied the concrete for the 
construction of the plant. 

In fact, the environmental quality of the Bogotá River and its basin (with all its 
rivers and water bodies) has taken dramatic overtones due to its level of pollution 
and degradation by urban and industrial activities in the region. Different courts of 
justice have ordered and ruled (in 2004, first case before the Administrative Court of 
Cundinamarca, and in 2014, the second case before the State Council) in favor of the 
rehabilitation of the river and its basin. These court rulings required that all new urban 
projects had to provide pretreatment before delivering water to the aqueduct. But, the 
ruling guidelines have been widely ignored in their mandates, despite some specific 
marginal actions. The long-term constraints of the institutional setting diminished 
ecosystem protection and management and remain trapped in endless legal disputes 
and high judicialization of environmental issues. Besides conflicts of interest, the 
lack of clarity in spatial planning rules has also created an uncertain scenario for 
urban-regional ecosystems, such as the upper Bogotá River basin, whose governance 
regimes overlap with the different district (local), regional or national levels. 

On the other hand, regional flood threats and risks are reinforced through human 
interventions. For example, due to the natural disturbances of the ENSO phenomenon 
(Niño/Niña) exacerbated by the effects of anthropogenic climate change, the rainy 
periods are getting wetter, but the territory increasingly has been impermeabilized by 
the loss of the soil’s green covers, hardening of land surfaces and Bogotá’s rivers chan-
nelization and other urban interventions. This has made the territory more vulnerable 
and affected by floods, which have had already catastrophic effects such as those that 
occurred in the 2010–2011 period, when multiple low-income housing and infrastruc-
ture projects were affected. Despite some adaptation measures taken by government 
authorities and the state, the drivers of transformation and territorial destruction still 
are not taken into account, increasing the probability of recurrence of such disaster 
situations in the short and long terms.
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15.3.2 Unregulated Resource Extraction, Mining 
and Atmospheric Contamination 

The resource and mineral extraction activities have been implicated significantly in 
the Sabana de Bogotá’s urbanization process. In particular, the southern parts of the 
region have been one of the most important places in the extraction of construction 
materials in the country, such as clay, sandstone, gravel and aggregates (Portilla and 
Laura 2021; Reina Rozo 2013). A clear example of this situation is present in Soacha, 
where Ciudad Verde was developed. According to the National Agency of Mines— 
ANM (2020), there are 61 permits for the exploitation of construction materials in 
Soacha, of which only 12 have an environmental management plan. Legal mining 
and resource extraction activities cover 2300 ha of the municipality, which represent 
15% of the total municipal area (182 km2). Furthermore, 70% of legal mining is in 
the hands of only seven companies. Nevertheless, there also exists an undetermined 
number of illegal enterprises with zero environmental protection measures. It is 
estimated that there are approximately 200 mining zones in the municipality and 
that the level of illegality is between 60 and 75%. In this way, the available area in 
Soacha for the development of mining projects covers nearly 30% of its territory 
(Marin 2014). 

The main real estate companies involved in Ciudad Verde’s development are 
Constructora Amarilo, Constructora Bolívar and Hogares Soacha; three companies 
are belonging to ProBogota, while the first two belong to the Colombian Chamber 
of Construction—Camacol—that is a national trade association. All these organi-
zations are grouped together with the most important political and business groups 
in Colombia. The companies that supplied the construction materials to these real 
estate companies were mainly Cementos Argos, CEMEX, Holcim and Ladrillera 
Santa Fe, four companies that are also members of Camacol, which has had mines 
and extraction sites for materials such as clay, gravel, sand and aggregates around 
the Tunjuelo river basin, near the city of Bogotá and Soacha. 

The situation described above implies major problems. On the one hand, the little 
or zero regulation of mining operations has allowed the expansion of this activity 
in places that in theory are under environmental protection. Yet, oral evidence from 
residents of Soacha indicates that the mining could be expanded until the Paramo de 
Sumapaz ecosystem if actions are not taken, resulting in damage to an ecosystem 
that is an essential part of the sustainability of Bogotá city. On the other hand, the 
illegality of the mines has encouraged many of the extraction zones to be located 
very near to living units, less than 200 m away, when according to the law they 
should be located at the very least 400 m. All these issues, besides the low technical 
standards of illegal mining and a lack of enforcement of environmental regulation, 
have caused air pollution derived from the extractive processes (Fig. 15.4), among 
other environmental problems and conflicts. Moreover, this situation has also caused 
human health problems in Soacha. According to the municipality’s health office, the 
main cause of visits to the local hospital is related to acute respiratory infections 
(Marin, op. cit).
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Fig. 15.4 Annual average concentrations PM10 at the station 04—Soacha Hospital. Adapted. 
Source Corporación Ambiental Caminando el Territorio. [WWW Link. Retrieved: 14 August, 2022] 

In this way, the extraction of building materials that make possible expanded 
urbanization in the Sabana de Bogotá is simultaneously related to a process of 
territorial destruction, loss of habitability and sustainability. 

15.3.3 Annihilation of Green Areas and Urban Trees 

At the metropolitan level, the urbanization model represents a reduction and 
constraining of green areas and depletion of urban trees, despite Sabana’s ecolog-
ical potential for such spaces and values. There is a significant number of green and 
protected areas in Bogotá and its surrounding region, but the population suffers from a 
lack of effective access to green spaces, especially in marginalized areas (Quimbayo-
Ruiz 2016). According to our field observations, housing projects, such as Ciudad 
Verde in Soacha, have not guaranteed the full harmonization between landscape and 
local ecosystem, nor the provision and management of green areas and trees and a 
lack of effective access to the population that needs it most. This situation in Ciudad 
Verde reproduces a pattern already identified in the Bogotá region (Scopelliti et al. 
2016), in which this urban development brought a deep transformation of former 
green and rural areas into a low-income housing citadel in a period of 13 years (see 
Figs. 15.5 and 15.6).
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Fig. 15.5 Ciudad Verde area, Soacha, 2009. Source Photo Alice Beuf 

Fig. 15.6 Ciudad Verde in 2021. Source Photo Alice Beuf, 2021
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15.3.4 Consumption and Destruction of Soils 
with Agrological Potential 

For years now, several scientists and experts on environmental issues in the Sabana de 
Bogotá region have been denouncing the loss of areas with agrological potential due 
to the urbanization process and related land-use changes like infrastructure building 
(Gaviria et al. 2004). Thanks to the knowledge of the geo-environmental history of 
this region (van der Hammen 1998), it is known that its Andisol soils, especially in 
plain areas, have exceptional characteristics that allow territorial sustainability. In 
fact, in the plain areas of the region, some soils have been classified as being of high 
agrological quality (Classes 2 and 3), which prohibits their use in industrial activities 
and urbanization, according to national regulations on rural spatial planning (Decree 
3600, 2007). These are fertile agricultural soils used for food crops and livestock on 
the slopes and in flat areas and also by the flower industry. 

According to Sergio Gaviria Melo (2021), excess water can be managed to 
sustain food security in the Sabana de Bogotá’s fertile soils. In fact, there is prehis-
panic evidence of the indigenous peoples who inhabited (and their descendants who 
still inhabit) the region who were aware of this phenomenon and cultivated agro-
ecosystems with hydro channels, taking advantage of periods of rain and floods as 
well as those of drought and frost. 

Despite the evidence of the ecological functioning of the region, urban develop-
ment and growth continue to be the priority without taking into account environ-
mental considerations and climate variability, driving territorial destruction (urbi-
cide). The region’s agricultural capacities, in which eight million inhabitants live, 
have been compromised due to urbanization instead of guaranteeing food security 
and sovereignty. Quoting again Gaviria Melo (2021: 6), “Soil conservation has been 
recurrently controversial by the interests of builders and investors, in agreement 
with the district and municipal administrations in the revision of the land use of the 
different POT during the present century”. 

In addition, a technical characterization of the soils was carried out some time 
ago (IGAC 2012). The characterization’s results supported the protection of the 
rich agricultural lands in many plain sectors of the region. The characterization 
reclassified the soils at a property scale (1:10,000) for their physical and chemical 
properties that determine capacity use, freeing 16,875 ha for non-agronomic uses 
(Gaviria Melo, op. cit). This classification change was in part due to excess moisture 
in the soil—a limiting factor for use—which was temporary. This also only occurs 
under extreme conditions such as those that occurred during the time the study was 
prepared (2011), when severe flooding from the most intense La Niña period recorded 
in the country’s history affected the region. 

With all the situations above mentioned, it can be assumed that the development 
of urban projects and low-income housing, as well as areas destined for logistics 
operations and services (known locally as “zonas francas”) related to land and air 
transport routes, are prioritized over agricultural capabilities.



308 A. Beuf et al.

15.3.5 Lack of Habitat Conditions, Loss of Urbanity 

There is much more discussion about the dimensions of urbicide such as the “death 
of the city”, but there is less attention to how to overcome the unsustainable city 
model that makes it possible. Therefore, it is important to focus the analysis on how 
to achieve a right to the city in the production of urban areas, especially those that are 
most marginalized. The Sabana de Bogotá and its urban environments have strong 
socio-spatial segregation, especially concentrated in the South of the region (Thibert 
and Osorio Ardila 2017). Such a segregation process comes hand in hand with a 
degradation in the conditions of habitat and housing, transportation and mobility, 
public space and environmental degradation, soil and air pollution and loss of effec-
tive access to green areas, among others. There have been a historical and unjust 
allocation and development of high-impact activities such as landfills, dumps or 
extractive activities, in low-income and marginalized areas. It is clear that the rela-
tionship between this process of urban loss and the threat of eroding other manifes-
tations of “being a city” with the other types of territorial destruction is described in 
the previous sections. 

Ciudad Verde’s peripheral location and lack of accessibility, equipment, services 
and employment are some of the most important issues in the local urban life. For 
example, the construction of the main avenues and roads for accessing the area 
(Avenida de los Terreros and Avenida Ciudad de Cali) and proposed in the POT— 
at the expense of the promoter Amarillo—were not finished before the arrival of 
the inhabitants. This occurred due to land legalization problems and the location of 
the aqueduct facilities within the area. When the inhabitants arrived, the promoter 
Amarillo offered a bus system that connected the 2 km that separated Ciudad Verde 
from the Autopista Sur Highway, which is the main way of connection between 
Soacha and Bogotá. Today, these avenues and roads are finished, and there are public 
buses that provide the connection for a relatively high price. Moreover, a serious 
problem is traffic congestion because of the very low number of entry points to the 
housing macro-project. 

The mobility issues are related to a broader transportation problem that exists 
throughout the metropolitan area and particularly in the southern part of Bogotá, 
which is very congested and far from the metropolitan center where most of the 
jobs are located. Accessibility conditions accentuate the problem of socio-spatial 
segregation, from which projects such as Ciudad Verde directly suffer and create 
a risk of producing impoverished settlements on the outskirts of the city. Next to 
the highway is the shopping center where the inhabitants of Ciudad Verde get their 
supplies; the shopping center planned within the project has not yet been built. Inside 
Ciudad Verde, inhabitants have transformed some areas into grocery stores, but the 
architecture does not permit flexibility in the uses of spaces. It is not possible to make 
the houses “productive” as people do in informal settlements (stores, workshops, 
apartment rentals). 

Another problem, however, which is not specific to these housing projects but to 
social housing development in general in Colombia, is housing quality. Added to
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buildings that break architecturally with the rest of the rural fabric are the housing 
areas proposed in these projects that are too small to accommodate large families, 
as low-income families tend to be. The designs of the houses are very similar, with 
surfaces that vary between 41 and 58 m2 in Ciudad Verde (Beuf and Garcia 2016). 

Additionally, this low-income housing macro-project, like others nearby, is built in 
the Bogotá River’s flooding zone, below the level of the Soacha River and the Tibanica 
stream. Despite the system of dams and containment works built to protect the houses, 
the inhabitants have to deal with important problems such as the backflow of sewage 
in the pipes. In Ciudad Verde, the main issue is not water supply but drainage which is 
problematic and has a strong impact on the quality of life of the inhabitants. Recent 
low-income housing macro-projects, due to their massive nature, also have to be 
understood in relation to their surroundings and in particular, according to Humberto 
Medellín (local environmental leader and guide), to the saturation of urban space and 
the loss of quality of public spaces, the lack of parks and green areas throughout the 
municipality of Soacha, as well as the degradation of its historic center. 

15.3.6 Loss of Cultural Practices or Heritage 

In the metropolitan territory of the Sabana de Bogotá, there are not only urban 
territories. Metropolitan rurality encompasses different territorialities and popula-
tions such as peasant communities (comunidades campesinas), small agricultural 
entrepreneurs and industrial flower growers. It is a space characterized by the pres-
ence of economic and productive activities such as agriculture, livestock husbandry, 
rural tourism and cultural crafts, surrounded by the most important protected areas 
and urban-regional ecosystems (around 734 km2). About 70% of rural land is made 
up of paramo ecosystems, 9% by high Andean forest and scrub, <2% by forest planta-
tions, 16% by pastures and 3% by crops (Secretaría Distrital de Ambiente, s.f.). Even 
more critical in this context, there are manifestations and modes of rural, peasant and 
ancestral occupation—represented mainly in surviving groups of the Muisca indige-
nous people (Chaves Agudelo 2016; Sánchez-Castañeda 2020), which are affected 
by the dynamics of urbanization, peri-urbanization and suburbanization. 

In the area of Usme, part of the Capital District in the southeast of the metropolitan 
area, the inhabitants organized themselves to propose an alternative peasant occupa-
tion model to the advance of urbanization (Quimbayo Ruiz et al. 2020). The district 
recognized the formation of a Rural–Urban Edge in that area, characterized by a diver-
sity of overlapping urban and rural activities and territorialities (Bernal Mora 2020). 
This scenario of negotiation today is still in dispute and emerged since the declara-
tion of an urban expansion zone in the south in the first Territorial Plan of Bogotá in 
2000. This peasant (campesino) struggle is unique in the entire metropolitan area. In 
other areas like Ciudad Verde, the imposition of the logic of urbanization prevailed 
over pre-existing uses and territorialities. 

According to the interviews carried out in our research, community ties in large 
low-income housing projects like Ciudad Verde which are very weak. Therefore,



310 A. Beuf et al.

the modalities of access to housing are very different compared with housing in 
self-built informal neighborhoods. Under informality, it had been possible to build 
an entire community and consolidate collective ties alongside social struggles for 
the improvement and legal recognition of neighborhoods. In the case of social and 
low-income housing macro-projects, individualization is the rule: in the acquisition 
of housing, in daily solidarity practices and in resident committees. According to an 
interview with Humberto Medellín: 

The residential units [complejos residenciales] break the structures of the popular organi-
zation. The first one is individualized in his apartment and he is individualized as a whole. 
There is no solidarity. In the popular neighborhoods before, if the situation was not fixed, 
the inhabitants began to confront each other and already with councilors in the municipality, 
because they fought and managed to do that through those fights. Right now people go to 
work early, arrive at night at 9 to pick up their children, half feed them, and pick them up 
already sleepy, and asleep. Even that is breaking. That is one of the ugliest things there is. 
That sitting down to eat with the family is breaking. All of that is breaking. So there is a 
breakdown of the family nucleus, a breakdown of the social nucleus. (Interview carried out 
on February 3, 2022) 

However, new forms of social organizations are emerging in these new urban 
settings, particularly led by young people. For example, the Environmental Move-
ment Walking the Territory (Caminando el Territorio) and Suacha Youth Network (La 
Red Joven Suacha) both bring together young environmentalists. These movements 
and organizations develop strong and smart analyzes of the urbanization’s environ-
mental impacts and mining in Soacha, such as the study on atmospheric pollution 
in Soacha, whose results were presented previously. Likewise, young organizations 
work on guided tours with members of the community to promote the social and 
cultural appropriation of the territory, nurture the sense of place belonging, and 
recognition of environmental, social, and economic problems. In this case, the envi-
ronmental perspective prevails and even nostalgia for natural landscapes is present, 
as it is described as follows: 

Suacha con U, of xerophytic valleys and wetlands, of mountains kissed by the mist goddess, 
governed by frailejones and eagles, where the waters and at some point the majestic Suacha 
River flowed freely and gave themselves kindly to those men and women that it is still time 
and we unearthed it, that it is still time and we see the marks of their fingers. (Environmental 
Movement Walking the Territory and Suacha Youth Network, Rural Press 2015 and internal 
documents, cited by Beuf 2019) 

Yet, all the young people are not organized like in these organizations and movements. 
The feeling of hopelessness in these new places in the contemporary city is deep, and 
it is also difficult to organize within the current social and environmental struggles. 
The mobilizations take place rather spontaneously, under an explosive register, such 
as what happened in the last National Strike of April–May 2021, when young persons 
from the impoverished outskirts led the revolts. In Soacha, as in other places in the 
Bogotá metropolitan area and the country, the young people from the front lines 
(Primeras Líneas) blocked strategic roadways and the entrance to the city and to 
Bogotá from the south for several weeks. The lack of prospects for improving their 
lives through employment or education and, in general, the lack of meaning in the
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face of everyday life experiences enclosed in these urban areas of the peripheral city 
crystallize the motivations of young people. The mass production of standardized 
urban spaces disconnected from the natural environment goes hand in hand with the 
destruction of the hope of finding one’s own place in the world. 

15.4 Divergent Understandings of Territories Destruction 

As one of the environmental leaders interviewed from Soacha, it seems that the 
goal of spatial (territorial) planning led by local and regional entities in the last 
decade was summed up as “getting the water to continue paving the Sabana”. In this 
chapter, we show that this instrumental conception of the territory and its planning 
on a metropolitan scale systematically ignores the multidimensional and multi-scalar 
destructions that are inherent and constituent to contemporary capitalist urbanization. 

The planetary crisis that we can no longer avoid forces us to re-examine our own 
understanding of the nature of the urbanization process. Such a process is not only 
the production of built spaces to offer housing solutions to people who need them. It 
is also a complex process of territorial transformation that unites spaces and places 
that are sometimes distant or which depend on each other. Articulated with extractive 
processes, urbanization is nourished by the destruction of multiple territories and their 
ecological, cultural and social dimensions, configuring an urbicide. Urbanization has 
involved irreversible damage and depletion of ecological processes, and it cannot 
be conceived as “creative destruction”. These destructive interventions should be 
taken into account, systematically measured, made visible and recognized in order 
to rethink how we value urbanization, how we balance the construction of new 
neighborhoods and our relationship with the non-human. Recognizing the ecological 
dimension of urbanization as a source of urban life (and death) should be fundamental 
for planners, decision-makers and urban society as a whole, before authorizing or 
developing new urban projects. 

Amid contemporary territorial destructions, some processes are coming to reach 
points of no return for the ecosystems. Not all destruction can or should be compen-
sated either socially or ecologically speaking, and therefore, we advocate the term 
“territoral destruction”, which may sound too radical for some lecturers. For example, 
in the case of the Sabana de Bogotá, the increasing resource extraction and mining 
throughout the Altiplano has caused filtration and loss of hydrological regulation, 
which is why rivers and currents are reducing their flow. These processes are usually 
analyzed as “environmental impacts”, but they are destructive. Furthermore, these 
destroyed territories also belong to the non-humans whose lives depend on them; thus, 
the urbicide concept urgently needs to engage with this socio-ecological dimension. 

Acknowledging territorial destruction without possible compensation should not 
lead to inaction but rather to greater creativity in the potential responses toward 
resolution in the current urban models. The relational character of the geographical 
space and of the territories could shed light to elaborate alternative paths to massive 
contemporary capitalist urbanization. Indeed, as the technological dimension of the
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territory imposes limits on urban expansion, it would be very appropriate to recall the 
notions of decentralized spatial and land-use planning models on a regional scale. 
This perspective is useful to understand that the configuration of the metropolitan 
area also depends on migratory, economic and social terms, on the situation of the 
other rural and urban territories of the country and beyond. Supporting better living 
conditions in rural territories, even very distant ones could alleviate the pressure on 
the ecosystems on which cities depend and nurture. 
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Chapter 16 
Overregulation, Corruption, 
and Urbicide 

Vicente Ugalde 

Abstract This chapter seeks to discuss how the law can affect urban development. 
To explain the difference between actual construction and the buildings registered 
in Mexico City, this chapter analyzes the current urban regulations of the latter. 
The underlying hypothesis is that overregulation plays a key role in explaining this 
gap. The increase in regulations, coupled with the accumulation of procedures and 
requirements related to obtaining permits in terms of construction and land use 
in Mexico City, creates more scope for rules to be broken, drives corruption, and 
serves as an incentive for the non-observance of building laws. The expansion of 
urban regulations affects activities that enable cities to function and grow, thereby 
contributing to urbicide. 

Keywords Urban norms · Urban legislation · Corruption · Execution of works ·
City ·Mexico 

16.1 Introduction 

The observant visitor coming to a city like Mexico for the first time will soon realize 
that in addition to the repeated protrusion of water tanks occupying the rooftops, in 
low-income neighborhoods, these cisterns are surrounded by vertical fragments of 
the steel rods used to reinforce buildings. The skyline of these extensive areas of the 
urban territory is not marked by the glamorous outline of modern skyscrapers, but
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by the constant presence of water tanks and steel reinforcement bars, often inclined 
and sometimes with their ends covered with inverted plastic bottles. 

Although this dashes the hopes of passersby of enjoying views such as those 
afforded by San Cristóbal de las Casas or Antigua, for the inhabitants of these neigh-
borhoods, it leaves open the possibility of a future building. But, what does this 
panorama mean in legal terms? What does it reflect in terms of compliance with 
urban regulations? Are these unfinished buildings an expression of illegality? Are 
they exclusive to irregular settlements? Does this occur in central neighborhoods and 
populations with higher incomes? If we stop at this last question, it is clear that this 
phenomenon is not restricted to low-income, peripheral neighborhoods. 

According to official data, between 2011 and 2015, 147,553 new homes appeared 
in Mexico City, although only 7679 were registered with the department responsible 
for authorizing construction. In the borough whose population has the highest average 
income, Benito Juárez, the difference between the numbers of new and authorized 
housing is no less significant. During that period, out of 18,497 new homes, only 
2186 construction procedures were registered. 

To shed light on this difference, this chapter examines compliance with urban 
regulations. The underlying hypothesis is that part of this difference can be explained 
by non-compliance with regulations, which, in turn, is a consequence of the growth of 
urban regulations since the increase in regulated situations creates more opportunities 
for rules to be broken. This chapter is part of the line of research proposed by Azuela 
(2016) a few years ago, which involves discussing the effects of urban regulations 
observed in the organization and functioning of cities. For this author, considering 
legal rules, not in terms of their instrumental use for establishing prescriptions and 
sanctions, but rather of the effects they have on social reality in their instituting or 
performative function, suggests that these effects may be destructive or unwanted 
and, in some cases, may also be contributing to urbicide in regard to the shift to more 
fragmented cities (Carrión 2014). With the caveat that (Azuela 2016:13): 

the social effects of the rigorous enforcement of regulations may be worse than those of their 
non-compliance. 

This chapter suggests elements to discuss how overregulation can affect the process 
whereby the informal and illegal, as a constituent part of the juridical order, become 
part of what is legal (Connelly 2012) and therefore affect urban development and the 
habitability of cities. 

The first part reviews approaches in the academic literature to the association 
between overregulation and the incidence of practices regarded as typical of corrup-
tion. The aim is to explore the idea that the increase in regulations and corruption 
affects activities that enable cities to function and grow. This is followed by a review 
of the changes that regulations have undergone in Mexico City, both those concerning 
buildings and the procedures, whereby the government authorizes these activities. 
The point is to show how the accumulation of procedures and requirements related to 
obtaining authorizations in terms of construction and land use in Mexico City could 
constitute an incentive for the non-observance of legal rules.
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Subsequently, based on information obtained from boroughs in that city, the 
chapter presents data on the difference between construction activity and the build-
ings registered in accordance with current urban law regulations, which is one of 
the consequences of overregulation and excess red tape. The chapter concludes with 
considerations on the role of overregulation as a factor in the destruction of cities 
and therefore conducive to urbicide. 

16.2 Pernicious Effects of Overregulation 

The increase in the regulation of urban development activities leads to situations that 
may not comply with the law. Although many of these regulations were designed to 
limit the voracity of the real estate sector, they affect ordinary citizens attempting to 
make home improvements. Thus, when a person attempts to add a bedroom, floor 
or wall to their home, they are required to follow lengthy procedures that demand 
numerous requirements and in addition are processed in different offices. 

In a detailed analysis of French town planning regulations regarding land use, 
construction, and urban planning, Tribillon (2016: 135) notes that the endless normal-
ization of urban planning behaviors and actions through the law prevents the direct 
access of actors to urban planning, which means that they must resort to legal profes-
sionals at all times. In the case of India, Perry (1998) finds that the law serves as a 
tool for those who are able to manipulate it, while those who live in illegal settle-
ments rarely benefit from it. Based on what was observed for this study and findings 
presented previously (Ugalde 2016), we think that Mexico City has seen the creation 
of an ecosystem that encourages intermediation, not by legal professionals but by 
paperwork expeditors, as pointed out by these two authors. What has been observed 
in Mexico is also similar to what Tribillon has noted in France regarding the fact that 
the state ceased to be the urban planner and industrializer of the territory, instead 
emphasizing its role as the provider of a legal framework. In France, the state has also 
set itself up as the guardian of legality and maintained and expanded that role, due to 
the deepening and improvement of the legal framework for planning. In Mexico, what 
may well be happening is that the state has limited itself to massively producing rules 
of law, but unlike what has been observed in France (Tribillon 2016: 37), without 
guaranteeing their enforcement and perhaps only pretending to do so. 

Given the pernicious effect of compliance with urban regulations that increase 
the cost of processes that give life to and make the city work, namely real estate 
construction of infrastructure, one should also add the effects of the endless increase 
in regulations fated to be disobeyed. This leads to the spread of the illegal city, the 
demographic growth of that illegal city, and as Fernandes and Varley (1998: 9) note 
to the fact that these residents continue to be obliged to reinvent social practices on a 
daily basis to respond to the exclusionary legal system with which they also coexist. 

In the specific case of regulations concerning construction and urban development, 
it has been argued that although the legal framework is generally designed to organize 
real estate construction that meets the needs of the middle- and high-income classes
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or those inserted in the formal labor market, it impacts informal settlements (Santiago 
1998; Fernandes and Rolnik 1998). In the case of Mexico, this overregulation may 
be operating as an incentive to perpetuate the condition of illegality, not only with 
respect to the way they acquired land or housing, but also to the fact that they built 
or improved their homes outside urban law. 

The proliferation of rules, procedures, and documents that must be provided and 
requirements that must be met in urban regulation procedures is a factor that hinders 
the activities, whereby cities develop and operate. Although they are key to its organi-
zation and operation, the regulation of economic activities such as housing construc-
tion can increase their cost. In this case, the multiplication of rules, procedures, and 
documents to be provided and requirements to be fulfilled in urban regulation proce-
dures creates scope for the exercise of discretionary actions by public servants and 
therefore the number of occasions on which acts of corruption may occur. These 
practices also contribute to increasing building costs. A decade ago, it was estimated 
that corrupt practices occurred in twenty percent of the encounters between citi-
zens and officials, regardless of the legal and administrative traditions of the country 
involved (Transparency International 2011). It is a problem that cuts across countries 
and levels of development. In the case of corruption in land-use procedures, its scope 
and costs are a matter of concern in both Mexico and societies as disparate and distant 
as Malaysia (Malpezzi and Mayo 1997) and Iran (Tilaki et al. 2014). 

Indeed, the spread of corruption in government land-use management is unstop-
pable and present in every region in the world. This is borne by the Doing Business 
report published by the World Bank on the practices and conditions that affect busi-
ness activity,1 as well as the specialized literature. While it is true that corruption 
has not always been the object of disapproval: it was thought that corruption could 
generate benefits in the case of complex and restrictive regulation, which inhibited 
economic growth (Leff 1964 cited by Chiodelli and Moroni 2015), and this has grad-
ually been qualified. The latest Doing Business reports record that companies facing 
lawsuits related to bribery have been forced to wait 50% longer to obtain the urban 
planning authorization that gave rise to the act of corruption compared to those who 
do not engage in these practices (World Bank 2014). 

The study of corruption related to land-use regulations has diversified in recent 
years, providing explanations of its modalities, generalization (Transparency Interna-
tional 2011; Chiodelli and Moroni 2015), the conditions that drive its emergence and 
expansion, such as social inequality (Barr and Serra 2010) and the lack of account-
ability and control (Chiodelli 2019), and emphasizing features of the specific context 
that are conducive to this type of practice, for example, in Italy (Chiodelli and Moroni 
2015), Spain (Quesada et al. 2013), and Sub-Saharan Africa (Boamah et al. 2021). 

Among the pernicious effects of corruption, Chiodelli and Moroni (2015) high-
light the dysfunction or inefficiency of bureaucracies, the loss of trust in the latter

1 The Doing Business document presents and evaluates indicators on business regulations in twelve 
areas of the life cycle of a business (setting up a business, managing building permits, obtaining 
electricity, registering property, obtaining credit, protecting minority investors, tax payment, cross-
border trade, contract enforcement, and insolvency resolution) in 190 countries. 
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and governments and political systems and institutions in general, which affects 
budget allocation criteria and inhibits economic growth. This is not only because 
of what the Doing Business reports suggest, but because corruption distorts prices 
and modifies incentives for economic agents in sectors such as housing and public 
works, vital sectors for the city. 

This chapter explores whether overregulation distorts the functioning of the 
economic sector of construction in general and housing construction in particular. As 
explained below, the length of the processes to obtain permits increases the produc-
tion costs of real estate, creating opportunities for corrupt practices. By impacting 
the final price of goods, this delay operates as an incentive to flout regulations as 
well as contributing to the deterioration of the conditions of the rule of law. 

A survey conducted by the World Justice Project agency revealed aspects of the 
perception of the rule of law in Mexico. The survey covered topics such as limits 
on government power, absence of corruption, open government, fundamental rights, 
order and security, civil and criminal justice, and regulatory compliance.2 It is found, 
for example, that regulatory compliance is determined by situations such as the effec-
tive, efficient, timely, and corruption-free resolution of administrative procedures. It 
also found that regulatory non-compliance is related to whether the government 
respects property rights and avoids excessive delays (World Justice Project 2018). 
The survey provides indices by state, one of which refers to compliance with corrup-
tion-free procedures. In the latter, Mexico City obtained 0.22 (on a scale of 0–1, in 
which 0 assumes less or non-existent respect for the rule of law and 1 assumes that 
there is greater respect), which is below the national average (0.44) (World Justice 
Project 2018). This suggests that conditions for compliance with the regulation in 
the city are clearly affected by corruption. 

The perception of the harm caused by corruption to compliance and therefore to the 
effectiveness of urban regulation is borne out by the National Survey of Government 
Quality and Impact (ENCIG) undertaken by the National Institute of Statistics and 
Geography (INEGI).3 In response to questions related to the effectiveness, duration, 
and involvement of corruption in procedures such as land-use permits, demolition, 
construction, alignment, and official number permits, the 2019 survey shows that of 
nearly 40,000 respondents in Mexico City who engaged in a procedure related to 
property and had face-to-face contact with a public servant, 41% experienced an act 
of corruption. The survey defines an act of corruption as:

2 More than 25,000 surveys were administered in which lawyers were included. Over 600 variables 
were analyzed, systematized into forty-two factors, and grouped into these seven issues (World 
Justice Project 2018). 
3 The ENCIG is conducted every two years. It is designed to collect information on the experiences, 
perceptions, and evaluation of the population aged 18 and over in cities with 100,000 inhabitants or 
more on the procedures and services provided by the levels of government. It also provides estimates 
on the prevalence of victims of acts of corruption and their effect on undertaking procedures, 
payments, requests for public services and other types of contact with the authorities. See INEGI 
(2021). 
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“a practice that occurs when a public servant or government employee abuses their functions 
to obtain personal benefits such as money, gifts, or favors from the citizen.”4 

In certain areas of the city located in the boroughs of Benito Juárez, Coyoacán, 
Magdalena Contreras, and Tlalpan, this figure is close to 70% (INEGI 2019). 

This chapter does not argue that overregulation invariably leads to corruption. 
However, the records presented in the following section suggest seriously consid-
ering the links between this condition, the overregulation of certain activities, the 
perception of the way interactions between the government and the governed take 
place regarding building permits, and what this means for the functioning of a central 
activity in the development of cities, such as housing production. 

16.3 An Intractable Challenge: More Issues, Fewer Rules 

The proliferation of regulations is due to numerous factors and, at the same time, 
has generated concern and led to efforts to introduce order and halt the increase in 
the number of regulations. Although one consequence of the burgeoning of regula-
tions has been the creation of procedures, conditions, and requirements for obtaining 
urban planning authorizations, efforts have also been made to standardize the process 
whereby officials in the one-stop windows of the boroughs or alcaldías (previously 
called delegaciones) undertake those procedures. This homogenization has mainly 
been achieved through successive administrative agreements.5 

16.3.1 Building Regulations and the Regulation 
of Procedures 

Following the earthquake that hit Mexico City in September 1985, the government 
reviewed the building regulation, and two years later, the one that had been in force 
since 1976 was replaced. The aim was to reduce the risk level, especially because 
of the ever-present threat of earthquakes, and to improve the urban image through 
the standardization of buildings.6 Since then, building regulations have accumulated 
tasks and increased expectations about their ability to organize the participation

4 This is the definition included in the ENCIG 2021 survey questionnaire, available at https://www. 
inegi.org.mx/contenidos/programas/encig/2021/doc/encig21_cuestionario.pdf. Accessed August 
30, 2022. 
5 In Mexican law, an administrative agreement is an administrative act of a general nature (in the same 
way as a regulation, a decree, an official Mexican standard, a circular or a format, which is intended 
to establish specific obligations.) According to the Federal Law of Administrative Procedure, in the 
event that the conditions of competition are not met, agreements must be published in the Official 
Gazette of the Federation to produce legal effects. 
6 Decree publishing the Federal District building regulations, published in the Official Gazette of 
the Federation (DOF) on July 2, 1987. 

https://www.inegi.org.mx/contenidos/programas/encig/2021/doc/encig21_cuestionario.pdf
https://www.inegi.org.mx/contenidos/programas/encig/2021/doc/encig21_cuestionario.pdf
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of public and social agents in construction. The regulation published in 1987 was 
replaced in 1992 and again in 2004. 

This regulation brings together the rules concerning building. It not only concerns 
rules that seek to foresee and organize actions strictly associated with real estate 
construction, but also to anticipate their impacts in that they are inserted in a specific 
area of the city. It includes aspects of urban planning, construction engineering, 
density, and structural safety, as well as legal and administrative instruments for 
the management and control of the activities it regulates. The inclusion of these 
aspects in the regulation translates into new requirements and procedures to obtain 
authorization for urban actions such as construction, mergers, divisions, extensions, 
and special permits; authorization for issues related to urban development7 ; and 
authorization for technical aspects of building, environmental protection, and risk 
management.8 The regulation also organizes the intervention of civil servants in each 
procedure, defines the functions and responsibilities of those who contribute to their 
implementation, such as project managers and the jointly responsible directors, and 
organizes the verification, surveillance, and definition and imposition of sanctions, 
comprising the deterrent aspect of the regulation. 

As noted earlier, the rise in the number of regulations governing urban actions in 
Mexico City is the result of the adaptation of those regulations to the emergence of 
issues requiring greater regulation. This increase has not been greater only because 
cautious efforts have been made to optimize regulations as a means of expressing 
the prescriptions, orientations, and definitions required to organize this social field. 

Despite the growing number of issues included in the regulation, there have been 
attempts to optimize its text. As shown in Table 16.1, the amendments have been 
accompanied by an effort to prevent an increase in the number of articles, which has 
in fact decreased, albeit without reducing their length. A comparison of the 2004 
regulation, with 257 articles, with earlier versions reveals a worrying increase in its 
length. The 1976 regulation had 394 articles, while the 1985 and 1992 versions both 
had 353. This reduction of more than 130 articles has not, however, led to a significant 
decrease in the length of the text because whereas the 1976 regulation had roughly 
45,000, the current regulation has approximately 42,000, despite the administrative 
simplification process contemplated in the customer service model adopted by the 
government during that period.

The inclusion of issues affects the scope of regulations, as well as the diversity 
and complexity of their contents. Understanding them, therefore, requires special-
ized knowledge. This difficulty is not, as noted earlier, the only consequence. The 
incorporation of issues has led to more paperwork and requirements to obtain 
authorization.

7 Land uses, densities, buildable levels, availability of public services, urban impacts, environmental 
impacts, public roads, aerial and underground conduits, nomenclature, alignment, and integration 
into the urban context and image. 
8 Soil mechanics, design, structural safety, plans, materials, and construction and demolition proce-
dures, as well as those related to hygiene, environmental conditioning, sustainability, energy 
efficiency, communication, and safety in emergencies. 
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Table 16.1 Construction 
regulation amendments 

Year Official publication date Length (articles) 

1976 14-December-1976 394 

1985 18-October-1985 21 

1987 03-July-1987 353 

1992 02-August-1993 353 

2004 29-January-2004 
(last amendment on 15-Dec.-2017) 

257 

Source Compiled by the author based on the Official Gazette of 
the Federation in the dates indicated

To organize these procedures, actions have been undertaken to systematize the 
granting of building permits since 1989. Subsequently, in 1994, the Department of 
the Federal District (DDF) established One-Stop Windows. The aim of this material 
and organizational device was to respond to complaints regarding the lack of homo-
geneity in the operating procedure criteria. To this end, the new One-Stop Windows 
were authorized to receive, integrate, manage, and deliver documentation and to 
deal with procedures such as those related to water and drainage, public lighting, 
potholes, commercial establishments, advertisements, parking lots, billboards, land 
use, and buildings.9 The Manual of Procedures and Services to the Public of the 
Public Administration Department of the Federal District10 was subsequently issued 
in 1996. In 1997, another agreement incorporated clarifications regarding the func-
tions that had been granted to the One-Stop Windows in 1994. It stated that One-Stop 
Windows would have to establish a file identification system and have a Government 
Ledger to register procedures, establish opening hours, and respect the requirements 
set forth in the Manual of Procedures and Services to the Public.11 

In 2004, the organization and functions of One-Stop Windows were modified 
once again. It was decided to divide One-Stop Windows into four types: advice, 
reception, follow-up, information, and delivery. The list of procedures and services 
about which citizens must be informed and advised and on which they must receive, 
register, manage, and deliver documentation was expanded. In that agreement, the 
government announced the 

acknowledgment in administrative procedures and paperwork of the principle that good 
faith prevails in the actions of the vast majority of citizens […]. It is therefore announced

9 An agreement creating One-Stop Windows for the reception and delivery of documents in the 
sixteen boroughs in the Department of the Federal District was published in the DOF on September 
23, 1994, in the Benito Juárez Borough. It also authorized these windows to help individuals 
with the regulation “through information brochures, signage for each procedure and indication 
of the corresponding requirements and formats, with the support of the computerized system for 
management control” (DOF, May 23, 1994). 
10 Published through an agreement in the Official Gazette of the Federal District (GODF) on 
September 13, 1996. 
11 Agreement modifying and specifying the functions of the Borough One-Stop Windows, published 
in the DOF on November 25, 1997. 
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that public administration should not condition or hinder the legal activities they decide to 
undertake.12 

This resulted in provisions that could help citizens. On the one hand, it was decided 
that in the case of construction declarations (which in certain cases replaced building 
permits), One-Stop Windows should only check the documents in the application, 
without examining their contents. On the other, it was decided that when a document 
was missing, the application would be returned to the interested party at the window 
itself with the corresponding stamp and signature and an indication of what was 
missing.13 The city government subsequently published a Specific Operating Manual 
for Borough One-stop Windows.14 This manual included the procedures and stages, 
a diagram, as well as the description of tasks assigned to both the operator and 
the person responsible for the One-Stop Window. A procedure applicable to all 
paperwork, specifically in relation to the Construction Declaration, was implemented. 
Since forms and legal bases were not included, it was more useful for civil servants 
than citizens. 

In 2012, the city government published an agreement establishing single proce-
dures. It included a list of procedures and services, the administrative unit responsible 
for each one, the objective, requirements, and forms, as well as the operating policies 
and regulations. It even mentioned the length of the procedure, expressed, in many 
cases, in minutes.15 In the introduction, the agreement referred to the World Bank’s 
2009 Doing Business report, noting that 138 days were required to obtain construc-
tion permits in Mexico City, as opposed to other countries where the processes were 
simpler. 

Despite these amendments (Table 16.2), processing times have not been reduced, 
and on the contrary, it seems that the pernicious effects of overregulation have 
mushroomed.

16.3.2 More Requirements, Lengthier Procedures 

If, by way of an example, only the construction or expansion of a property in Mexico 
City is considered, building regulations include different procedures depending on 
the size of the work. In addition to proving ownership of the property, it is necessary 
to accompany the application with documents that usually involve a procedure. In 
the construction declaration procedure, applicants must submit documents related

12 Agreement modifying and specifying the functions of the Borough One-stop Windows, published 
in the DOF on November 19, 2004. 
13 The agreement once again included aspects concerning the file identification system, including a 
progressive number, a code for each issue, the date, and as in the 1997 agreement, its registration in 
a Government Ledger. Agreement modifying and specifying the functions of the Borough One-Stop 
Windows, published in the DOF on November 19, 2004. 
14 GODF, October 8, 2004. 
15 Published in GODF on July 2, 2012. 
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Table 16.2 Structuring and amendments to the functioning of the one-stop windows in Mexico 
City Boroughs 

Year Name of instrument Official publication 

1989 Agreement creating the central management offices for building 
permits and documents 

29-September-89 

1990 Agreement delegating various functions to the General Director of 
Urban Reorganization and Ecological Protection 

06-August-90 

1994 Specific operating manual that regulates and ensures the 
transparency of the activities of the borough One-Stop Windows 

23-May-94 

1994 Agreement creating the sixteen boroughs of the Department of the 
Federal District, Borough One-Stop Windows for the reception and 
delivery of documents 

23-September-94 

1996 Manual of procedures and services to the public of the Public 
Administration Department of the DF 

13-September-96 

1997 Agreement modifying and specifying the functions of the Borough 
One-Stop Windows 

25-November-97 

2004 Agreement modifying and specifying the functions of the Borough 
One-stop Windows 

19-May-04 

2004 Specific operating manual of the Borough One-Stop Windows 08-October-04 

2012 Agreement establishing Single Procedures for Processing 
Procedures and Services 

02-July-12 

Source Compiled by the author based on the Official Gazette of the Federation published on the 
dates indicated

to land use, the alignment, and official number; obtaining each of these documents 
requires going to different government offices and performing a procedure. The same 
occurs with other documents required to prove both the feasibility of drinking water 
and sewerage services, paying the taxes provided for by law, and other procedures 
that vary depending on the type and size of the construction. Real estate construc-
tion also involves civil protection, road impact, environmental impact, and urban-
environmental impact procedures, to mention just a few requirements which, in 
addition to Mexico City, exist in several Mexican municipalities with regulations 
concerning this issue. By way of an example, Fig. 16.1 shows the documents that 
must be submitted to begin the process required to start building.

In addition to the documents and, therefore, procedures that are included in 
Fig. 16.1, in cases where the property is located in areas with historical, artistic, 
or archaeological value, applications must be accompanied by a permit from the 
National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH) and in some cases by 
approval from the National Institute of Fine Arts (INBA). Certain situations require 
presentation of a Favorable Opinion of the Urban Impact Study or the Urban Envi-
ronmental Impact Study, which also constitute a procedure in itself. In the case of 
extensions, modifications, or repairs, a Demolition Permit must also be submitted. In 
the case of enlargements, the original plan of the building must be presented, which, 
depending on the date, is located in a specific archive in the borough office.
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Fig. 16.1 Documents required to begin construction procedures. Source Compiled by the author 
based on building regulations and the Agreement on Single Procedures for processing paperwork 
and services. *Not required in the case of the Type A Construction Declaration

The intended use of the property affects some of the procedures. This is the case 
of the Report on the Feasibility of Drinking Water and Sewerage Services issued by 
the agency in charge, the Mexico City Water System, as well as certain procedures 
performed by the City’s Environment Secretariat regarding waste management and 
environmental impact. 

Completion of the works requires another type of procedure that varies depending 
on the type of building but which, in general terms, are essential for validation by 
the authorities of the completion of the work on the property. This procedure makes 
it possible to register a property with the Public Property Registry and subsequently 
update the basis on which the value of the property and the property tax are estimated. 

The proliferation of technical terms has turned construction regulations into texts 
that can only be understood by experts, not in construction but in the management of 
bureaucratic procedures. These are individual expeditors or offices that provide their 
services based on several types of knowledge (urban law, engineering, architecture, 
and urban planning) as well as their contacts with the public servants responsible for 
procedures. These contacts are a valuable asset since they pave the way for obtaining 
permits, which is virtually impossible for ordinary citizens or firms that do not use 
the services of these expeditors. 

Despite efforts to organize the operation of the Single Windows and procedures, 
the behavior of bureaucracies creates an ecosystem in which obtaining permits is only 
possible for these expeditors. This intermediation benefits the boroughs because 
it perpetuates the distance between the applicant and the public servant, while at 
the same time delegating to the associated third party, a kind of para-bureaucratic 
organization, namely the expeditor, the task of defining the terms of the exchange
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is entailed by obtaining the permit. Thanks to the intermediation provided by the 
expeditor, the act of corruption is no longer based on the interaction between the 
public servant and the person applying for a permit. The mechanism whereby the 
transaction takes place, in which the applicant pays to save time to obtain documents, 
uses an intermediary who acts as a kind of safety valve that protects the public servant 
in the event that the transaction is exposed. 

The increase in legal rules and corruption acts, such as the payment of bribes or 
commissions to civil servants through expeditors, impacts the activities regulated 
by these rules. One effect is the delay caused by the accumulation of paperwork 
and procedures, which entails considerable costs. The government agency respon-
sible for regulatory improvement, the National Commission for Regulatory Improve-
ment (formerly the Federal Commission for Regulatory Improvement), analyzed 
the impact, especially on the cost of housing, of excessive paperwork to obtain 
building permits, from the time they are requested until the delivery of the property 
in 51 municipalities across the country (Cofemer 2016: 3). The study found that 
an average of 19 procedures was necessary and included 186 requirements, which 
took 339 days. According to the National Chamber of the Housing Development 
and Promotion Industry, although the authorities admit that these procedures take 
from 450 to 500 days, they actually take 1675 days, in other words, just over four 
and a half years. According to Cofemer, this delay impacts opportunity costs and 
therefore the final price of housing. On the other hand, although the study does not 
include Mexico City, the increase in procedures in this city also leads to an increase 
in construction costs related to the delay in procedures, which some years ago was 
estimated at 138 days, a longer period than that required in other countries.16 

In this chapter, we consider that another cost of this overregulation lies in the fact 
that it discourages ordinary citizens and small businessmen from respecting the rule 
of urban law. Unable to afford a paperwork expeditor, citizens choose to act without 
permits. 

This system of granting permits encourages social actors to opt for illegality as 
regards town planning rules and leads to the underreporting of town planning activity. 

The following section presents data that point, on the one hand, to an association 
between the complexity and slowness of obtaining permits in urban matters, and 
on the other, to the illegality of certain actions. We wish to highlight the fact that 
this incentive to build without authorization has consequences for the functioning of 
the city and its political organization. As mentioned earlier, it is difficult to register 
buildings that have been built or expanded and therefore update the tax base for 
property taxes, a key source of tax resources for city governments. At the same time, 
if the illegal city is not only explained by the means of access to urban land but 
also by the condition in which the buildings were built (Fernandes and Varley 1998; 
Calderon 2016), another consequence is associated with the fact that it encourages

16 This is recognized by the Agreement issued by the government of the Federal District establishing 
Single Procedures for Processing Procedures and Services in 2012. Published in the Official Gazette 
of the Federal District on July 2, 2012. 
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a situation of illegality in regard to urban regulations. This has a major impact on 
cities in the region. 

16.4 Mexico City: The Enigma of Underreporting 

Comparing the number of homes registered in the city by the National Institute 
of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) with the number of construction declara-
tions registered illustrates what we mean when we speak of illegality in the urban 
built environment. To perform this exercise, we compared data from population 
and housing censuses and information obtained from the Mexico City boroughs for 
the periods 2006–2010 and 2011–2015. We obtained records from seven boroughs 
(Azcapotzalco, Benito Juárez, Cuajimalpa, Cuauhtémoc, Magdalena Contreras, 
Tláhuac and Tlalpan) for an initial exercise. During the second exercise, we obtained 
data on 15 boroughs, in other words, all of them except Milpa Alta. 

Figure 16.2 shows the difference between the number of new dwellings and the 
construction declarations registered. This difference could be explained by the fact 
that type B and C declarations can include several dozen dwellings.17 On the other 
hand, the fact that the declarations of modifications or extensions fail to specify 
whether the number of dwellings they cover are only those added to an existing 
building or whether they refer to the cumulative number of dwellings does not make 
comparison easy. However, based on the data on the number of homes comprising 
each construction declaration in the borough of Benito Juárez, we have estimated the 
number of new dwellings not covered by the construction declarations registered.18 

If we consider the accumulation of housing built regardless of what is expressed in 
the construction declarations, one could argue that cities like Mexico City are seeing 
the development of housing stock of dubious legality, either because property owners 
failed to request the registration of the declaration of the corresponding construction 
or because as we will see, despite having submitted this document, they did not 
continue the procedure until they obtained the Notice of Completion.

17 A Construction Declaration is a statement made by the owner or possessor of a property that 
they are aware of their responsibility regarding the legal requirements to build, expand, repair, or 
modify a construction. Through this declaration, the owner or possessor assumes the obligation to 
comply technically and legally with the applicable legal provisions. The regulation foresees three 
modalities. A Type A Construction Declaration corresponds to the construction of no more than one 
single-family home of up to 120 m2 built. A Type B declaration corresponds to non-residential or 
mixed uses of up to 5000 m2 or up to 10,000 m2 in the case of residential use. A Type C declaration 
corresponds to non-residential or mixed uses of more than 5000 m2, or in the case of residential 
use, more than 10,000 m2. See Building Regulations of the Federal District (GODF January 29, 
2004). 
18 According to the INEGI, between 2005 and 2010, the number of dwellings in the borough of 
Benito Juárez increased by 18,914. Based on information on the number of dwellings covered by 
each of the declarations registered in that period, we have estimated that each of the 938 Construction 
Declarations covers an average of 18.2 dwellings. This means that 17,027 dwellings were registered, 
in other words, nearly 1900 fewer dwellings than those recorded by INEGI.
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Fig. 16.2 Comparison of 
construction declarations and 
new housing in Mexico City 
(2006–2010 and 
2011–2015). Source 
Compiled by the author 
based on information 
obtained through 
INFOCDMX on Mexico 
City (CDMX) Boroughs for 
2006–1010 and 2011–2015
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Fig. 16.3 Construction 
declarations and notices of 
completion 2012–2015. 
Source Compiled by the 
author based on information 
obtained through 
INFOCDMX on Mexico 
City Boroughs) 

0 

200 

400 

600 

800 

1000 

1200 

1400 

1600 

1800 

2000 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Notices of Completion Construction Declarations

Building regulations provide that once construction works have been completed, 
a Notice of Completion must be delivered to the borough office or the Department 
of Urban Development and Housing (SEDUVI). In the case of Type B and C decla-
rations and if the construction was subjected to what is indicated in the Construc-
tion Declaration, in the Hydraulic Services Feasibility Report and the Urban Impact 
Study, when a citizen delivers the Notice of Completion, the authorities grant them an 
Authorization of Use and Occupation.19 Figure 16.3 shows the difference between the 
Construction Declarations and Completion Notices registered in each municipality 
from 2012 to 2015. Although a declaration can be valid for three years and although 
it can have two extensions, it is possible to infer that the large number of construc-
tions registered with Construction Declarations have not been formally completed 
or that if they were, the Notice of Completion process was not undertaken, and the 
Use and Occupancy Notice was not obtained. In other words, constructions whose 
declarations were registered do not obtain the Authorization of Use and Occupation. 

19 This procedure is provided for in Article 65 of the Building Regulations of the Federal District 
(GODF, January 29, 2004) but is not included in the Agreement that establishes Single Procedures 
for Processing Paperwork and Services (Official Gazette of the District Federal of July 2, 2012). 
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The gap between Construction Declarations and Notices of Completion suggests 
that the legality of a broad range of urban development actions remains pending in 
this city. In both cases, that of new dwellings built without a Construction Declaration 
or that of those that did not reach the Notice of Completion stage, a kind of non-
compliance is taking place, thereby not only compromising the physical completion 
but also the completion of the property in the abstract legal sphere. Part of the city 
is illegal not in regard to achieving access to the land, but because its construction 
fails to adhere to the legal provisions concerning land use and construction. 

From our perspective, the proliferation of procedures and requirements for 
obtaining building permits in Mexico City as a result of overregulation is a condition 
that leads to delays in completing paperwork and drives an increase in corrupt prac-
tices, thereby multiplying the costs of housing construction among other economic 
activities. Beyond the fact that excessive legal rules play a role in this economic 
distortion, this mindless use of regulation trivializes the rule of law and undermines 
its ability to guide urban development and the functioning of society in the city. 
Overregulation not only affects informal settlements as some authors have observed 
(Santiago 1998; Fernandes and Rolnik 1998) but also other sectors of the social body 
of cities, since they encourage them to engage in construction outside the regulations 
and permits, in other words, illegally. 

16.5 Final Remarks 

What has been observed in Mexico City suggests that as a system of restrictions 
and sanctions, urban regulation was conceived by legislators and decision-makers 
concerned with establishing checks and balancing for major players in the real 
estate sector, who overlooked ordinary citizens, particularly low-income ones. Faced 
with iron-clad, restrictive, and convoluted regulations, these citizens choose to build 
outside them. 

This perpetuates an ambivalent idea regarding the role of legal regulation in social 
life. On the one hand, it builds up expectations about its ability to organize and 
improve social coexistence while on the other, it elicits accusations about its chronic 
inability to achieve these goals. Growing frustration over the ability of the rules 
of urban law to organize the activity whereby the city develops, coupled with the 
increasing difficulty of building within the narrow scope for maneuver related to 
its overregulation, serves as an incentive to sidestep urban law. Paradoxically, a 
citizen’s attempts to act within the provisions of the law lead them to do so outside it. 
Urban actions such as building occur more frequently in the illegal sphere, thereby 
jeopardizing other goals of urban regulation such as organizing the production and 
reproduction of the city. 

Despite being far removed from the concerns of academic production on the issue 
of regulation and corruption in the management of land use and construction, the 
notion of urbicide in the sense defined by Carrión (2014) is useful for the analysis 
proposed in this chapter. Since it refers to a process that can include the fragmentation
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and erosion of institutionality (Carrión 2014), this notion also refers to the inability 
to steer social behavior. Rather than referring to the political will to destroy the city, 
the revenge of the rural on the urban world, phenomena such as closed communi-
ties, privatization, the closure of local businesses, or the proliferation of skyscrapers 
(Mongin 2015), or embracing the catastrophic view of urban globalization others 
have associated with the notion (Nahoum-Grappe 2015), this chapter has attempted 
to highlight the way excessive expectations of the rules of urban law encourage its 
intensive use. Overregulation and the proliferation of paperwork and procedures may 
well be intended to limit the excesses of globalization and the ambitions of the elites 
noted by Logan and Molotch (2015) that make the city a growth machine with ques-
tionable or non-existent collective benefits. Nevertheless, in this chapter we wanted 
to underline the fact that the excessive use of legal rules multiplies the opportunities 
for non-compliance with the law and therefore the scope for acts of corruption while 
at the same time encouraging ordinary citizens to engage in illegal building. By 
affecting the ability of the law to effectively organize the development and operation 
of the city, overregulation tends to encourage the expansion of the illegal city, with 
all its attendant disadvantages. 
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Chapter 17 
Obsolescence of the Built Environment 

Valeria Reinoso-Naranjo and Manuel Martín-Hernández 

Abstract Architecture is the creation of a society that seeks to give itself a way of 
living. These forms build a material language that expresses both the individual and 
the collective, that is, a field of permanent communication of a space that speaks and 
transmits plurality, heterogeneity and diversity. Despite the fact that many architec-
tures do not always communicate social values and are strictly related to elements 
of imposition and tyrannical forms of power, any architecture may be subject to its 
possible disappearance. This disappearance, in any case, represents the loss of all 
those social values that it is capable of communicating. The urbicide to which we 
want to refer here is caused by urban planning itself, through the permanent search 
for the so-called progress that is capable of exerting strong—and also subtle—mech-
anisms of destruction of architecture, such as seeking its expiration. Observing the 
destruction of the material base from the exercise of expiration or obsolescence 
also constitutes a link to look at the processes associated with the production and 
de-production of the city from other logics. 

Keywords Architecture · Urban design · Historic cities · Suburbs 

17.1 Introduction 

Architecture is the creation of a society that seeks to give itself a way of living. These 
forms build a material language that expresses both the individual and the collective, 
that is, a field of permanent communication of a space that speaks and transmits 
plurality, heterogeneity and diversity. 

Despite the fact that many architectures do not always communicate social values 
and are strictly related to elements of imposition and tyrannical forms of power, any
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architecture may be subject to its possible disappearance. This disappearance, in any 
case, represents the loss of all those social values that it is capable of communicating. 
The urbicide to which we want to refer here is caused by urban planning itself, 
through the permanent search for the so-called progress that is capable of exerting 
strong—and also subtle—mechanisms of destruction of architecture, such as seeking 
its expiration. 

Observing the destruction of the material base from the exercise of expiration 
or obsolescence also constitutes a link to look at the processes associated with the 
production and de-production of the city from other logics. For this, we propose to 
develop this text in three sections: 

The first section, “city, power and obsolescence”, opposes the “city for dwelling” 
to the “city of power” as spaces in dispute, a situation directly related to the crisis 
of urbanism and architecture used to deploy constant actions in the task of seek 
order and homogenization, counteracting attempts at otherness and that activates 
mechanisms of differentiation, substitution and expiration. 

We entitled the second section “spatial condemnations”, places whose result 
expresses both the physical and discursive exercise of obsolescence and where the 
deliberate provocation of a series of tensions and non-tensions is verified, that is, 
a certain logic of excesses and indifference, and places exposed to the violence of 
expiration and its times. 

Finally, in the third section, “critiques of expiration”, we reaffirm the importance 
of time for the city and architecture as a reflection of its authenticity and dura-
bility, establishing the trialogical relationship between modification, belonging and 
permanence, directed to a re-politicization of architecture and urbanism. 

17.2 City, Power and Obsolescence 

17.2.1 The City for Dwelling versus The City of Power 

Since ancient times, the conformation of the urbs (the physical territory of the city) 
responds to the tireless ordering of the civitas (the citizens who inhabit it), where 
the predominance of the heterogeneity of society makes the polis (the political), 
display constant actions in the “task of ordering” society in its space. For authors 
such as Lefebvre (2013), this ordering task consists of fixing differentiated spaces 
with a homogeneous appearance destined for their control. This clearly contrasts 
with the ideals that have been pursued for the creation of the city for dwelling, 
capable of reflecting the experiences, the decisions of the social production of the 
city and the habitat throughout processes that go from the bottom up, imagining the 
city as a container of universal coexistence and unlimited differences, which grows 
and multiplies according to those who adhere to it under the laws of equality and 
belonging, erasing borders that favor heterogeneity, adaptation and transmutation 
(Cacciari 2012).
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However, all those virtues that are directly related to what would be obtained 
by enjoying the right to the city come into contradiction before an abstract and 
atopic representation, which imposes hierarchies and spatial mandates from top to 
bottom, typical of the city that lives and recreates power through planning. For 
Rogério Haesbaert, “[t]he territory is always linked to power and to the control of 
social processes through the control of space” (2013, p. 13). This, which historically 
became the essence of the polis, brings us closer to understanding that the city (urbs), 
in its search for order, reflects the permanent process of differentiation and mutual 
exclusion between the city for dwelling and the city of power, which finds in urbanism 
the ideal instrument for this task, and this concludes in the imposition of a social and 
material vision of the world (Bourdieu 1999). 

17.2.2 Crisis of Urbanism 

The history of the modern city is closely linked to the history of modern urbanism as 
an instrument apparently created to guarantee order in a heterogeneous society. In this 
framework, the political dimension that urbanism acquires (understood as the science 
of the organization of spaces) would correspond to guaranteeing all its inhabitants 
equal access to all common goods and services, necessary to contribute to social, 
economic and political transformations, respecting the heterogeneous and the diverse 
(Borja 2003), an ideal that is finally exceeded by the clash with the norm and the 
difficulty of the administration of the territory. But the city, understood as a container 
of differences, is also a space of conflict and disputes, where the polis assumes a 
vocation for normative planning to purge conflictive relations based on immutable 
principles, fixed and unquestionable rules, creating political instruments and the 
permanent modification of the institutions or technocratic instances to establish said 
order and the materiality of political ideals (Choay 1970; Mongin 2006). 

The historical absence of citizens, the civitas, throughout this process constitutes 
an essential part of the crisis of urbanism. As Richard Sennett states, “[…] the real and 
immediate experience of man, in all his possible freedom and diversity, is considered 
less important than the creation of a community free of conflict” (1975, p. 113). Thus, 
urban life, which is precisely a complex of conflicts, and the city, which should be 
the territory of that confrontation, are stripped of their own codes of social life and 
the capacities for their transmutation. 

Now, Lefebvre in El derecho a la ciudad (1969) unmasks urbanism by exposing 
it as a biased ideological doctrine within the universality of its foundation and poorly 
legitimized because it lacks social consensus as its political origin is absent. It 
is a “pseudoscience” obedient to power and the predominance of the status quo, 
which avoids confrontation in the spatial dispute from the establishment of an 
order that appeals to the original conciliatory discourse of urbanism as a link that 
would guarantee, apparently, the cohesion of the political community and, therefore, 
“progress”.
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The truth is that the tasks of order to which modern urbanism responds refer 
to the framework of modernity and the ideas of modernization made up of three 
processes that François Ascher (2004) defines as: social individualization, which 
operates behind the spectrum of the political community; the rationalization or 
progressive substitution of tradition, which displaces the values of the community 
toward its homogenization; and social and aesthetic differentiation, which eliminates 
the heterogeneous experience and coexistence. 

These purposes created to live in a modern society are nothing more than the 
permanent fear of the others, of disorder and diversity, which finds in the very logic of 
urbanization, capitalism and its urban practices the appropriate mechanisms to create 
an appearance of community based on the imposition of an abstract-instrumental 
order, crossed by a rationality focused on manifesting a harmonious appearance, 
organized and projected under specific parameters, but governed by dominant logics 
and imposed knowledge (Martínez 2014). 

17.2.3 Urban Planning, Urbicide and Obsolescence 

Bogdan Bogdanovic, former mayor of Belgrade and scholar of post-Yugoslav 
cultures, uses the word “urbicide” to refer to the war against cities in the Balkans 
(Serb-Croatian-Bosnian war in the former Yugoslavia, 1992–1995), where cities like 
Dubrovnik, Sarajevo or Mostar were intentionally attacked as symbols of multicultur-
alism. That seems to be the future of war: destruction of cities and death of civilians, 
and at the same time a “patrimonial terrorism” in search of identity amnesia (Boyer 
2013). 

The built environment represents the social action and the political act of inhab-
iting a community with values, customs and memory. The different destructions 
carried out on the material base of cities or architecture1 show that the attack on a 
built fact, whether public or private, eliminates a shared spatiality that safeguards 
both individual and collective memory and the possibility of expressing otherness. 
As Martin Coward emphasizes, “Urbicide, which is a planned assault on the built 
environment; represents, therefore, an assault on the conditions of possibility of such 
heterogeneity” (2009, pp. 54–55). 

The act of physical and symbolic violence involved in material destruction, as 
Coward refers again, becomes a disproportionate action with respect to the very 
objectives of the conflicts, but it becomes a constitutive part of a genocide and, 
in addition to the disintegration of family ties or “homeicide”, a term coined by

1 The destruction of the material base of the city has been a constant in history. From Carthago, to 
mention an important event from the mid-second century BCE, to Mariúpol (Ukraine) right now 
(March 2022), passing through the destruction of the great pre-Hispanic cities in Latin America, or 
Rotterdam or Warsaw at the hands of the Nazis, or Aleppo, in the endless Syrian conflict, motivated 
by countless reasons that are often incomprehensible, Walter Benjamin’s maxim shown in the IX 
thesis of his Philosophy of History (1940) is inexorably fulfilled: “[…] a single catastrophe that 
tirelessly piles up ruin after ruin […]” (2008, p. 310). 
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Douglas Porteous and Sandra Smith that makes explicit “the massive destruction of 
the home” (Coward 2009, p. 10). Therefore, destroying, demolishing and dismantling 
an architecture or an urban space, totally or partially, in itself represents eliminating 
the experience of plurality and disintegrating a social fabric. 

But, regardless of the warlike reasons behind the original use of the word “urbi-
cide”, there are other reasons cities are subject to annihilation. The primary logics for 
the formation of a city, that is, the agglomeration and accumulation of social groups 
in a specific space, linked to modern capitalism, make the production of the city a 
chaotic and complex framework on which it becomes necessary a certain order. By 
opposing the city of power to the city for dwelling—a permanent dispute—the role 
established for the practice of urban planning also becomes part of an exercise in urbi-
cidal violence. According to Françoise Choay, the city, a place of exchange of goods, 
information and affections, is in crisis, and it is precisely because of urbanism, a prag-
matic instrument, often utopian, regularizing, organizing, “a totalitarian instrument 
of conditioning” (2009, p. 163), capable of substituting “the city” for the imposition 
of “the urban”. 

Till (2009), referring to Zygmunt Bauman, points out that the search for order or, 
more precisely, the imposition of order, seamlessly intertwined social individualiza-
tion, rationalization and social and aesthetic division with the practical ideas of the 
modern urbanism, that is, with the desire to adopt rules (since the treatises of Leon 
Battista Alberti in the fifteenth century), to regulate and control (the activity of Baron 
Haussmann in Paris in the mid-nineteenth century), or to rationalize the occupation 
of the territory (the invention of urban planning as a discipline by Ildefonso Cerdá to 
plan the future Barcelona). All this was done in pursuit of the utopian model of the 
ideal city to “create the city that does not exist”, in which to live, as Victor Hugo said 
(Mongin 2006, p. 135). This is the “ideal” ideological base for the reproduction of 
the city and therefore of capitalism, subjecting society to what Neil Leach—based 
on Walter Benjamin–points out as “the shock of the modern” (2001, p. 72) or the 
“shock of the new” (1997, p. 3).  

Thus, during the heyday of industrial society, plan models aimed to project urban 
complexes based on “progress and order”, creating what does not exist (the new), 
from surgical and partial executions that established the primacy of circulation and 
the market, under the rules of order, regularity and control (Mongin 2006) and that 
always pursued a misunderstood or strategically orchestrated modernity. 

Here, urbicide, as Coward (2009) points out, acquires qualities of spatial adminis-
tration, which, focused on the production of the new, had serious implications for the 
twentieth century: the tabula rasa, a principle that characterized urbanism proclaimed 
by Le Corbusier or Ludwig Hilberseimer as a symptom of modernity in the interwar 
period that, although they could not carry it out, became almost the only recipe to 
solve urban chaos and disorder. The interventions carried out by Robert Moses after 
World War II in New York to build the Cross Bronx Expressway or the first World 
Trade Center (1972), with the aim of revitalizing lower Manhattan—as portrayed 
by Marshall Berman (Coward 2009)—were projects of “urban renewal” (actually, 
of planned destruction of large sectors of the city), executed under slogans such 
as “demolition for progress” or “reinventing the world” (Byles 2005, p. 183). The
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“passion to demolish” (Rosero 2017, p. 101), under the mythical progress, always 
hid dark purposes: the Cross Bronx Expressway involved the displacement of fifteen 
hundred families; the demolition of the neighborhoods for the creation of the WTC 
displaced an entire popular artistic culture. Even the famous demolition of the Pruitt-
Igoe housing blocks in St Louis (Missouri) in 1972—which supposedly paved the 
way for architectural postmodernity—was motivated by racism and xenophobia that 
was hidden behind an urban renewal presented as a “cure for the disease” (Rosero 
2017, p. 74). 

The danger of this, as Jeff Byles unmasks in his book Rubble, is the adoption of 
a culture of destruction by the society, as an exercise of a naturalized and socially 
accepted violence, which turned “[…] architecture into the only art whose destruction 
society allows” (2005, p. 20), and as the ideal justification to displace or annul the 
“others” and thereby impose a new order that is justified by expiration. 

17.2.4 Urban-Architectural Obsolescence 

After the “Haussmannization of urbanism”, the ease with which the culture of demo-
lition was installed in the society not only progressively replaced the heterogeneous 
and diverse city for dwelling with the homogeneous city that gives priority to flows 
and standardization, rather, it showed the vulnerability and susceptibility that any 
built environment is exposed to a deliberate destruction to achieve it. What is behind 
this logic? Richard Sennet responds: “[…] the only constant of capitalism is instabil-
ity” (2006a, p. 19) and that condition has caused a constant definition and redefinition 
according to the needs and requirements of capital rotation, from the innovation and 
the reduction of spatial barriers to accumulation (Harvey 1994). Of course, this 
contradicts the logic of living and the notions of stability and durability that archi-
tecture has historically sought, by placing time as the worst enemy of what is already 
built (Till 2009). 

Here, there is no room for a city for dwelling; Paradoxically, capitalism needs 
impermanence to perpetuate itself, which brings us back to what Frederick Gutheim 
said in 1949: “[…] the moment a building is finished, its destruction begins” (Byles 
2005, p. 23). It is a fact that, in the face of the dispossession of social values, as 
result of submission to the flows of consumption, the material space, within the 
framework of capitalism, is just one more object. This reification gives urban space 
and its material basis the condition of prescription, expiration or obsolescence. 

The term “expire” refers to that which loses validity and/or effectiveness and 
happens when something is ruined and/or worn out. For Giancarlo De Carlo, archi-
tectural obsolescence, both physical and technical, occurs when the motivation for 
use “[…] or when the building’s tissues are exhausted and have lost their regen-
erative capacity” (2005 p. 21) granted by the social component. These patterns 
can be identified as functional obsolescence, physical obsolescence and economic 
obsolescence.
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The functional obsolescence of buildings and public spaces arises when these structures no 
longer fulfill the functions for which they were originally designed. Examples of this problem 
are the traditional houses of high-income families in historic centers that are abandoned by 
their occupants as result of changing fashions and aspirations for modern conveniences 
(Rojas et al 2004, p. 9).  

However, functional obsolescence has little to do with architecture, since func-
tionality is not an objective and eternal attribute, “[…] utility per se does not exist, nor 
does objective, universal and incontrovertible functionality; there is, on the contrary, 
the subjective and complex utility, the changing and fragmentary function” (Lampug-
nani 1999, p. 66). Architecture of all ages has always known this: “Old interiors are 
modern because they welcome and satisfy the most diverse, complex, changing and 
unexpected needs” (Lampugnani 1999, p. 89); hence, also the modernity of the 
historic, hybrid centers full of urban “intensity”. 

The other two obsolescences have to do with building deterioration due to lack 
of maintenance, as a result of natural disasters or urban activities (physical obsoles-
cence), or due to lack of profitability, speculative operations or economic pressures 
typical of urban growth (economic obsolescence) (Rojas et al. 2004, p. 9). In all 
three cases, it is clear that obsolescence is not neutral or devoid of an exercise of 
power, since expiration would operate as something intentional and, at the same time, 
imposed or, as Lefebvre (2013) reveals, it is a strategic game that causes everything 
previously built to waver in the search for the new. 

17.2.5 Tyranny of the New 

There is a phrase by Till, “[a]ll architecture is but waste in transit” (2009, p. 67), 
which gives an account of the Benjaminian catastrophist vision while it described 
the destructive character of progress that “[…] does not perceive anything lasting” 
(Benjamin 2010, p. 347). “Goodbye to the old, welcome to the new” (Rosero 2017, 
p. 101); the condemnation of architecture in the face of its possible obsolescence 
would respond to the transfer of power that capitalism needs to reproduce itself 
(Sennet 2006a), a process typical of monopolistic and oligopolistic competitions that 
Joseph A. Schumpeter already called in 1942 “creative destruction” (1996, p. 118). 

The history of capitalism and modernity is the history of the perpetual reproduction 
of the new and its debris. For Rosalind Krauss, the ideology of the new is fully 
identified with avant-garde aesthetics; Nevertheless, 

[...] its covert message is that of historicism. The new is made comfortable by becoming 
familiar, since it is seen as having gradually evolved from the forms of the past. Historicism 
acts on what is new and different to diminish novelty and mitigate difference (1996, p. 289). 

Even the idea of conserving, rehabilitating or revitalizing, misunderstood, is made 
to consume and prescribe. This is, in short, the task of capital: to reduce cultural forms 
and habits to needs and desires, in such a way that, having reached a certain level
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of consumption, it commits to a reinvention that manages to change places, land-
scapes, symbols and even materials for the transitory or the ephemeral, achieving an 
architecture willing to fade to the rhythm of its consumption (Harvey 1997; Mongin 
2006), in such a way that urban and material life resides in a “permanent state of 
becoming” (Bauman 2013, pp. 2–3). 

The cycle of urbicide that contains consumption and expiration generates collat-
eral effects in terms of the phenomenon of urban extinction; Ignacio González-Varas 
points out two of them: 

[...] in the first place, and obviously, by consumption - in terms of its extinction by abandon-
ment -, but its death can also be caused by the opposite cause, that is, by excess of success 
or by consumption -in terms of its extinction due to excessive use (2014, p. 199). 

This is the case of “thematic” cities designed, above all, for mass tourism, but 
which, however—and the case of Venice is the most paradigmatic but not the only 
one—“is no longer a suitable space to live and coexist and it becomes a space for 
consumption” (2014, p. 199). From the hand of this “consumption space” can come 
the destruction of the city by converting it into an image. We see it in many cities 
around the world, with an architecture concerned exclusively with itself—with the 
help of advanced representation and construction technologies—and busy decorating 
speculative investments that turn the city into a commercial brand. 

In any case, these material and symbolic orderings in the city indicate that there 
is a submission of the collective rhythms to these experiences (Bourdieu 1977). For 
this reason, even if it is unnecessary and there are no problems of obsolescence to 
solve, the city or the portion of the city that does not give political returns (historic 
city), or does not offer economic attractions (urban centers), is subject to an urbicide 
of expiration. It is the case of Latin American cities and their primary centers where 
their material bases were dismantle to adapt to the languages of the new in at least two 
forms; with the adoption of imported and superficial aesthetics to create social differ-
ences as Eduardo Kingman (2008) refers, or in operations of material destruction to 
adapt cities to international architectural canons as Silvia Arango (2012) explains. 

17.3 Spatial Condemnations 

The force with which modernity and progress are established not only manages to 
settle mechanisms for constant transformation, but also manages to build criteria 
and canons of truth and aesthetic quality, in such a way that everything that does 
not conform to the control criteria established by the city of power can be declared 
non-existent and even obsolete (Santos 2010). 

All this capacity granted to the city that lives and recreates power is capable of 
defining a series of itineraries aimed at the conversion of landscapes and architectures 
(Muñoz 2005), verifying itself in the urban space through concrete operations on 
the material support. Here, every thought related to segregation, standardization
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or consumption has the ability to become stronger and naturalized, becoming a 
condemnation, a spatiality that hides the faces of expiration. 

17.3.1 Gentrification 

The neologism “gentrification” was introduced by Ruth Glass in her analyzes of the 
city of London in the mid-sixties of the last century. Neil Smith assumed the concept, 
as he himself says, imbued with a certain rehabilitative utopia, but without the mean-
ings of expulsion and deterritorialization that came to characterize that gentrification 
practically from the beginning, from the moment private capital intervened. Further-
more, at the same time, “[…] vibrant working-class communities were becoming 
culturally devitalized” (Smith 2005, p. 31). It is interesting to see here a certain 
“revanchism” on the part of capital against the liberal social policies of the second 
half of the twentieth century, translated into “[…] revenge against minorities, the 
working class, women, environmental legislation, gays and lesbians, immigrants, 
[including campaigns] against political correctness and multiculturalism” (Smith 
2005, p. 43). 

Instead of “gentrification”, a concept that is somewhat restrictive, of dubious 
meaning and even stigmatizing, the geographer García (2001) has proposed “elitiza-
tion”. This other neologism is directly related to the three capitals that are combined in 
these processes of supposed urban requalification to which Giandomenico Amendola 
refers, so elitization is 

[...] able to communicate social status well. The part of the city that has been made one’s 
own, inhabiting it, expresses a complex combination of economic capital (purchasing power 
and heritage), cultural capital (skills, expertise, taste), social capital (interpersonal relations, 
group belonging and possibility of be accepted) (2000, pp. 124–125). 

For what has to do with the effects of gentrification or elitization on historic 
urban areas, we should take look at the document of ICOMOS—the organization 
associated with UNESCO dedicated to the conservation, protection and enhancement 
of cultural heritage—called “The Valletta Principles”, designed for the safeguarding 
and management of these areas. There it is stated that gentrification can cause 

[…] the loss of a place’s habitability and, ultimately, of its character, [so that] historic urban 
areas and towns are at risk of becoming a product of mass consumption, which can lead to 
the loss of its authenticity and heritage value (ICOMOS 2011, s/p).  

There is an interesting theoretical debate about gentrification that has to do with 
the validity of its use as a concept applicable to the global South, given that the most 
widespread literature refers to cases almost always located in Anglo-Eurocentric 
locations. For example, Jennifer Robinson puts in crisis the possibility that any 
urban methodology or concept developed in the USA or Europe—as is the case with 
gentrification—is applicable in principle to any city in a “world of cities”, since 
“[…] the danger is that a comparative urbanism equal to engaging with a wider
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range of cities invites a new round of imperialist appropriation of international urban 
experiences to service Western and other well-resourced centres of scholarship” 
(2011, p. 19). 

However, López-Morales (2015) defends the theoretical usefulness of gentrifica-
tion, as has happened in certain urban centers of cities in Mexico, Brazil or Chile, 
understood as an urban phenomenon not limited only to the mercantile interests 
of capital or tourism—which is its classic interpretation—but as a result of well-
intentioned policies of the State or certain NGOs that seek to appropriate their 
symbolic values, even in a process of “aporofication”, that is, the appropriation 
of a central place that has been previously abandoned by the elites and occupied 
by popular classes, as Carrión and Cepeda (2022) point out for the case of the city 
of Quito and other historical centers. Faced with these situations, López-Morales 
himself (2015) refers to a distinctive anti-gentrification movement typical of an active 
“insurgent citizenship” that is characteristic of Latin America. 

17.3.2 The City of the Peripheries 

17.3.2.1 Peripheries and Urban Centers 

The destruction of the city at the hands of the peripheralization and the decomposition 
of urban centers had already been pointed out by Lewis Mumford in the classic The 
City in History of 1961: 

What began as an escape from the city by families, became a more general withdrawal that 
has produced, more than independent suburbs, a suburban belt that expands. […] Unfortu-
nately, the sum of all these dispersions does not produce a new urban constellation. While 
they potentially provided the building blocks for a new kind of city with many centers, 
administered on a regional scale, their effect so far has been to corrode and undermine the 
old centers (Mumford 2012, pp. 838–839). 

The multiplicity of urban centers, greater accessibility to services, avoiding long 
distances, less real estate pressure on the historic center could be advantages of 
peripheralization, but this is not the case; For Mumford, this situation “automatically” 
means the destruction of the city. According to Rojas et al., the negative consequences 
are numerous, 

Central areas abandoned by the most dynamic activities and higher income families are 
gradually occupied by productive activities or services of lower productivity or informality 
and by lower income families. […] The abandoned or deteriorating residences are occupied 
by low-income families, who sometimes rent space in these informally subdivided buildings 
or occupy the abandoned houses free of charge (2004, p. 3).  

As we will see later on, the urban center can become an inner periphery. It is also in 
the peripheries where a series of conflicts are uncovered, the product “more of a polit-
ical and cultural impotence than an expression of a society evolving towards greater
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sincerity and individuality” (Herzog 1989, p. 113). Before them, the classic instru-
ments of urban planning are no longer valid—with their unstable balance between 
the public and the private, the full and the empty—but an architecture that is often 
banal. We believe that Edward Soja is correct in calling all these diverse peripheries 
“exopolis”, giving it a sense of “simulacrum”, that is, “an exact copy of a city that 
has never existed” (1996, p. 19), a real city but at the same time fictitious: a real 
estate endeavor whose characteristics have nothing to do with what we recognize as 
a “city”, but are set by the market. 

17.3.2.2 Fortress Communities 

One of the most sinister effects of peripheralization is the privatization and depoliti-
cization of cities due to (real or imagined) urban fear. In the last chapter of The 
Postmodern City, Giandomenico Amendola describes how in those places “[the] 
smiling community has been transformed into the purified and shielded community. 
A nightmare […]” (2000, p. 342). In this “privatopia”—a term of EvanMcKenzie—a 
strict norm regulates 

[…] lifestyles and architectural typologies, behaviors, access and characteristics of the guests. 
[…] It is a subtle form of ethnic cleansing and purification that simultaneously tends to create 
a socially and culturally homogeneous community and when you try to separate it and defend 
it from the hostile world, [so that the inhabitants of these peripheral suburbs] no longer know 
how to live with what is different to them (Amendola 2000, p. 344). 

These closed residential peripheries are places of an “imaginary hyperreality” full 
of simulations, because, to begin with, the apparent community is not what we think 
it is, since all its inhabitants belong to the same economic group, in addition 

[t]he residential area simulates order, but it is the result of a disintegrated and disjointed city. 
The public space inside is at the same time very private and marks its difference with that of 
those who live outside the walls. […] It is a daydream that follows the rules of consumption 
and is promoted through advertising and credit (Levi et al., 2006, p. 168). 

17.3.2.3 Central Peripheries 

A few years ago, Manfredo Tafuri wondered how to reconcile the reality of historic 
centers with “[…] the breaking of any static balance, typical of modern life and culture 
and, consequently, of the modern city” (1964, p. 28). To this end, Tafuri proposed 
the following: “[to] not reduce the old city to a more or less convenient corollary of 
the new city […] but to rediscover a function of close complementarity that allows 
the continuity of fabric and functions even in the inevitable differentiation” (1964, 
p. 28). It is necessary to build that balance that should exist between the existing 
and new cities based on the “temporal stratification” that the city possesses through 
the history of its transformations. That balance is not understandable for the forces 
of speculation that would like to convert the historic centers into “periphery”, “[…]
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understanding by ‘periphery’ any part of the citizen body that is in a state of inferiority 
compared to a ‘ center’ in any case active” (Tafuri 1964, p. 29). 

The strengthening of the central city that can be achieved contributes to high-
lighting a series of lessons that we can learn from these historic centers, seen not as a 
timeless and frozen heritage, but as an open book where values of spatial continuity, 
homogeneity, compactness, in short, historical and urban values of high educational 
interest. 

17.4 Criticism of Expiration 

17.4.1 Date of Expiry 

Do cities and architectures expire? The city, according to Claude Levy-Strauss, “[…] 
is both an object of nature and a subject of culture; it is individual and a group, it 
is lived and imagined: A human thing par excellence” (1988, p. 125). In addition, 
now according to Mumford, the city is not only a place of culture, is at the same 
time of extermination, the result of an endless dialectic between its production and 
its destruction: 

Thus, the most precious collective invention of civilization, the city, preceded only by 
language in the transmission of culture, became from the beginning the receptacle of noxious 
internal forces, oriented towards constant extermination and destruction (2012, p. 94). 

The way to avoid that constant destruction to which Mumford refers would be 
in the recognition of the complex, objective and subjective values of the city that 
allow us to identify its “face”, its personality, product—as Lampugnani recalls— 
of “countless” political, social, economic, cultural and, therefore, also architectural 
events. “Urban design, as a discipline, must measure itself -and itself be measured-
against this face. Its objective is not abstraction”—the classic method of urban plan-
ning—“but a complex, subtle, and often submerged reality”, a reality that consists, 
especially, “of human memories, experiences, dreams” (2021, p. 164). 

That reality is built from the history of the city and its citizens. For this reason, 
the criticism of the most orthodox modern urban utopias is based, mainly, on the 
way in which the drawings of the most conspicuous architects of the time tried to 
expel time from the city. After the Second World War, the conservationist criteria of 
Italian origin, allied to the theories of the urban project, helps us whenever we extend 
their recommendations to the entire city. Let us see, for example, Saverio Muratori’s 
already classic reflection on urban life and history: 

The key to the urban problem, the only point of agreement for an urban plan worthy of 
the name, is the understanding and conservation of the character of our city. Renewing this 
character but preserving it must be the only urban criteria; and if it is necessary to expand the 
city by creating new roads, squares and neighborhoods, we must avoid emptying or replacing 
the old with the new by destroying it (1950, p. 40).
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The idea of history in Henri Focillon can help to decide the best action when 
developing an urban project on the existing city: “History […] can be considered as 
a superposition of presents that extend with great amplitude” (2010, p. 100). Then: 
“[…] what we call history is constituted precisely by the diversity and inequality of 
the currents […] in such a way that each fraction of the elapsed time is at the same 
time past, present and future” (1966, pp. 9–10). Therefore, there is no place for urban 
expiration, since all times, including those of the project or planning—paraphrasing 
Focillon—are included in the reality of the city. 

17.4.2 Time in Architecture and City 

As Till (2009) says, architecture needs to continue facing its temporary condition 
because it is unavoidable and also multiple, continuous and powerful. Architecture 
must be understood as a framework that maintains the enormous number of times that 
occupy it (linear, cyclical, subjective, social, long and short times). Essentially, the 
experience of architecture is temporary, from the punctual journey through its envi-
ronments to its vital development. It is precisely, in the words of Juhani Pallasmaa, 
“[…] through the temporal strata of our built scenarios where we grasp the past 
and the fluidity of cultural time, [therefore] we are mentally incapable of living in 
chaos or in a timeless condition” (2016, pp. 117–118). Here lies the importance of 
urban history: this one from Pallasmaa is, without a doubt, a beautiful definition of 
the city, precisely because it treasures and represents time: “The city structures the 
capture and preserves time in the same way as literary or artistic works. Buildings 
and squares allow us to return to the past, to experience the slow healing time of 
history” (2014, p. 43). 

That temporary coexistence leads us to one of the fundamental conceptual instru-
ments for the urban project: the “modification”. This implies not repeating the canons 
and principles, nor the previous methods and processes, which gave rise to the existing 
city. The respect for the real territory implies not leaving it frozen in a timeless 
present, but ensuring its transfer to the future, through its inevitable modification. 
What is durable is what is changing, adaptable and continually reworked. The time 
of city and architecture opens up to the future, keeping the past alive. After all, to 
exist, according to Henri Bergson, is a continuous change, because “[…] what does 
not change does not last” (1963, p. 441). Consequently, duration does not consist in 
the substitution of one instant in time for another, but in the incessant growth of the 
past. Thus, the identity of architecture and the city lies precisely in its ability to adapt 
to the passage of time. 

“Modification” was the subject of one of the most famous editorials by Vittorio 
Gregotti in Casabella magazine. It depends directly on the consideration of the real 
to be modified, and this gives rise to another important concept: the “belonging” to 
places, an idea that “[…] becomes an authentic pedagogy of the project” (Gregotti 
1993, p. 77), since the place (the relationships between morphology and typology, the 
environment, its history) is the foundation of architecture. For this reason, the idea of
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belonging tells us that in any urban intervention, in any inevitable modification of the 
real, a tabula rasa is not conceivable, nor is the transferability to one place of project 
experiences designed for other places or the internationalization of an abstraction, 
which was the quintessential modern aspiration. 

This “belonging” must also be addressed from the idea of “permanence”. Piero 
Sanpaolesi, one of the references author in the theory and practice of heritage inter-
vention in Italy in the third quarter of the twentieth century, is very clear in his 
criticism: “The destruction of old quarters […] is the result of widespread ignorance 
and indifference, common even in educated circles, so far as the city and its archi-
tecture are concerned” (1972, p. 245), caused, especially, by economic reasons and 
unproven obsolescence. To avoid these alterations or destruction, Sampaolesi recom-
mends taking into account the age of the city, its shape, its history, its traditions, the 
accumulation of works and records, as well as its beauty. 

Therefore, the plan or the project should not freeze history, on the contrary: life 
in the city demands a creative and open attitude in the relations between the history 
of architecture and architecture itself. An attitude that should be based on modesty, 
common sense and sensitivity to those architectures and urban environments on 
which it intervenes, knowing, moreover, that the city is not infinitely malleable, 
since 

[…] it is not infinitely available in the face of changes in the economy, institutions and politics. 
Not only because of the resistance that spatial inertia itself opposes, but also because to some 
extent it constitutes the trajectory along which these same changes can occur (Secchi 2015, 
pp. 28–29). 

17.4.3 Re-politicization of the City. Toward Another 
Urbanism 

17.4.3.1 Post-politics and Re-politicization 

Governance—“[…] an arrangement of Governing-beyond-the-State” (Swyngedouw 
2007, s/p)—is the practical manifestation of the so-called “post-politics”. According 
to Žižek (2006), post-politics is the search for compromises between interests— 
almost always economic—that leave the State out, in such a way that it is reduced to 
a simple agent in the equation, but far from that “space of litigation” that should char-
acterize politics. Here, we defend a re-politicization of the urban process that must 
recognize, first, that traditional planning with modern roots is “[…] a violent act that 
erases at least part of what existed in order to erect something new and different, [and 
also that] such interventions hold a totalitarian moment, the temporary suspension of 
democracy” (Swyngedouw 2011, p. 61). However, if we want a democratic planning 
process, it must recover politics, it must build a “[…] space for the cultivation of 
dissent and disagreement, to claim the presumption of equality of each and every 
one of us, [because the result] is contingent, often unpredictable, enormously varied,
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risky, […] deeply conflictive” (Swyngedouw 2011, p. 62), and also equitable and 
inclusive. 

Therefore, one way to re-politicize the city would be to recover urbanism as a 
territory of conflict, in such a way that in the face of the orthodox ideology of the 
plan—imaginary, decontextualized, falsely coherent, arrogant and imposing-, typical 
of post-political governance, we would have “another urbanism”. 

17.4.3.2 Neo-urbanism 

Like other authors, Anthony Vidler has insisted on the importance of the existing 
city as the foundation of urban intervention processes; therefore, he defines urban 
planning as “[…] the instrumental theory and practice of constructing the city as a 
memorial of itself” (1994, p. 179). At the same time, we would have to speak of a 
“neo-urbanism” that develops other methodologies, substituting the classic linearity 
“that linked the diagnosis, the identification of needs and the final elaboration of 
a plan” by a “heuristic, iterative, incremental and recurrent management” (Ascher 
2004, p. 73), that is: elaboration and testing of hypotheses, partial realizations, long-
term measurements, feedback processes, etc. To put this into practice, we should 
refer to two disciplinary developments that equally affect architecture and the city: 
the “urban project” and the “historic urban landscape”. 

The “urban project”, the central theme of a congress held at the Harvard University 
Graduate School of Design in April 1956, was defined by its dean Jose Luis Sert (Sert 
et al. 2006) as a new work of synthesis, capable of bringing together all disciplinary 
approaches to the urban phenomenon, from architecture or engineering to urban 
planning or landscape architecture. Through the urban project, it seeks to intervene 
in cities based on multifunctional and hybrid proposals that avoid zoning, taking into 
account streets, squares, gardens, blocks or neighborhoods as instruments of the plan. 
It trying not only to put order in the city but also to architecturally control the elements 
(buildings and free spaces) that make it up, incorporating urban infrastructures and 
facilities into the same plane of reflection. The urban project is nothing more than a 
way of rediscovering architecture with urban planning, disciplines that should never 
have been divorced, although today, unfortunately, their practice “[…] has been 
largely relegated to commercial or anachronistic approaches” (Aureli 2007, p. 195), 
purely formalistic. It would therefore be necessary to recover the dimension of the 
intervention—which has nothing to do with scale or size—because it would not only 
review the very conception of urbanism, but also that of architecture. 

On the other hand, the “historic urban landscape” emerged at the beginning of 
the twenty-first century as the fundamental concept for the management of cities— 
initially of historical value. In the so-called Vienna Memorandum, UNESCO (2005) 
included under that concept—and in a holistic way—values such as archaeological, 
architectural, historical, scientific, aesthetic, sociocultural or ecological, in such a 
way that all the elements that define the urban character of a city could be brought 
together. The interesting thing about the concept is that, after its assimilation, the old 
notions of “historic complex” or “historic center” have been superseded. In addition,



348 V. Reinoso-Naranjo and M. Martín-Hernández

it includes, as stated in the subsequent Recommendations, “[…] the general urban 
context and its geographical environment” (UNESCO 2011, section 8), that is, the 
entire city, and also “[…] the uses and social and cultural values, the economic 
processes and the intangible aspects of heritage in their relationship with diversity 
and identity” (UNESCO 2011, section 9). The intention of this new principle is to 
combine the protection of heritage (used here in the broadest sense of the term) and 
the dynamics and social, cultural, functional and economic development of the entire 
city—not just the historic or central one—where the community emerges as the main 
actor in these processes. 

The complementarity between contemporary architecture, the city, and the values 
of the historic urban landscape are thus a good principle allied with the urban project 
that we referred to earlier. Urban planning and project methodologies originally 
applied to the protection and intervention in historic centers allows us to use them 
throughout the city. 

17.4.3.3 Participation and Insurgent Urbanism 

The crisis of urbanism to which we have referred previously is also that of the urban 
planner and the agents who make their decisions about the city. As Paul Davidoff 
and Thomas A. Reiner, Advocacy Planning theorists, said in the early 1960s: 

If an ultimate objective of planning is to widen choice and the opportunity to choose, then 
the planner has the obligation not to limit choice arbitrarily. [...] This is crucial: we maintain 
that neither the planner’s technical competence nor his wisdom entitles him to ascribe or 
dictate values to his immediate or ultimate clients (1962, p. 108). 

Despite the fact that it is a text that is already sixty years old, it is surprising that 
the professional practice criticized there is still present in the supposedly democratic 
agendas of urban decision-making, since planners and architects still maintain their 
exclusive ability to forecast the future and prediction of the needs of citizens through 
the instruments of the plan or project. However—and this is an example—the unpre-
dictable should not be taken out of urban reflection, as happens with informality, 
often caused, according to Ananya Roy, by planning itself or its intentional absence. 

Engagement with informality is in many ways quite difficult for planners. Informal spaces 
seem to be the exception to planning, lying outside its realm of control […]. To deal with 
informality therefore partly means confronting how the apparatus of planning produces the 
unplanned and unplannable (2005, pp. 155–156). 

According to James Holston, the utopia of modern urban planning seeks to trans-
form what exists outside of its historical and social reality. An idea of a plan without 
contradictions or conflicts is unreal because “[…] it assumes a rational domination 
of the future in which its total and totalizing plan dissolves any conflict between 
the imagined and the existing society in the imposed coherence of its order. [Never-
theless] it fails to consider the unintended and the unexpected as part of the model” 
(1995, p. 46). By introducing “the other”, the unpredictable, the unregulated, the self-
managed, we would be facing an “insurgent urbanism” capable of re-territorializing
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its processes through the alternative development of “[…] new kinds of practices and 
narratives about belonging to and participating in society” (Holston 1995, p. 53); a 
planning that knows how to learn, therefore, from lived experiences. 

Today it is more evident than ever “[…] the need for the citizen to be a substantial 
part of the decision-making system on the organization of the territory, in which he 
lives or in which he is going to live” (Fariña Tojo 2015, p. 74). Assuming, therefore, 
participatory practices, these can be seen in two different ways. According to Leonie 
Sandercock, one has to do with the traditional negotiation and consensus processes 
typical of participatory urbanism, but where qualified technicians and managers lead 
the entire process. 

The flip side is less benign. It can frown at you and insult you. It does not normally wear a 
suit and is not interested in planning institutions, since they have traditionally excluded it. 
[...] They are neighborhood and community movements, working from the bottom up (as 
opposed to from the top down), that teach [...] that marginal communities find their voice, 
and not speak for themselves (1998, pp. 6–7). 

The result has to do directly with what Richard Sennet—from Jane Jacobs—calls 
“open city”, a democratic and participatory space built from a special attention to the 
edges (“passage territories”), the architectural-urban spatial stimulation (“incomplete 
form”) and conflicts and agreements (“narratives of development”) (Sennet 2006b). 

The urban planners should therefore abandon their privileged situation, the “over-
head arrogance”, as Stefano Boeri would say, “incapable of supporting the multi-
dimensional and dynamic nature of urban phenomena” (2010, p. 182), and start 
collaborating at a street level with other agents and with citizens willing to make 
decisions about the places where they are going to live. Giulio Carlo Argan, an art 
historian who became mayor of Rome in the second half of the 1970s, defined urban 
planning—probably the fruit of his experience—as “the science of managing urban 
values”: “The task of urbanism is not to project the city of the future but to admin-
ister in the common interest a heritage of values, certainly economic […], but also 
historical, aesthetic, moral; collective and individual” (1984, p. 223). Thus, the urban 
planner should qualify as an “educator”, promoter of an ethical sense that seems to 
be the appropriate attitude toward the present and future city during these coming 
years. 

17.4.4 Architecture for Uncertainty 

Architectural culture—many times without being aware of it—carries with it an 
abuse of power and domination, which implies the substitution of ethical concerns 
for aesthetic ones; the disappearance of all ethical discourse at the hands of the image, 
in such a way that the attractiveness of its appearance makes us forget the ethical 
judgments of a certain political or architecturally masked ideology. In this way, 
through certain strategies of seduction, architecture has become—especially after 
the so-called postmodernism and its added practices, such as deconstruction—in a
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simple game of empty forms destined for consumption, absent from any discourse 
as it is not the appropriation of an artificially translated philosophical or scientific 
terminology, which masks economic and representational interests that are not openly 
confessed (Leach 2001). 

Now it is necessary to think about other practices that have to do, directly, with 
times of uncertainty, of complexity, with the irremediable contingency for the project 
in architecture and the city. “Contingency” means that things may turn out differently 
than expected. According to Till, “[…] in the contingent world the exact end is 
uncertain and the choices made along the way are exposed to other forces, and in 
particular the hopes and intents of others” (2009, p. 59). That is why architects 
and urban planners should abandon “[…] their delusions of autonomy and engage 
with others in their massy, complex lives” (Till 2009, p. 61). An “architecture for 
uncertainty” means building for open functionality, sparingly, in a durable way and, of 
course, looking for beauty (Lampugnani 2021). Architecture in times of uncertainty 
is not concerned about extreme novelty, but rather about its inhabitants, making frugal 
and appropriate use of resources and about what has already been built. 

About building on what has been already built, we must be aware of the relation 
that exists between a global idea of sustainability and the safeguarding of the locus 
of urban areas. According to Lampugnani, 

[...] we must use our existing architectures more thoughtfully. Our cities, villages, and rural 
lands are filled with underused or abandoned buildings. We can restore and revitalize them 
instead of building new ones next to them (2021, p. 58). 

If it were necessary to build new buildings, these should be sustainable, durable, 
made of recyclable materials, energy savers, passive environmental control, etc. 
However, it happens that the market is interested in expiration and demolition, 
which benefits land speculation and the profit percentages of construction operations; 
but this, is ecologically irresponsible and economically unacceptable. Lampugnani 
describes the sustainable and contemporary quality of construction on what is built 
in this text: “A restored, renovated, and revitalized building prevents the construction 
of a new one -prevents the consumption of land, materials, and energy. [It] is to make 
parsimonious use of resources” (2021, p. 62). 

The principle of action should be, as Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal— 
Pritzker Prize winners in 2021—remind us, “[…] not to tear down, nor undo, nor cut 
off what is alive, but, on the contrary, to reinforce, thus contributing to the balance 
of existing urban structures” (2017, p. 101). For this, the architecture should have 
a certain quality of “generic space”; this means being ready for its “alterability” 
(changes of all kinds), “extendability” (horizontal or vertical lengthening) or “poly-
valence” (multiple use of spaces without architectural or structural modification) 
(Leupen 2006, p. 25). 

In relation to extensibility, progressive housing (which has to do with the theory 
of architecture as a process) “[…] responds to social practice, to the way in which 
most people produce their housing, according to the dynamics of their resources, 
possibilities, needs and dreams” (Ortiz Flores 2007, p. 12). The architect has an 
important political responsibility here, since they should move from their traditional
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idea of “creators” or “artists” to adopt for a moment the idea of the architect as an 
artisan, “[…] as a translator of desires and needs; process mediator and facilitator; 
catalyst of situations or connector between subjects and interests” (Verdaguer 2011, 
s/p). 

Architects are educated—by necessity—in generality and therefore can address 
complex problems while developing particular or specialized issues (Morin 2001). 
However, dealing with those problems—this is extremely important—they must also 
abandon their traditional position of authority (the myth of the “author”), perpetuated 
in self-propaganda and in the educational system. Now, they must take position 
themselves as anti-heroes, as co-authors who are part of a much more complex and 
broad process that includes other actors and, above all, those who are going to inhabit 
their architectures. 

17.5 Conclusion 

Urbicide, from the logic of expiration or obsolescence, opens a critical debate that 
combines several theoretical perspectives on the cycle of production and destruction 
of the city from a mechanism of materialization and at the same time dematerial-
ization of architecture from a regulatory urbanism. Thus, urbicide converts the city, 
understood as a space to inhabit, into a space for consumption and expiration. In our 
opinion, to reach this urbicide, there are three tyrannies: (a) the functional, phys-
ical and economic obsolescence of architectures; (b) the autocracy of power, which 
wants to leave its mark on the city; and (c) the tyranny of the new, which forces 
constant renewal. These actions, which are not neutral or devoid of an intentionality 
that favors the rotation of capital over the urban space, are verified in at least three 
aspects: 

. As a mechanism of physical order that guarantees capitalist accumulation through 
real estate profit, favoring flows, consumption and the ephemeral, over the 
experience of building places and architectures that express appropriation and 
identity. 

. As an action present in the materialization of spatial homogenization and, there-
fore, in social and aesthetic differentiation and control, condemning spaces to 
uniformity and standardization as patterns of consumption typical of a tyranny 
that establishes rather a form of urbanization based on expiration and the new. 

. As a discursive exercise present in the construction of exclusivities and supported 
by social imaginaries in favor of a dubious progress, capable of declaring states of 
inferiority and substituting the values of heterogeneity, plurality and community, 
that is, the annulment, from the material, from the value of time and spaces of 
authenticity. 

The destructive sense of expiration condemns spaces to abandonment and, at the 
same time, to gentrification, excess consumption, privatization, overcrowding and 
indifference, where the sense of the city fades. For this reason and against expiration
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and its consequences—advocated both by traditional urban planning and by the archi-
tectural project in its search for novelty—we speak of a “re-politicization of the city”. 
Through this re-politicization we defend the existence of “another urbanism” and, at 
the same time, of an “architecture of complexity”, in such a way that, in the face of the 
orthodox ideology of the urban plan and the architectural project—which are usually 
being decontextualized, falsely coherent, arrogant and imposing documents—we 
would have an “insurgent urbanism” and an “architecture of uncertainty”. 

The insurgency in the practice of urbanism makes it possible to re-territorialize its 
processes through the alternative development of new types of practices and social 
narratives about the sense of belonging and participation for the construction of 
alternative futures. Meanwhile, the architecture of uncertainty means building for 
an open functionality, in a durable way, which does not care about extreme novelty 
but about its inhabitants, making a frugal and adequate use of resources and what 
has already been built. In one case as in another, there is an “ethical sense”, which 
seems to be the appropriate attitude toward the present and future city during these 
coming years. According to this agenda, there would be no possible obsolescence or 
expiration. 
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Chapter 18 
The (Un)made City: Spatial 
Fragmentation, Social Inequalities 
and (De)compositions of Urban Life 

Ramiro Segura 

Abstract This chapter reflects on the (un)made city and the dynamics of 
(de)composition of urban life. In recent decades, various voices have questioned 
the persistence of the modern idea of “the city” as a self-evident and unquestionable 
assumption of urban studies. Regardless of the positions and reasons suggested in 
a broad debate that involves the contemporary social processes of space produc-
tion as well as the theoretical and epistemological perspectives from which these 
processes are analyzed, there is an underlying shared conviction that it is necessary 
to re-imagine and re-map the urban. In this sense, here urbicide refers to an open and 
complex urban process, which is neither teleological nor linear. Rather than a given 
reality (or an inevitable future), the idea of urbicide constitutes a working hypoth-
esis through which to explore the socio-spatial dynamics in contemporary urbanism, 
where the life and death of the urban are intertwined; that is, the city is made and 
unmade. Analyzing these processes implies a double movement: acknowledging 
the powerful social and spatial processes that “unmade” the city and, at the same 
time, showing (based on an ethnographic case) the ways in which its inhabitants are 
actively involved in “remaking” the city, in composing the urban. 

Keywords Town planning · Urban space · Social process · Social inequality ·
Urban sociology 

18.1 Introduction 

This chapter reflects on the (un)made city and the dynamics of (de)composition 
of urban life. In recent decades, various voices have questioned the persistence of 
the modern idea of “the city”—a large, dense, self-contained and bonded nodal 
socio-spatial unit—as a self-evident and unquestionable assumption of urban studies. 
From the theories of the social production of space and by considering some classic
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proposals made by Lefebvre (2013), Brenner (2017) has recently pointed out that 
research should move from the city to the urbanization process, understood as a 
contradictory dynamic of implosion and explosion that produces new forms of urban-
ized landscape. For Brenner, these processes generate a diversity of “agglomeration” 
phenomena, being the city only one of the forms assumed by contemporary urban-
ization. Precisely, many of the other forms that destabilize the image of the city as 
an organic, coherent and hierarchical unit have been explored and described since 
the 1990s by the Los Angeles School (Dear and Flusty 1998) in terms of privatopias 
(McKenzie 1994) and postmetropolis (Soja 2008), among other neologisms that 
sought to capture urban transformations. 

On the other hand, postcolonial theories have made a call to “open” the geog-
raphy of urban studies theory, traditionally restricted to the urban experience of a 
few paradigmatic cities of the Global North (Robinson 2002;Roy  2013). This claim is 
not reduced, however, to expanding the empirical variability of the urban by adding 
“interesting cases” from the Global South, but rather to rethinking the historical 
difference between asymmetrically interconnected urban processes which require 
new ways of theorizing the urban (Roy 2016), a phenomenon that is not limited to 
the restricted geography of the theory of the Global North (Robinson 2011). Like-
wise, in a critical dialog with both perspectives, due to the assumed deconstructive 
emphasis from postcolonial theories and the supposed re-centering of the cities of 
the Global North in the case of theories of space production, Schindler (2017) has 
recently developed the guidelines for a southern urbanism that would both avoid the 
stereotyped labeling questioned by postcolonial perspectives and provide the key to 
our understanding of contemporary urbanization in a situated manner. 

In short, regardless of the positions and reasons suggested in a broad debate that 
involves the contemporary social processes of space production as well as the theo-
retical and epistemological perspectives from which these processes are analyzed, 
there is an underlying shared conviction that it is necessary to re-imagine and re-map 
the urban. 

The question of what we can call (by paraphrasing what Jane Jacobs already 
stated about “inurban urbanizations” in 1961, Jacobs 2011: 33), the life and death 
of the urban become particularly relevant in the current scenario of contemporary 
urbanism. In this sense, here urbicide refers to an open and complex urban process, 
which is neither teleological nor linear. Rather than a manifest and given reality (or 
an inevitable future), the idea of urbicide constitutes a working hypothesis through 
which to explore the socio-spatial dynamics in contemporary urbanism, where the 
life and death of the urban are intertwined; that is, the city is made and unmade. 
Specifically, the processes of (de)composition of urban life will be analyzed in depth 
in this chapter. This implies a double movement: acknowledging the powerful social 
and spatial processes that “unmade” the city and, at the same time, showing (based 
on an ethnographic case) the ways in which its inhabitants are actively involved in 
“remaking” the city, in composing the urban. 

The starting point for these reflections is a collective investigation into the effects 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on daily life on the outskirts of intermediate cities in
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Argentina,1 which in recent decades have shown a trend of urban growth toward 
“extended metropolitan morphologies” (Prévot-Schapira and Velut 2016). In partic-
ular, the focus here will be on some socio-spatial dynamics in the western periphery 
of La Plata, Argentina, not because the processes occurring there are regarded as 
paradigmatic, prototypical or generalizable, but because they are strategic to show 
the dynamics of (de)compositions of urban life, i.e., death and life of the urban, 
which are likely to unfold differently and take on other forms in other places. 

Since its foundation as a planned city in the late nineteenth century, La Plata has 
been the capital of the province of Buenos Aires, the main province of Argentina. The 
city of La Plata is located 56 km southeast of Buenos Aires city and, together with 
the municipalities of Berisso and Ensenada, it integrates the conglomerate of Gran 
La Plata with a population of 893,844 inhabitants for the year 2020. The original 
design was a square of 40 blocks (five kilometers) per side, clearly delimited by 
a 100-m-wide ring road, whose function was to separate the urban area from the 
rural one. Inside the square, grid arrangement predominates, with avenues every 
six blocks. At the intersection of the avenues, there are equidistant green spaces 
(parks and squares). Two main diagonals and six secondary diagonals seek to provide 
agility to driving within the square and connect the city center with the periphery. 
A monumental axis running along 51st and 53rd Avenues symmetrically divides the 
foundational plan. On the axis, there are the main public buildings: the House of 
Government, the Legislature, Teatro Argentino, the City Hall and the Cathedral. This 
axis is perpendicular to Río de La Plata. In addition to distinguishing public from 
private spaces, it symbolically connects the port with the pampas. 

However, its historical course can be condensed in the displacement from the 
“ideal city” of the nineteenth century to the “broken square” of the early twenty-
first century (Segura 2019). Indeed, contemporary urban dynamics combine the 
trend toward densification and verticalization of the planned foundational layout 
together with the expansion of low-density peripheries, spatially fragmented, unequal 
in economic and residential terms, and culturally heterogeneous. 

On the western outskirts of La Plata, there are spatial proximity and sharp contrasts 
between farms of horticultural production (quintas) mainly run by a Bolivian popu-
lation, “settlements” resulting from the informal land occupation by heterogeneous 
popular sectors (asentamientos), recent middle-class urbanizations largely composed 
of young professional families and upper-class gated communities. These contrasts— 
reinforced by urban voids, road infrastructure, walls, fences and various security 
devices—immediately refer to the paradigmatic images of urban fragmentation that 
theoretically breaks down or decomposes the city into segments that are supposedly 
insular and relatively autonomous. 

Nevertheless, our ethnographic fieldwork showed a multiplicity of practices that, 
against the asynchronous image of nearby and separate islands, the inhabitants daily

1 “Flows, borders, and foci. The geographical imagination in six urban peripheries of Argentina 
during the COVID19 pandemic and post-pandemic”, project directed by Ramiro Segura and financed 
by the National Agency for Scientific, Technological and Productive Innovation Promotion within 
the framework of the PISAC-COVID-19 Call “The Argentine society in the post-pandemic”. 
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deploy to compose an unequal and, at the same time, shared social world. Then, it is 
not a question of ignoring the strong contrasts and multiple inequalities that cross the 
peripheral space, but of accounting for the practices deployed to compose (Descola 
2016) the place that is inhabited and establish forms of conviviality (Gilroy 2004) 
that unfold in its interstices. They are compositions and convivialities seeking to 
recompose an urban and social fabric that the dominant forms of space production 
(Roy 2013) do not stop breaking down and fragmenting. 

The French anthropologist Philippe Descola’s first and truncated fieldwork expe-
rience (Descola 2016) in Chiapas, Mexico, in 1973, gave rise to my reflections 
on the (de)compositions in this contemporary peri-urban scenario. In his research, 
Descola was interested in the interethnic relationships between the Lacandones and 
the Tzeltales, as well as the differential relations that both groups established with 
the rainforest. To achieve this aim, he worked in a town in the Lacandon jungle where 
some Tzeltales, who had fled from the highlands, their native habitat, expelled by 
the landowners, settled. The Tzeltales were forced to rebuild, in an environment 
completely different from the highlands, a world analogous to it, and this turned out 
to be very difficult for ecological reasons. Without the landmarks of the highlands, 
Descola explains, the Tzeltales. 

obsessively tried to reconstruct the physical and symbolic landscape that they had lost, as well 
as the social logic that was associated with it (…). I witnessed the permanent struggle waged 
by its inhabitants against an environment that was unfamiliar to them, and the strategies they 
put in place to try to tame it (Descola 2016: 29). 

Although distant and different from the Lacandon jungle analyzed by Descola, the 
vertiginous transformation of the environment in the west of La Plata, which involves 
growing tensions between residential urban expansion and rural land uses, the negoti-
ated spatial proximity between social classes, and the reciprocal glances between old 
settlers and recent residents, among other processes, constitute a scenario in which 
the inhabitants are actively involved in trying to compose a world in decomposition. 
This work of composition unfolds both in the place they inhabit and regarding the 
relations of conviviality with those sharing the place. While the concept of “fragmen-
tation” tends to place emphasis on the distance, separation and reciprocal isolation 
between groups and social classes in the city (Segura 2020), here “conviviality” is 
considered to be an analytical tool (Nowicka and Vertovec 2014) that focuses on the 
processes of daily cohabitation across the borders of class, ethnicity and race (Gilroy 
2004), paying attention to the contexts of interaction, negotiation and conflict of 
social positions and cultural identifications (Mecila 2017) as well as the struggles 
for the creation of habitable and shared worlds (Heil 2020). 

Hence, urbicide is not a pre-established and inevitable destiny of urban life, since 
inhabitants are not passive objects of a process that they do not control but rather 
active agents who, in contexts of socio-spatial fragmentation, compose their new 
habitat—not without negotiations, conflicts and paradoxical effects—and establish 
modes of conviviality, that is, processes of cohabitation and interaction between 
different and unequal people with whom they share a place.
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The chapter is organized in five sections. Firstly, it critically reflects on the concept 
of fragmentation from a socio-anthropological perspective attentive to interactions, 
mobilities and borders in urbanization processes. Secondly, it describes the prac-
tices of place composition. Thirdly, it focuses on the production of conviviality in 
the western outskirts of La Plata. Fourthly, it analytically addresses the limits of 
these works of composition of place and production of conviviality from the instal-
lation of a peripheral public space. Finally, it draws a conclusion on the processes of 
(de)composition of urban life. 

18.2 A Socio-anthropological Critique of the Concept 
of Fragmentation 

Fragmentation is a relatively new concept that seeks to specify the relationships 
between urbanization and inequality in contemporary metropolises. It is also prob-
ably one of the most powerful metaphors to represent the social and urban trans-
formations of recent decades. In this sense, beyond strictly academic uses, “frag-
mentation” and related categories such as “dualization” and “polarization” have a 
negative semantic charge and have been mobilized to criticize (and even denounce) 
the destruction of a previous social and urban fabric, all of which brings the concept 
of fragmentation closer to the idea of urbicide. Briefly reconstructing the history of 
this concept, its uses in Latin American urban studies and its heuristic limits will 
allow a better understanding of the dynamics of (de)composition of urban life. 

The most remote antecedent of the concept is found in The Fragmented 
Metropolis: Los Angeles, 1850–1930 by Fogelson (1967), a book where it was 
pointed out that the fragmented conurbation of Los Angeles was the archetype, 
for better or worse, of contemporary urbanization. And its generalization probably 
coincides with the publication of the article “Post-modern Urbanism” by Dear and 
Flusty (1998), where they argued about the existence of the Los Angeles School, a 
school of urban theory not only located in the city of Los Angeles, but which regarded 
the urban planning of Los Angeles as the key to reading the predominant trends in 
world urban planning (Segura 2021a). 

The exceptional status of a dispersed, discontinuous and polycentric metropolitan 
area such as Los Angeles in twentieth-century North American urbanism began to 
change when various cities, within the framework of the restructuring of neolib-
eral capitalism unfolded from the 1970s and 1980s, started to show characteris-
tics similar to those that until then seemed exclusive to the city of Los Angeles: 
diverse and heterogeneous communities instead of homogeneous communities, 
consolidation of post-Fordism in the urban economy and the emergence of “new 
urban forms” that the researchers of the Los Angeles School cataloged with neolo-
gisms such as exopolis, edge-cities, privatopias, technopoles and cybercities, among 
others. Fogelson’s prophecy seemed to be coming true, and perhaps the fragmented 
metropolitan area of Los Angeles heralded the future of cities around the world.
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In the book From Chicago to L.A.: Making Sense of Urban Theory (Dear and 
Flusty 2001), the movement from Chicago to Los Angeles summarizes the course of 
North American urban theory throughout the twentieth century. The main idea is that 
cities have been transformed from ordered and hierarchical geographical landscapes 
that revolve around a nucleus (like those described in an ecological key by the 
traditional Chicago School) toward expanded urban agglomerations without a center, 
which inexorably envelop everything along their path. Another key idea is that urban 
future lies largely in Los Angeles’ past and present. Thus, Los Angeles was no 
exception to the rule of contemporary urbanization processes. 

Also in Latin America, during the processes of economic opening and global-
ization at the end of the twentieth century, large cities were reconfigured in struc-
tural, functional and territorial terms (De Mattos 2010; Ciccolella 2011): decline of 
productive functions and restructuring toward a service economy; passage from a 
compact metropolitan space with defined borders and limits, toward a metropolitan 
growth with diffuse borders and a polycentric structure; private suburbanization of 
the elites; increase in precarious habitat, both in the center and in the urban periphery; 
proliferation of “new urban objects” linked to consumption, such as shopping malls, 
hypermarkets, entertainment venues, international hotels, restaurants, theme parks 
and private developments, among other transformations. 

Given this scenario, a debate was unfolded around the fragmentation of Latin 
American cities (Bayón and Saraví 2013). While authors such as Janoschka (2002), 
Borsdorf (2003) and Prévot-Schapira (2001) highlighted the consolidation of a new 
model of the city, authors such as Caldeira (2007) and Duhau and Giglia (2008) 
emphasized the continuity of the structure of both the social division of urban space 
and the patterns of segregation, setting the trend toward fragmentation in the previous 
model. However, apart from the degree of (dis)continuity in this process, the literature 
agrees on highlighting a change in scale in the processes of socio-spatial differentia-
tion. Whereas a process of social mixture greater than that present in the traditional 
center-periphery pattern is observed on a large scale, the pattern of segregation is 
reinforced at the micro-level through walls and fences, barriers with which the islands 
of wealth and exclusivity are separated and secured against poverty. Insularization 
is the prevailing trend in this model, which underlines the consolidation of different 
types of islands (residential, productive, commercial and precarious) on a background 
inherited from concentric circles and previous urbanization axes. 

Research on fragmentation has branched off in two main directions: on the one 
hand, the study of discontinuities in the urban fabric because of new urbanization 
processes; on the other, the analysis of both social inequality and the material and 
symbolic limits present in this process. However, in recent years, critical approaches 
have emerged that have pointed out its limitations and blind spots, without necessarily 
discarding the notion of fragmentation. Saraví’s work (2015) in Mexico City suggests 
that fragmentation refers not only to disconnection but also to forms of connectivity 
and union. It is, then, not only about isolation and separation, but also about the 
way in which daily interactions take place, relationships that are generally based on 
differentiated and unequal integrations that usually reinforce social hierarchies.
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In this sense, ethnographies such as that carried out by Elguezabal (2018) in  
“the towers” of Buenos Aires (buildings for the upper classes with private security, 
common spaces and various amenities) show that, contrary to what the notion of 
“enclave” entails, there is no coincidence between material and social borders. In 
the everyday life of the towers, these borders are blurred, labile and porous and, 
therefore, must be continuously marked, pointed out and reinforced in an “enclave 
work” that strives to separate the inside from the outside of the towers. 

On the other hand, Jirón and Mansilla (2014), from the mobility paradigm, high-
lighted that the usual uses of “fragmentation” overlook three dimensions: its tempo-
rality (representing it as a synchronous event); the interactions between the fragments 
(regarding them as isolated); and the inhabitants’ space–time experience (absent in 
many studies). Inequalities should not only be considered in terms of “fixed enclaves” 
but also in relation to “mobile gradients,” that is, to the differential possibilities of 
moving and accessing the benefits and opportunities present in the urban environ-
ment. Therefore, the proliferation of barriers, the establishment of discontinuities and 
the production of distances that are typical of “fragmentary urbanism” undoubtedly 
have significant impacts (and differentials according to class, gender, ethnicity and 
age, among other dimensions) upon access to activities, people and places. 

However, through mobility practices (and not without effort), the inhabitants seek 
to overcome these barriers and, as the authors beautifully write, “mend” a frag-
mented urban fabric. By placing the focus on the subjects’ space–time practices 
and their meanings, the study of mobility makes it possible to build an “interme-
diate plane” (Magnani 2002) to analyze the city: neither the panoramic map of the 
city nor the individual fixed at a point in the city, but rather people “crossing the 
thicket of the city” (Jirón and Mansilla 2013), taking tours, making circuits together, 
encountering (and, sometimes, overcoming) obstacles, establishing relationships and 
(re)producing differences (Segura 2018). 

In short, recent socio-anthropological research in fragmented urban spaces has 
highlighted the relevance of interactions, mobilities and borders in the production 
of (in)accessibilities, inclusions/exclusions and social asymmetries, as well as in the 
construction of forms of coexistence and cohabitation between different and unequal 
groups. Ultimately, it is about exploring the conditions and ways in which social 
actors produce places and create ways of living together in urban spaces characterized 
by being spatially fragmented, socially unequal and culturally heterogeneous. To this 
end, the concept of composition (Descola 2012) allows us to know the identification 
operations (establishment of similarities and differences between oneself and others) 
and relationships (establishment of ties) that people display to shape the world they 
inhabit and build links with the people with whom they share the place, even within 
the framework of processes of socio-spatial fragmentation.
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18.3 Place Composition 

The west (el oeste), as is often colloquially referred to, corresponds to an axis of recent 
expansion of the urban fabric on land with a rural vocation, historically dedicated to 
the production and supply of food for the city. In recent decades, there has been a 
significant multiplication of land uses as well as the spread of various residential types 
(popular settlements, middle-class urbanizations and gated communities) that overlap 
and juxtapose a landscape of former small rural towns, dominated by vegetable 
farms, large storage sheds, a refrigerator and state infrastructure (a public hospital, a 
prison and other prison service institutions) and crossed by large road infrastructures 
connecting the outskirts with both the city and other locations in the Metropolitan 
Region of Buenos Aires. 

The inhabitants of the western periphery, regardless of where they live, tend to 
value the west as “a quiet place.” The notion of tranquility articulates with landscapes, 
objects and people in an affective economy of a place in which the presence of 
country houses, large vacant areas and extended residential occupation contributes 
to a geographical imagination that values a certain distance and separation from the 
city (Segura et al. 2022). If in the study by Araujo and Cortado (2020) in the  west  
of Rio de Janeiro, tranquility appears associated with the absence of certain types of 
violence, in the west of La Plata, tranquility unfolds from the distance with respect 
to the urban and its dizzying pace, greater contact with nature and a distance that 
implies larger and more spacious places (and requires extended daily mobility). 

At the same time, the increase in material enclosure devices and different types 
of controls over access to neighborhoods and homes are a sign that this tranquility 
requires specific support to maintain it. “Tranquility” refers to a mode of establishing 
relations between desired and undesired presences, in a place crossed by inequalities 
and conflicts, which combines spatial proximity and social contrast, tensions and 
negotiations between urban expansion and rural uses, as well as between old settlers 
and recent residents. 

The experience of the inhabitants of the middle-class urbanization self-styled 
“El Gigante del Oeste” (The Giant of the West) shows, in a privileged fashion, 
this dynamic of (de)compositions. “The neighborhood is surrounded by empty lots. 
Near it there is another neighborhood called El Centinela (The Sentinel), which is 
also a large neighborhood, but a piece of land without any construction separates 
us,” describes Verónica,2 a 40-year-old lawyer who lives with her partner and their 
two young children. Indeed, a narrow and long paved road that begins in one of 
the great avenues running through the western area constitutes the only access to 
the neighborhood. This road also functions as a boundary with El Centinela, a pre-
existing neighborhood of popular sectors. The other sides of the neighborhood are 
occupied by horticultural production fields, animal farms and, a little further away, 
a popular settlement, giving the complex a heterogeneous and contrasting aspect of 
land use and social sectors.

2 The interviewees’ names have been changed to preserve anonymity. 
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“We didn’t move to the Giant of the West, we invented the Giant of the West,” 
Dominga (54 years old, a school principal) told me one afternoon at her home. It is, in 
fact, a neighborhood arising from the organization among 432 beneficiary families of 
a state real-estate loan for the first home granted between 2012 and 2015, who (even 
counting on the loan) found it impossible to access an unregulated and dollarized 
formal urban land market.3 Faced with this situation, the families became involved 
in a collectivization process to acquire cheap rural land relatively close to the city 
and also to demand, from the Municipality of La Plata, a modification of the land 
use code that would enable the construction of the neighborhood and finally provide 
it with services and basic infrastructure to make it suitable for urbanization: building 
roads and installing public lighting, water, electricity and gas services. 

Once these objectives were achieved at the end of 2015, the residents worked 
on the design of the neighborhood: they divided up a 22-block plot of land, leaving 
space for a public square and for a future community center, and then distributed the 
lots among the families, where later each one began to build their homes. 

The relationship between associative forms of participation and city production 
is a persistent problem in Latin American urban studies. However, as Ventura (2021) 
has shown from the study of other collective experiences of beneficiaries of the same 
credit in La Plata, the salient feature of the production of neighborhoods such as El 
Gigante del Oeste is the leading role of young middle-class families in this process. 
Although it is not a process of self-construction of the kind that the popular sectors 
have carried out in most parts of the cities of the Global South in recent decades, 
it shares the logic of “peripheral urbanization” (Caldeira 2022). According to this 
author, this type of urbanization has the following characteristics: a distinctive form of 
agency in which the inhabitants are agents of urbanization; a transversal link with the 
official logics in search of solving problems of ownership and regularization of land 
tenure; new forms of political action that mobilize citizen demands and expectations; 
and the creation of highly heterogeneous and unequal cities. 

In this sense, the tasks of “domestication of space” (Giglia 2012), an experience 
generally unambiguously associated with the popular sectors that first “occupy” a 
place, then “inhabit” it and progressively “build” a house and a neighborhood, was 
constitutive of the process of “production of locality” (Appadurai 2015) in El Gigante 
del Oeste. This process was not exhausted in the efforts to search for and access the 
land to build the house and collectively design the neighborhood, but rather extended 
over time, involving various facets of daily life. The residents continued to organize,

3 The Argentine Credit Program of the Bicentennial for Single Family Housing (El Programa de 
Crédito Argentino del Bicentenario para la Vivienda Única Familiar; ProCreAr) was an innovative 
public policy, aimed primarily at the middle sectors that, despite the sustained improvement in 
economic and social indicators since 2003, did not have access to the private mortgage market. 
During the implementation of the program, there was a decoupling between the economic and 
territorial dimensions of the program, observing mismatches between the success of the economic 
reactivation policy through construction and the multiplicity of problems in urban policies at the 
local level. Regarding this last aspect, access to urban land was the main limiting factor in the 
implementation of the program, deepening the trend toward the production of extended, diffuse, 
and low-density urban space that entails high costs (social, economic, and environmental) in the 
medium and long term (Segura and Cosacov 2019). 
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with a representative for each of the 22 blocks that constitute the neighborhood and 
with the establishment of commissions devoted to solving different common prob-
lems like road maintenance, afforestation, security, transportation and sewerage, as 
well as to develop cultural and recreational activities, such as film cycles, Chil-
dren’s Day celebrations and national commemorations such as the May Revolution 
or Memorial Day, among others. In short, it is a neighborhood “invented” by its 
inhabitants, as Dominga maintained. 

As Benson and Jackson (2013) showed for middle-class neighborhoods in 
London, there is no doubt that in these “place-making” practices, place of residence, 
sense of belonging and class position are related. The inhabitants of El Gigante del 
Oeste do not only reside there, but “make a middle-class place” through interven-
tions in the neighborhood space aimed at generating “improvements” in the built 
space such as street maintenance and lighting, public space, the afforestation of the 
square, among other activities, as well as fostering a sense of belonging to the place 
where they reside through a set of daily practices such as organizing shared activities, 
shopping in the neighborhood and renovating houses, that is, territorializing it as a 
form of belonging. 

At the same time, the composition of place is not exhausted in the production of 
a middle-class neighborhood but is also linked to a deeper anguish of living in the 
periphery. It is, in effect, a work of (middle-class) place composition in a peripheral 
space previously unknown to the families who migrated there, which lacks many of 
the typically urban facilities, occupies a subordinate place in the urban hierarchy and 
has a negative semantic load in the imaginary of the city. 

By reflecting on the experience of displaced highland Tzetales in the jungle 
lowlands, Descola ventured a suggestive hypothesis: “One of the means [of fighting 
against an unfamiliar environment] was to enclose the town permanently in a bubble 
of “civilized” noise to keep the disturbing otherness of the jungle and its occupants at 
a distance” (Descola 2016: 29). The “civilized” noise, then, is a means to silence the 
surrounding jungle. In an analogous way, the place-making practices of a middle-
class neighborhood by families who recently migrated to the western periphery of La 
Plata to access their own home in an environment combining the double proximity 
of rural production and the popular sectors seek to produce urbanity. Through the 
organization of meetings, activities and celebrations, they give vitality to the local 
public space, one of the ways through which to compose a place to live in the most 
comfortable way possible. 

18.4 Production of Conviviality 

The compositional operations deployed by the inhabitants are not limited to the 
built space of the neighborhood, nor are they limited to the relationships between 
its residents. On the contrary, these are operations that, to continue with Descola’s 
(2012) repertoire of analytical categories, identify and seek to establish ties with the 
environment and with those who live there. The fast construction of a neighborhood
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like El Gigante del Oeste in an area largely dominated by agricultural production 
and popular neighborhoods does not only impact on the experience of the middle-
class inhabitants who moved to the new neighborhood. We know that displacement 
affects the displaced and also modifies the experience of those who were previously 
in the place (Gupta and Ferguson 2008). Indeed, the growing installation of middle-
and upper-class neighborhoods in peripheral areas historically reserved for popular 
sectors breaks the spatial and temporal logic of dominant urban expansion during 
much of the twentieth century. This is what Durham (2000) called “the periphery as 
a process” in the case of Brazil. It was a dynamic of urban expansion that involved 
the slow and laborious process of land occupation and urbanization of residential 
space, as well as successive waves of new settlers who tended to locate in the most 
disadvantaged and least urbanized peripheral areas. The recent urbanizations of the 
middle and upper classes, in addition to appropriating land that was potentially for the 
extension of popular urbanization and/or land destined for rural production, desta-
bilize the spatial distribution of the rich center and the poor periphery, and also 
the temporal logic that, according to Elias and Scotson (2000), used to assume the 
figuration of those established there and newcomers. Although the inhabitants of El 
Gigante del Oeste have recently arrived, they are effective and fast in the produc-
tion of a “middle-class neighborhood” due to the conjunction of social networks, 
cultural capital, familiarity with red tape and the undoubted social selectivity of state 
bureaucracies (Ventura 2021). Thus, while for these inhabitants the nearby neigh-
borhoods—paradigmatically, El Centinela—were a source of danger and insecurity, 
for the pre-existing inhabitants of the areas surrounding El Gigante del Oeste, the 
transformation generated by the installation of this neighborhood was a cause for 
suspicion and conflict. In particular, the relatively quick access to services and urban 
infrastructure by its residents for which they waited a long time and many still did 
not have in their own neighborhoods. 

Anthropological research has highlighted that, in scenarios like the one described 
here, actors deploy multiple practices to ward off physical closeness and emphasize 
moral distance (Carman 2015). These practices do not only imply distancing, but also 
interaction. In effect, seeking to compose the fragmented space, plagued by contrasts, 
which they inhabit, the residents of El Gigante del Oeste deployed a “policy of good 
neighbors,” as Martín (44 years old, public employee) called it in an interview. “Our 
neighborhood,” continued Martín, “has a policy toward the surrounding neighbor-
hoods. When there was a conflict situation with the El Centinela, a commission was 
set up, we got together, we chatted, we did things together.” In short, it is about 
identifying the actors and the predominant conflicts in the immediate environment 
and generating devices to strengthen ties with them to reduce social distance and 
establish forms of conviviality with others. 

Insecurity is a persistent concern for the inhabitants of El Gigante del Oeste and 
involves fears related to both housing security and personal safety when entering and 
leaving the neighborhood through the only paved road that connects the neighborhood 
with the rest of the city. As many of its inhabitants recognize, the possible robberies 
and the generalized fears were initially located in the adjoining neighborhood and 
its inhabitants. However, despite the persistence of prejudice among many of the
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inhabitants of El Gigante del Oeste and the growing fortification of homes and the 
installation of neighborhood alarms in search of protection (Segura 2021b), over time 
the neighborhood’s security commission encouraged initiatives in conjunction with 
the residents of El Centinela. Regarding this issue, Dominga recalled that it was a 
rational strategy by a group of neighbors who said, “it can’t be, we have to go look 
for them, let’s get together, let’s chat, think together about the issue of security.” In 
addition, Luciana (30 years old, university student) recounted: “some time ago there 
were some robberies in the neighborhood, two or three in a row, so the neighbors 
mobilized to meet with the municipal delegate and have a meeting with the police, but 
the other neighborhoods were invited to participate.” Thus, Martín acknowledged 
that although “the people from the neighborhood thought that the robberies were 
committed by people who were from there [El Centinela],” the joint work showed 
that in El Centinela “there are people who want to take care of their neighborhood 
more than we do ours.” 

The ties they established with the surrounding inhabitants were not limited to 
specific meetings on specific issues related to a restricted security agenda, but instead 
involved other dimensions to build common forms of coexistence. In this sense, an 
“entrepreneur fair” was organized. This fair takes place both in the central square of 
El Gigante del Oeste and in the square of El Centinela, and is open to residents of 
both neighborhoods who would like to offer products. Likewise, as Martín related, 
“the people from the El Centinela began to come here to buy some things and we go 
to the greengrocer’s there.” All of which, in Dominga’s assessment, “totally changed 
the relationship. The conflict between this neighborhood and the El Centinela disap-
peared.” Furthermore, these ties were also established with the Bolivian families 
from the surrounding farms, who generally view with concern the advance of “the 
neighborhoods” over “the farms” (Musante 2021). As Luciana stated, “there was an 
attempt to accompany those around us. Many of us began to consume the bag of 
vegetables from the small local producers, and girls from nearby farmland began to 
come to the neighborhood with the few things they had to sell.” 

Opening bridges of dialog, building meeting spaces and establishing commercial 
exchanges are ways of intervening in a fragmented plot that the installation of El 
Gigante del Oeste deepened. This work of composition of a fragmented socio-spatial 
plot reminds us of the forms of collaboration between very different people that 
Simone (2015) described and analyzed in contemporary African cities. He linked 
these emerging and changing forms of social collaboration “with the proliferation 
of constraints to ensure subsistence and maneuver within the city” (2015: 136). 
Likewise, he located the heterogeneity of urban opportunities and the possibilities for 
shaping alternative forms of subsistence in “the fragmented urban space” defined as 
“neighborhoods with highly divergent characteristics and the relationships between 
them” (2015: 141). Rather than defining informality as a compensation for the lack 
of urbanization, or fragmentation as the absence of connections, Simone invites us to 
think about the approximations, articulations and interdependencies between people 
that cross categories of class, ethnicity and social position, in order to elaborate ways 
of using the city and collaborating with each other. “Faint signs, flashes of creativity”
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that, even in their fragility, account for “efforts to create viable forms of urban life” 
(Simone 2015: 143–144). 

Precisely at this point, the work of place composition and the emerging forms 
of collaboration between different people and groups are related to conviviality. We 
cannot think of conviviality as a reality taken for granted. As can be deduced from 
the case that we have been analyzing, the processes of producing, negotiating and 
sharing a common world require, instead, people’s active involvement. Likewise, the 
establishment of forms of conviviality such as those described here does not imply 
the dissolution of differences and asymmetries, but rather provides tools to live and 
share the space with others. And this also has its paradoxical effects and limits. 

18.5 Two Squares and the Limits of Conviviality 

Reflecting on the production process of the neighborhood, Luciana recalled that “one 
of the projects was to build a square on some vacant land that separates El Centinela, 
the closest neighborhood, from El Gigante del Oeste. This is something that we 
hope for us neighbors, because then it would also strengthen the bond between the 
neighborhoods, and we would not be so separated. It would be good to remove the 
limits a little.” 

That square has never been built and the boundaries between both neighborhoods 
have not been erased. However, through various forms of collaboration, i.e., joint 
work on security issues, fairs in both neighborhoods and reciprocal buying and selling 
of goods and services daily relationships were fostered, which made it possible to 
reduce the social distance initially expressed as stereotypes and reciprocal mistrust. 
The residents’ active involvement to compose negotiated ways of living together 
between different and unequal people, contrary to the normative and utopian visions 
that the term often carries, does not dissolve the differences and inequalities through 
which cohabitation, interaction and interdependence processes unfold, which is here 
referred to as conviviality. People cohabit with others, relationships are negotiated, 
spaces are shared, all of which does not necessarily erode limits, differences and 
asymmetries, even when people like Luciana would like this to happen (at least “a 
little”). 

The construction of another square in the area, resulting from a new association 
and collaboration between residents of El Gigante del Oeste and El Centinela, will 
allow us to advance in our reflection on the composition of places and the limits 
of conviviality. On one of my visits to the area in a sunny July afternoon during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, we toured the neighborhood with Sandra (42 years old, a 
teacher) and Dominga. During the walk, they proudly showed me the latest achieve-
ment of the collective organization: a bus stop inaugurated a few days before in one of 
neighborhood boundaries, product of a persistent collective demand by the neighbors 
so that one of the city‘s public transport lines would pass through the neighborhood. 
In addition to the obvious convenience of having public transport service in the 
neighborhood, the claim was based mainly on security reasons: to avoid traveling
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500 m on foot to the nearest avenue along the only access road to the neighborhood, 
where several of the thefts suffered by the inhabitants of El Gigante del Oeste have 
been concentrated. Also, having managed to obtain an urban public transport line to 
change its route and deviate from the avenue to “enter the neighborhood”—as my 
interlocutors called it—once again shows the inhabitants’ management skills and, 
as occurred with access to other urban services, it differentiates this middle-class 
neighborhood from others in the area, whose inhabitants must travel to the avenue 
to take public transport. 

Very close to the bus stop, I saw the opening of a new street connecting El Gigante 
del Oeste with El Centinela and a square with some children playing and a few 
adults accompanying them. It is a large rectangular green space, delimited by used 
car tires painted white, with fixed children’s games inside. When asking about this 
new square, my interlocutors reported that a few months before, in that same space, 
there had been an attempt to take over land by people from other areas of the city, 
who were finally evicted. Although Sandra and Dominga did not directly participate 
in the events taking place that day, from their account it can be deduced that the land 
seizure was in its infancy: people were “lotting” the land and distributing it among 
the families who participated in the seizure, although they had not yet begun to erect 
boxes in those lots. 

Following a quick complaint filed by a neighbor from the area, these families were 
evicted. Not only did the justice system and the police participate in this eviction 
(agents formally in charge of this type of action), but also some residents of El 
Centinela and El Gigante del Oeste neighborhoods, who rebuked the families who 
were participating in the occupation and supported the authorities’ work. The square 
built precisely in the place threatened by the seizure expresses a work of alliances 
and collaborations between neighbors, the judiciary and the police, to which we must 
add the Municipality of La Plata, later opening the street, enabling the arrival of the 
bus and collaborating with the fixed games that were installed in the square. 

The constitutive ambivalences of urban public space have been highlighted by 
various authors: tensions between material form and social practice; dilemmas 
between encounter, recreation and dialog and, at the same time, demonstration, 
conflict and demand. The neoliberal urban policies of recent decades have deep-
ened these tensions. On the one hand, Gorelik (2008: 44) critically referred to the 
growing romance of public space as an “idealized place where we deposit all the 
virtues of the city so as not to have to face the difficult commitment of putting them 
into practice in the reality of our cities.” He argues against the projects of production, 
recovery and/or enhancement of public spaces by culturalist urban policies that do not 
intervene or reverse the dominant trends of space production that systematically deny 
the public, or resolve the urgent social problems (housing, work, violence, among 
others) that cross a fragmented urban space, depositing their (false) expectations in 
the productivity of public space. 

On the other hand, Carman (2011) has even pointed out that, in many of these 
urban policies, the calls for “culture,” “nature,” and “public space” function as an alibi 
to deepen the asymmetries and the exclusion of actors and non-tolerated practices. 
It is no longer just a question of depositing false illusions in the capacity of urban
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public space to reverse the trends toward a fragmented and unequal socio-spatial 
fabric, but of the paradoxical appeal to the defense of public space to deepen that 
trend. 

Both western squares, namely the one designed as a space for integration between 
two neighborhoods that Luciana and other neighbors dreamed of, which has never 
materialized, and the one built in the same space where the land grab was evicted with 
the active collaboration between inhabitants of both neighborhoods, condense the 
extremes of this ambivalence of public space. What occurred with these squares also 
shows the limits of conviviality and the paradoxical effects of place and relationship 
compositions in which social actors are involved. The public space (the square) shared 
by the residents of both neighborhoods results from the collaboration between the 
justice system, the police, the municipality and residents of both neighborhoods 
as a common rejection of land seizure in the area. A public space tense between 
integrating neighborhoods and avoiding land grabs by sectors that have nowhere to 
live. 

Events like this remind us that urbanization (and eventual urbicide) is not a dual 
and polar process between state and mercantile practices that undo the city, on the 
one hand, and the inhabitants’ practices that remake it, on the other. It is not about 
equalizing the different agents who, with differential power and resources, partici-
pate in the process of social production of space. Without ignoring the productivity 
of the practices of place composition and conviviality that the inhabitants deploy 
(paraphrasing Marx) in conditions that they have not chosen, it is about pointing 
out that in these processes differences are also established, limits are set, and even 
exclusions, such as the one giving rise to the square between the two neighborhoods, 
are produced. 

18.6 Concluding Remarks 

Based on a situated ethnographic experience, in this chapter the dynamics of 
(de)composition of urban life have been examined. The analyzed situation and the 
specific findings are not paradigmatic, nor can they be generalized. In their own 
specificity, the processes studied here remind us that people are always involved in 
the composition of the places they inhabit. By referring to the “locality production 
processes,” the Indian anthropologist Arjun Appadurai pointed out that “it is neces-
sary to recognize that stories produce geographies, and not the other way around,” 
and specified that “we must move away from the notion that there is some kind 
of spatial landscape in which time writes its history. Instead, it is the agents, the 
institutions, the actors, and the historical powers that make the geography” (2015: 
95). 

Faced with an urbanization process tending toward socio-spatial fragmentation 
and increasing inequalities, the ways in which the inhabitants deploy practices and 
are actively involved in the composition of places and the production of convivi-
ality in heterogeneous and unequal contexts have been described here. The urban is
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undone and remade in creative ways through compositions and convivialities that are 
often fragile and quite contradictory, but in any case, unavoidable in the process of 
inhabiting and establishing links with the built environment in which different and 
uneven people and groups cohabit. The analysis of the ways in which different people 
get involved to produce, regulate and/or share a common space by paying attention 
to the differences and inequalities that are identified, negotiated and not necessarily 
diluted in this process, allows us to describe the contemporary urbanization processes 
in a situated way. Beyond their fragility, limits and contradictions, these practices 
of composition and conviviality appear as a creative alternative to urbicide as the 
dominant trend. There is not only destruction of the city and the urban, but there are 
also situated practices of urbanity production in a scenario that changes vertiginously 
due to the convergence of multiple agents and processes that shape urban space. 

In conclusion, this chapter has aspired to explore a way of approaching these 
processes that engage in critical dialog with—or, at least, maintains a methodolog-
ical alert regarding—the idea of urbicide as an inescapable destiny. Neither the 
nostalgia typical of eurocentric views for urban spaces that never existed in most 
of the world, nor the resignation to the supposed inevitability of an overwhelming 
process of destruction of the urban has been put forward here. Instead, the situated 
analysis of processes of (de)composition of urban life with its creative and destructive 
dimensions of social relations and urban places has been proposed. The (un)made 
city regarded, in sum, as an open and conflictive process in constant transformation, 
which involves negotiation, dispute, projection and agreements between actors and 
sectors that cohabit in a shared and unequal world. 
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Chapter 19 
The City and the Abandonment of Public 
Space. Between Neoliberal and Citizen 
Urbanism 

Patricia Ramírez Kuri 

…a basic distinction: one thing is the built environment and 
another is how people live in it. 
…the way people want to live should be expressed in the way 
cities are built... 
Sennett, R. (2019) 

Abstract This text reflects on the city and the influence of urban neoliberalism in 
the destruction of historical and cultural elements causing social damage. The focus 
is related to public space because it is the active scene of citizen expression, where 
the social-cultural, environmental and political effects of this model of development 
converge. In this context, the crisis of the city imagined as a social and symbolic space 
where links can be created between different people, forms of urban articulation and 
creative solutions to conflicts over citizen rights, is emphasized. In the debate on 
this crisis, which is visible in public space, the concept of “urbicide” is useful, 
because alludes to the deprivation, ruin, or abandonment of ideas and of social 
and spatial foundations that make the city a reference for urban identity and cultural 
heritage accessible to the different social groups that they use and live. It is interesting 
to reflect: in what sense do we speak of urbicide? How do we understand and 
distinguish that condition? In an actual city, what is left of what is common for the 
reconstruction of the public? 
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19.1 Urbicide. Destruction and Reinvention of the Real 
and Imaginary City 

… experience in a city...is full of contradictions.. 

Sennett, R. (2019). 

The ideal city seems to be dying in the face of the destruction of elements that have 
made it possible to desire and experience it as a reference for identity, as a place 
shared between different people, where plural forms of citizenship are constructed. 
Although the word “city” has not had a single meaning before or now, it has been 
conceived as “a living heritage with its own identity defined by the social and urban 
fabric, it is par excellence the place where shared values are learned,” so “inhabiting 
the city is both an imaginary act and a political act” (Barré 1999: 382). Nowadays, 
the idea of a city open to cultural diversity, to political plurality, to spatial justice, 
to the care of people, nature, common goods, historical and environmental heritage, 
is in tension with the real city. This real city is experiencing the fragmentation of 
public space, the degradation of nature, the privatization of collective resources, 
the deepening of inequalities, and the displacement of people and social groups in 
disadvantaged conditions and poverty toward the peripheries. 

Historically, cities have suffered damage for different reasons, ranging from 
aggressive actions for the appropriation and control of space and social resources, 
because of traffic on borders and boundaries, through forms of urban development 
that alter the social fabric; to war and political-cultural conflicts, socio-environmental 
disasters such as earthquakes and tremors, health crises such as epidemics and 
pandemics, attacks and forms of violence, which can cause the death of hundreds, 
thousands, and even millions of people. These urban realities that destroy hopes frac-
ture identities and solidarity based on places that disappear with the inhabitants that 
gave them meaning; they produce suffering that accompanies diasporic migrations 
and violate human rights. Cities in ruins and the ruins of cities are testimony to public 
dramas that cause the loss of references of belonging, while these scenarios open up 
the possibilities of physical and symbolic reconstruction of the place, the collective, 
the memory, and the historical and cultural heritage. 

Historical crises in cities have had heterogeneous, contradictory, creative, and 
destructive effects on communities, people, cultures, social, and environmental 
resources that leave visible and hidden traces on the built environment and on nature, 
in the places we use and inhabit. Faced with the social, material, and environmental 
effects that jeopardize the survival of civilization, cities try to reconstruct themselves 
with the impetus of different social and urban actors, resist oblivion, revalue the traces 
of memory embedded in devastated landscapes that underlie fragments and coexist 
with the built city and inhabited on the vestiges of the pre-existing one. The ruins of 
cities, with the voices and words of those who inhabit them in very different social 
contexts, tell us about ideas, dreams, desires and social relations of power and lack of 
power, of strategies of government, of forms of domination and colonization, as well 
as of human misery. They set up testimonies of what happened and bring us closer to
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understanding how it happened. The cases of Berlin (1939–1945), London (1940– 
1941), Stalingrad (1942–1943), Hiroshima and Nagashaki (1945), Saigon (1965), 
New York (2001), Damascus (2011), Beirut (2006) and Kiev (2022) among many 
others reveal how some cities that in the twentieth century faced attacks, bombings 
and military combat that have devastated an important part of their physical, social 
and environmental space, while breaking subjectivities and affecting generations 
of people. In Latin America, among others, the city of Santiago de Chile (1972), 
Guatemala (1954), Port-au-Prince (2010), Bogotá (1985). 

Without diminishing the magnitude of the damage to these cities, it is interesting 
to reflect on the damage caused to the city and on the damage that the city causes 
to urban society and nature due to the logics of urban space production that subject 
and segregate social groups, fragment public spaces, exhaust and privatize common 
goods and environmental resources. These are processes of “creative destruction” 
(Harvey 2007) that threaten historical memory, weaken social ties and collective 
identities. In the critique of the form of predatory development that has driven the 
economic order of flexible capitalism in cities, regions and countries over the past 
three decades, Sassen (2015) states that they face an “… escalation of the destruction 
of the biosphere around the globe, the resurgence of extreme forms of poverty and 
brutalization where we thought that had been eliminated or were in the process of 
disappearing.” Faced with this situation, he explains that what happens in cities are 
forms of “expulsion from a living space… for those who are in the lowest part or in 
the poor center… -while-, for those who are above it apparently meant getting rid of 
the responsibilities of being a member of society through self-separation, the extreme 
concentration of the wealth available in a society and the total lack of inclination to 
redistribute that wealth” (Sassen 2015: 23–26). 

In this line of thought, the concept of “urbicide” is useful for thinking about 
and understanding urban processes and phenomena that damage the city and erode 
social life in circumstances of neoliberal globalization. The word “urbicide” appeared 
in science fiction literature in the 1960s when it was used by the English writer 
Moorcock (1963) and was transferred to the social sciences and urban movements 
in the following two decades. It is used in the critical discourse and in denouncing 
the actions of urban restructuring plans and programs in districts of New York City 
that revealed the reasoned elimination of some identity traits and elements. Berman 
(1987) talks about the ruins of the city and the victims of destruction, of expulsion. 
Since the second half of the twentieth century, they have appeared as nameless 
crimes caused by what he names as urbicides that eliminate, disintegrate, devour and 
displace hundreds or thousands of people. When referring to the period of destruction 
and loss of homes in the Bronx in the seventies due to violent actions, this author 
points out that in order to understand what was happening, he began by discovering 
and unraveling the networks that link seemingly disconnected groups, but which are 
involved in the process that led to the expulsion of people and communities leaving 
defeated victims.
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Recovering this discussion, Carrión (2014) explains that talking about urbicide 
does not refer to the death or end of cities, but rather to “violence against the city 
for urban reasons,” eliminating a particular city or elements that are inherent to it 
by military, economic, cultural or political interventions. From this approach, which 
considers that urbicide is substantially related to the urban economy, he proposes 
that cities are scenarios of social production of ruins, destruction and oblivion due 
to urban violence, climate change, the logic of urbanization and innovation that 
prioritize economic and market criteria. This situation, affirms this author, “leads to 
the erosion of institutionality and self-government (polis) through privatization or 
corruption, as well as the deterioration of the material base of a city (urbs), for the 
sake of a supposed urban development based on the logic of the neoliberal city” (Ibid. 
2014: 127–128). The transformations inspired by this logic have had an impact on 
ways of life and on spatial divisions that show urban realities where new physical, 
social and cultural frontiers appear. 

The notion of urbicide, from this perspective, alludes to the decline of the city 
understood as urbis, civites and polis. It is useful to understand what is happening 
in the urban experience of the twenty-first century and the way in which certain 
processes, phenomena and actions break the social fabric, damage cultural and natural 
heritage, violate aspirations of childhood and youth, and damage the living condi-
tions of generations. In the context of the health crisis of recent years caused by 
COVID-19, which has disrupted social and urban life in the world, capital cities 
and metropolises capture the effects of illness and death in very different societies, 
dramatically evidencing the contradiction between the city imagined as a living space, 
that is open, diverse and inclusive, and the city lived through poverty, uncertainty, 
risk, violence and fear. 

The experience of loss caused by the pandemic is intertwined with the crisis 
of institutional, employment, environmental, economic and habitability legitimacy, 
with forms of violence and crime that sow fear in daily life, with war conflicts and 
migratory exoduses, among others. These are manifested in contemporary cities, 
expanding into regions and communities that inhabit them, unfolding realities that 
seem to exhaust their attributes. This experience converges problematically in public 
space, where the ruins and shortcomings of the city are exhibited, as well as the 
fragmentation that distinguishes it as a common place for different members of 
urban society, as a space for politics, communication, encounter and participation 
in matters of general interest. For this reason, real public space allows us to think 
about what is absent and must be created in order to reconstruct the city, based on 
an inclusive and consistent idea of the urban environment as a living space.
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19.2 The Neoliberal City and the Abandonment 
of the Public 

The planners’ obligation is to serve the community rather than impose an alien set of 
values...the rough edges between what has been lived and what has been built are not 
resolved by the simple display of ethical rectitude by the planner...it can provoke anger 
in some... 

Sennett, R. (2019). 

Although cities are explained in a relational way, as fulfilling strategic functions in 
social, regional, national and international processes, the globalization that occurred 
since the 1980s has imposed a neoliberal current of thought with a model of urban 
development and government converges that reduces the public spending, commod-
ifies services and leads to the weakening of collective rights (Subirats and Martí-
Costa 2014). In the capital cities of Latin America, these urban processes associated 
with interventions and disputes over social space have been taking place for almost 
half a century, as a result of capital investments in the built environment. These 
occur in circumstances of neoliberal globalization and the restructuring of capi-
talism, promoting a new economic order that has manifested itself since the eighties 
of the twentieth century and during the first decades of the twenty-first century, 
producing profound transformations in the urban landscape, in public space and in 
social life. One of the lines of action of these processes is the creation of urban real 
estate markets with headquarters in global cities (Sassen 2001). This trend intensi-
fies in times of capital overaccumulation, which is driven toward productive uses 
through real estate and financial investment (Harvey 2015). Cities concentrate the 
social, spatial and environmental effects of these processes, perhaps unprecedented 
in the last century, which transform structure, form and functions through real estate 
investments in strategic locations, mechanisms for the privatization of public goods, 
as well as commercialization and financialization of the urban economy. 

Large urban projects are one of the most visible expressions of these processes, 
which occur through direct capital interventions in the built space of cities for 
construction. These macro-interventions have an influence by emphasizing forms of 
segregation on a micro-geographical scale and moving local communities to periph-
eral places where the lack of infrastructure and services is greatest. Two emblematic 
cases showing the relationship between the State and civil society are emblematic. 
On the one hand, the case of Brasilia in 2014 due to the construction of the Mané 
Garrincha stadium, then considered the most expensive in the world, made with part 
of the budget for services such as health and education and which displaced hundreds 
of families. On the other hand, the case of the Mitikah project (2022) in Mexico City 
is emblematic of the implementation in a historic town of a megaproject that brings 
together a group of high-rise buildings at the cost of displacing original members of 
the community, causing property damage and weakening the social fabric. 

In this line of reflection, talking about a neoliberal city alludes to these processes 
that name the problematic configuration of social space, resulting from profound 
changes in the very conception of the urban, expressed in the absence of a city project
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that takes into account the different dimensions of social life, the ways of inhabiting, 
collective and nature rights. This reasoning acts in favor of capital through business 
and strategic urban planning, supported by government strategies as well as urban 
policies, instruments and actions that favor the domination of private over public 
in the production of social space. The latter also moves away from the democratic 
planning that permeates the social and urban fabric, and that coexist and overlaps with 
different, heterogeneous and subaltern ways of inhabiting, working, consuming, such 
as popular urbanization, housing cooperatives, alternative and supportive economies, 
such as bartering and other forms of non-monetary exchange of goods and services. 

In the discussion of the category of neoliberal city, Hidalgo and Janoschka recover, 
on the one hand, the argument that it is the capitalist city in the current phase of accu-
mulation, which makes it possible to recognize the changes that have occurred and 
the government that drives them.1 On the other hand, they claim the idea that it is 
a city where business and speculation predominate, without a clear social counter-
weight that challenges the mercantilist approach to decision-making.2 They state, in 
the discussion about urban neoliberalism, that it is a process “geographically variable 
and unequal, with multiple scales, and interconnected.” It is manifested through a 
diversity of selective urban policies, which are adjusted to socio-territorial and polit-
ical urban contexts in different cities, for example, through property markets and 
urban land, which are key elements in speculative dynamics (Hidalgo and Janoschka 
2014: 12–16).3 

Following this discussion, talking about the neoliberal city is not limited only to 
enclaves where large financial, real estate, commercial and closed housing projects 
materialize in cutting-edge architecture, multifunctional high-rise buildings, with 
new technologies that favor the development of tertiary activities, and introduce 
significant changes in land use and in the urban landscape. It refers above all to 
the discordant social and symbolic relationship between these macro-urban projects 
with the local environment where they are implemented and with the entire inhabited 
space of the city, as well as to the urban policies, instruments and actions that make 
them possible by favoring the flow of large local and global capital invested in the 
environment and the private appropriation of collective resources. The socio-spatial 
consequences of neoliberal urbanism in public, domestic and private spaces are 
expressed in the privatization of collective resources—such as water and air, and in 
the social segregation evident in the displacement of social groups outside the places 
they inhabit and in the damage to nature. Faced with this situation, disputes over 
the city are growing, socio-environmental and political-cultural conflicts as forms of 
resistance by communities and social organizations in defense of collective rights.4 

In Mexico City, this model promotes the centrality of the market and impacts the 
local and metropolitan dimension, producing new and greater spatial inequalities, 
enclaves of wealth and poverty, real and symbolic boundaries between strategic

1 Ornelas (2000). 
2 Rodríguez and Rodríguez (2009: 7).  
3 Along the lines of Brenner and Theodore (2002). 
4 Ramírez (2021). 
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places for investment, separating places and social groups that have been left out 
of benefits of this form of urban development that weakens urban rights. Neoliberal 
urban planning is implemented with very different socio-territorial effects in the 
towns and municipalities that comprise it. These are expressed in the access of 
citizens to the system of social and urban resources; in the emergence of new gender 
inequalities that are added to those existing in the socio-economic structure; and in 
the growing tension between the aspirations and struggles of social organizations and 
the limitations to achieve better living conditions and of habitability in matters such 
as employment, housing, education, public space, health, care, security, territorial, 
social and environmental justice. 

These problematic issues are manifested in public space as representations of 
profound urban inequalities and as demands for collective rights in a capital city 
such as Mexico, where 7.6% of the population is located in the highest strata, while 
more than half (58.8%) are social groups in different conditions of poverty. Between 
one strata and the other, there are 35% of the inhabitants, made up of middle classes 
(20.8%) and popular middle classes (14.3%) people who are not poor but who are 
on the verge of poverty (EVALÚA 2021). 

The most visible representation of the neoliberal city in its hegemonic form is 
urban macro-projects. These are representations of power resulting from large invest-
ments of local and global real estate, financial and commercial capital in urban land, 
favoring the private appropriation of collective resources such as water and building 
space. These large enclaves show different types, scales and designs, both in terms of 
infrastructure and services and in terms of multifunctional corporate, housing, recre-
ational and commercial complexes. They are implemented in urban space with pecu-
liarities according to the context of the city where they are built defined by economic 
criteria and interests; they transform the form, structure and functions of the places 
where they are developed, deploying in urban space, the hegemony of private over 
public. The way of building and the risks involved were visible in the earthquake 
of September 2017, the urban policies that favored the real estate were developed 
with omissions and irregularities that did not comply with building regulations; the 
granting of permits and authorization of works in some housing buildings resulted in 
collapsed; thus the impact of this physical and social phenomenon, evinced forms of 
corruption that were far from being eradicated. Due to the earthquakes, around three 
hundred and twenty people lost their lives and one and a half million lost their homes, 
revealing the absence, until then, of an articulated institutional policy for local and 
regional reconstruction, all of which challenged the newly elected government in the 
capital city and at the federal level as of 2018. Currently, this reconstruction process 
in Mexico City has advanced by 57.5% in the rehabilitation and reconstruction of 
adequate housing for those who suffered total or partial loss.5 

5 See the website for the reconstruction of the Commission for the Reconstruction of the Government 
of Mexico City.
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19.3 Urban Macro-Projects and the Power of Private Over 
Public 

Neoliberalism, as a doctrine assumed by institutions and the State, and developed as 
a political project of class domination, favors power elites as opposed to policies of 
social and economic redistributive and welfare resources because they would jeopar-
dize the accumulation of capital. Anti-collectivism and the supremacy of the private 
sector are justified by the argument that the public sector is ineffective, prone to 
corruption, to particularist agreements and not very transparent, which is why a 
continuous process of privatization is promoted, supported by technical evidence 
of efficiency through structural reforms that point to a “new society, marked by a 
systematic prejudice against the public” distributing public goods as merchandise 
and not as rights (Escalante 2015: 199–202). This logic considers a strong State that 
favors the centrality of the market as an expression of freedom and as a key device for 
efficiently resolving economic obstacles by generating information on consumption 
and production, and on competition, prices and the use of resources (Ibid. 2015). The 
social effects of this development model that besieges common goods are expressed 
in the urban, economic, political and environmental crises that arise in the places 
where people live and that converge in the public spaces of the city. 

In this context of neoliberal globalization involving changes in the relationship 
between the State, society and the economy, Mexico City has experienced an unprece-
dented real estate boom evident since the 1980s of the twentieth century. The shift 
that occurred then in the direction of urban planning and policies favored changes 
and actions toward privatization, market liberalization and deregulation.6 With this 
logic, the idea of a world capital, open to trade and consumption, prevailed and ranked 
Mexico City among global cities. The incorporation of new urban policies facilitated 
this boom whose representation on a large scale were urban megaprojects as powerful 
symbols of the development model imposed on the city, new social, urban and cultural 
realities that emphasize inequality and segregation. Explaining the meaning of these 
megaprojects, Negrete (2017: 108) points out that there are great works made and 
exhibited in the urban space that link capital and power, transforming the landscape 
with an impact on the “… social and environmental order, on the prevailing forms 
of life.” This impact on the one part is expressed in the subsequent emergence of a 
set of physical and social elements, including commercial, residential, educational, 
corporate, cultural, leisure and mobility features, which expand over time in connec-
tion with detonating buildings. The effectiveness of this cluster of buildings, which 
this author calls the “assembly of megaprojects,” is defined by the vocation of capital 
accumulation (Ibid. 2017: 111). 

On the other hand, megaprojects result in the social production of self-segregated 
and segregated local environments, demaging to the environment, and fragmenting 
urban structure. The latter affects generations of inhabitants by imposing a model

6 See Pradilla (2018) and Carlos De Mattos (2007). 
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of segregation that corresponds to “fortified enclaves… privatized, closed and moni-
tored for residence, consumption, recreation and work…” which, with the argument 
of fear of violence and crime, motivate the abandonment of everyday and popular 
public space, such as streets that are delegated to the use of the popular classes, the 
urban poor, the marginalized and those who have no place to live (Caldeira 2007: 
257). These spaces draw physical, social and symbolic boundaries that separate 
residents and users from other different groups because of their class status, origin 
and economic stratum, which are expressed in cultural practices linked to forms of 
consumption, purchasing power, tastes and preferences, bodily and social behaviors 
that they are enrolled in different ways of life. 

The spaces of neoliberalization are characterized by important institutional 
changes in urban policy, by original forms of inter-institutional coordination, by the 
creation of new institutions on a regional scale that promote intergovernmental ties 
and the commercialization of the city. These spaces range from the creation of busi-
ness networks led by public–private agreements and partnerships, to original models 
of local economic development policy that promote collaboration between private 
companies (Hidalgo and Janoshcka 2014: 9). In these places, the social and cultural 
practices of citizens respond to the codes and living conditions of groups with high-
and very high-income levels, to new forms of regulation, security and private control 
of public functions, users, users and consumers. This is the case—among others— 
of the most exclusive shopping centers, linked to local and global consumption, of 
closed residential subdivisions, or of high-rise buildings that mix luxury housing, 
office and retail spaces, sports, entertainment and health services spaces within the 
complex. In contrast, particularly city streets, in central and peripheral localities, are 
reduced, with notable exceptions, to places of pedestrian crossing, mass use, sales 
and unpaid work, insecurity, risk and fear of violence for groups and social classes 
that are predominantly middle class and urban poor. Motorized mobility, through 
the prevalence of private cars in dispute with public transport, predominates in urban 
structures and prevails in the urban experience of public space. 

19.4 Public Space: Closure and Abandonment 

The city is flawed because of its diversity, because of its inequalities, because of its tensions... 

Sennett, R. (2019) 

In Mexico City, the development of the Santa Fe urban and corporate macro-project 
sets the tone both for the development and reproduction of these walled environments 
and for the major transformations of the capital inspired by the dominant neoliberal 
ideas and policies at the turn of the twentieth century to the twenty-first century, 
as well as for notable change in the meaning of the public, which makes greater 
emphasis on the private meaning, as a place, as a political sphere and as a state 
sphere. This change is expressed in the fact that the public domain, as a common 
good, is degraded as a space for encounter, communication and relationship, open
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and accessible to different people and social groups, and moves to closed, semi-
public, selective places, guarded in person and through video surveillance systems. 
The Santa Fe project highlights multifunctional interventions that are designed with 
a mix of corporate, housing and service uses for upper-middle and high-income 
users, for economically prosperous social classes, with purchasing power and high 
purchasing and consumption capacity (Ramírez 2021). 

Public space is transformed toward greater fragmentation based on a logic of that 
audiences and social groups segmented according to tastes, class, interests and 
purchasing power. In this line and following Caldeira, the street as a “space of public 
life has been annihilated and with this the possibility of the coexistence of diversity 
and difference, whereas the type of space that is created promotes not equality -
as intended-, but only more explicit inequality” (Caldeira 2007: 376). The Santa 
Fe complex is representative of this logic that produces a particular form of urban 
enclave that is distinguished by rigid land uses, small areas for “mixed uses,” favoring 
dependence on cars (Moreno 2011). 

It should be emphasized that in the transition from the twentieth to the twenty-
first century, the real estate market is more intensely attracting global investors who 
consider Mexico City a strategic location for capital investments in Latin America 
(Panreiter 2011). In Mexico City, large urban projects are not new, nor are private 
stocks, public–private agreements, and speculative real estate and financial invest-
ments in urban, semi-urban or rural land for more than a century. But the macro-urban 
projects that emerged in the last three decades name interventions of a monumental 
scale, promoted by considerable investments of global and regional financial capital 
in urban land, in places identified as strategic, where the initial real estate potential 
generates large and even excessive amounts of capital gains. The Santa Fe complex 
started in the second half of the 1980s (1987). It is the display of an assembly of mega-
projects in ten residential neighborhoods, configuring an enclave of fortified sites 
developed in different stages, which continued until recent years with the opening 
of La Mexicana Park (2017), corporate projects and vertical housing units projected 
around this. It is an enclave of enclaves, surrounded by native peoples and by a group 
of neighboring popular colonies that emerged mainly during the second half of the 
twentieth century and with which there is no urban articulation or social integration.7 

These localities are geographically close; while they are socially and economically 
distant from the macro-project, they are predominantly inhabited by popular classes 
and urban poor people. These traits underline the obvious and latent conflict making 
the project since its inception under a problematic urban development model that 
distinguishes the neoliberal city. 

The real estate boom linked to financial and commercial investments, which began 
at the end of the twentieth century, particularly the implementation of macro-projects, 
continued in the first two decades of the twenty-first century, with the development 
of grand buildings in strategic locations in the capital, mostly in central municipal-
ities. On the one hand, what is happening on Paseo de la Reforma Avenue stands

7 The towns surrounding the corporate complex are San Mateo Tlaltenango, San Bartolo Ameyalco 
and Santa Fe de los Altos. 
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out schematically, where the construction of the building called Torre Mayor (1999– 
2003) whose producers and users, as mentioned above, are neither Mexican nor do 
they have a clear or defined national identity, has resulted in a transnational consor-
tium with control and coordination functions of operations in different countries on 
a cross-border scale (Parnreiter 2011: 17). This tower is the forerunner of the subse-
quent emergence of an ensemble of skyscrapers that currently compete for height 
and transform the urban landscape by deploying a coupled set of projects along the 
Reforma Avenue, which since the nineteenth century has been a leading public place 
in the capital, connecting the Historic Center with the Bosque de Chapultepec and 
currently extending to the roads that lead to the Santa Fe corporate complex.8 

Among these, the Reforma Tower (2008–2016) stands out, with an unprece-
dented height of 246 m until 2021, deploying a monumental vertical complex with a 
multiplicity of corporate and service functions, chosen as the best skyscraper in the 
world two years after its opening.9 At the same time, the BBVA Tower (2008–2016) 
emerged, and almost during the same period, the Diana Tower (2013–2016); the 
Reforma Latino Tower (2012–2015); and the Chapultepec Uno Tower emerged as 
well (2014–2019). These include Fibra Uno (FUNO), the largest real estate invest-
ment trust in Latin America, founded in 2011. This expansion of buildings emerged 
in the same period with the participation of the real estate company Pulso Inmobil-
iario, the New York Life tower (2009–2012); the Mapfre tower (2011–2013); and 
the Impera Reforma tower (2016, still under construction). This process is aimed 
at mixing corporate functions with the creation of this Reforma-Centro Histórico 
corridor, one of the most exclusive residential spaces in the country that currently 
hosts the development of fourteen projects that are under construction.10 

On the other hand, in the logic of urban neoliberalism, promoting competition 
for height and innovation based on author’s architecture and design, and of private 
appropriation of the public and of the city’s building space, conceived in 2008 the 
construction of the urban project represented by the Mitikah Tower, the tallest in 
a group of buildings outside the central nucleus but still in the space within the 
inner city.11 Located in the old town of Xoco, with 267.3 m from the ground to the

8 Through Av. Reform-Lomas, Constituyentes and the Mexico-Toluca highway. 
9 This complex, which includes a restaurant, a shopping center and entertainment areas, was 
managed by the construction company of the Capital Vertical Grupo Inmobiliario building, while 
“LBR y Arquitectos” was responsible for the planning. In 2018, it was chosen as the best skyscraper 
in the world by the International Highrise Award. It was included in the list of the “50 most influ-
ential skyscrapers in the world in the last 50 years” by the Council on Tall Buildings and Urban 
Habitat. See Infobae (2022) which are the three tallest buildings in Mexico City. 
10 These works amount to an investment of 10 billion pesos and are being built on the stretch from 
Hidalgo Avenue to the Fuente de Petróleos, and their construction will result in an investment of 
600 million pesos as a result of mitigation measures, which will be provided to a private trust 
whose main destination will be mobility projects and improvement of public space in Reforma and 
surrounding areas. See Zamarrón (2022). The new real estate boom in Reforma will provide 600 
million pesos to Mexico City. Forbes Mexico. 
11 Located in the Benito Juárez area on the border with the Coyoacán area. The authorization 
included the construction of 1 million 28 thousand 71.96 m2; however, the volume almost doubled, 
despite insisting complaints from affected neighbors (Proceso Magazine: 2019). 
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sky and sixty-five levels, it is considered the tallest in Latin America and becomes 
the tallest building in the capital after the Reforma Tower. From the beginning, 
this project generated dissatisfaction among residents, who organized themselves by 
expressing their rejection of a construction that would cause mobility problems, water 
shortages and pollution. The lack of information from developers and authorities to 
the community emphasized the discomfort that increased when excavation work 
caused cracks in the seventeenth-century temple of San Sebastián and fractures in 
the walls of neighboring homes (Cruz 2012).12 

The Mitikah case (2022) is emblematic of conflicts over urban and human rights 
that have not been resolved in a just and creative way. This is an ensemble of projects 
that incorporate nine buildings: six towers, the highest of 65 levels and which bears 
the name of the mega-project; three with 35 levels each; another with 23 levels and 
another with more than 10 levels. A shopping center of 5 levels, an 11-level hospital 
and the Bancomer Center are added, both with five floors each (Seduvi, 07/2019). The 
Mitikah Tower is representative of the building complex, consisting of six hundred 
and sixty-seven luxury apartments, mostly sold.13 The construction of the real estate 
complex, published as the largest in Latin America, was authorized in 2008, located 
on two buildings in the town of Xoco, in the Benito Juárez area in Mexico City. The 
authorization included the construction of 1 million 28 thousand 71.96 m2; however, 
it has been reported that the volume almost doubled, despite persistent complaints 
from affected neighbors. Urban developers did not face any obstacles from the capital 
or federal authorities (Proceso Magazine: 2019). 

After fourteen years of construction, developed by FUNO, one of the largest 
real estate companies in México, and an estimated cost of 22 thousand and 500 
million pesos, the first two phases have come to an end.14 With the opening of 
the huge shopping center, with 120 thousand meters of leasing area, five levels 
and 280 commercial spaces,15 this powerful enclave is exhibited, which breaks the 
local social and urban fabric, taking over the emblematic Real Mayorazgo street, 
hence, showing the lack of planning, spatial justice, environmental damage and 
urban ethics, resulting in environmental damage which stands before an aggrieved 
and segregated community.16 Mitikah in Mexico City is considered the most recent

12 Listed as a historic monument by the National Institute of Anthropology and History. 
13 There are 14 types of apartments with dimensions ranging from 68 to 314 m2, with an approximate 
price of 70,000 pesos per m2, meaning that the smallest apartment is worth approximately 4.7 million 
pesos, while the largest one costs between 22 and 28 million pesos. In addition, it has a profitable 
office area of 64 thousand 649 m2, distributed in 25 commercial spaces; its main tenants are: Loreal, 
Sanofi, WeWork and Total Play. Within the complex, there are different amenities such as cinema, 
swimming pool, toy library, children’s games, event room and guest rooms, games room, sauna, 
spa, steam room and a gym. 
14 ¿Quién es dueño de Mitikah?, la polémica obra de la CDMX. La Silla Rota, 24/09/2022. 
15 Mitikah, El cartel inmobiliario y los sismos, Alejandro de la Garza, Sin Embargo, 24 de 
septiembre, 2022. 
16 The company Fibra Uno bought the construction from Ideurban and Prudential in 2015 for 
185 million dollars. See Emilio Gómez, Mitikah: Neoliberal Emblem, The Mayan Day, opinion, 
September 24, 2022. 
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example of irregularities and arbitrariness, of temporary suspensions of the work, 
of resistance and neighborhood mobilizations, of complaints and conflicts with the 
community and with the organization of neighbors.17 This experience of symbolic 
and real violence caused by the power of the private over the public, despite the fact 
that the residents of the town of Xoco resisted to prevent the privatization of Real de 
Mayorazgo Street, as proposed in phase II of the Mitikah Tower real estate project, 
and they reported the felling of more than eighty species of trees on that street, which 
caused a fine imposed on the real estate company by the Ministry of the Environment 
of Mexico City (Contreras: 2021).18 

Today, most of these high-rise multifunctional enclaves—housing, offices, enter-
tainment, health, technology—and the fifty large shopping centers anchored by large 
department stores are located in the west, center and south of Mexico City. Taken 
together, these globally linked mega-works represent highly profitable urban inter-
ventions, which have diversified the type, design and housing, corporate and commer-
cial offerings according to the consumer profile.19 In the expansion of real estate and 
financial capital investment in urban land, in the first two decades of the twenty-first 
century, the high concentration of business headquarters stands out on the one hand. 
By the end of 2021, they accounted for 58.6% of the top five hundred companies, 
equivalent to 293, and 64.6% of the commercial sales of these companies.20 This, 
despite the fact that the configuration of this corporate geography shows a decrease of 
10.9% compared to the number of companies existing in 2006, which, as explained 
by Parnreiter (2011), shows the relationship between the division of office space, that 
of foreign-owned business headquarters and that of producer services.21 In the first 
decade of the twenty-first century, the enormous increase, especially in the west by 
the Santa Fe complex, but also in the south and even in the Historic Center-Reforma 
corridor, of “the supply of high-quality office properties is accompanied by a change 
in the spatial structure of the market,” forming a Central District of Business. 

In this formation, it is notable that, during the second quarter of 2022, Mexico 
City reported a total of 7.4 million m2 of class A and A + office space, which means 
an increase of 246% in a decade, from 3 million m2 in 2008 to 7.4 million m2 in 2022. 
The main office corridors in Mexico City are: Santa Fe with 1.4 million m2, Polanco

17 The developer of the FIBRA UNO project is analyzing the second phase of construction of the 
project, so far they have land use authorization for the entire comprehensive project, but private 
licenses for this stage have not yet been granted. See Noguez (2022). After 14 years of construction, 
Mitikah Shopping Center will open at the end of the year. Forbes Mexico. 
18 A fine of 40 million pesos was imposed, but the lack of clarity in payment persists until the time 
of writing this article. Residents fear that an attempt will be made to continue with the work of the 
overpass that would privatize the street and the fine could be resolved by creating mitigation works 
in the area. 
19 The real estate boom in the period 2013–2018 is expressed in the support and authorization of 
292 real estate projects, most of which are considered to have high impact, which represent housing 
developments, offices, centers and shopping malls, to a lesser extent hotels and hospitals (Cruz 
2018). Most of it is concentrated in the municipalities of Álvaro Obregón, Miguel Hidalgo, Benito 
Juárez, Cuauhtémoc and Cuajimalpa. 
20 See Expansion (2022) “The Naked 500”. 
21 Panreiter (2011), cites the existence of 329 companies in 2006. 
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with 1.3 million m2, Insurgentes with 1.1 million m2 and Reforma with 942,000 m2. 
Currently, 26 new office buildings equivalent to 685,631 m2 are under construction in 
the Insurgentes, Reforma and Polanco corridors, which will be the fastest growing: 
Insurgentes will concentrate 33% (226 thousand m2), Reforma 29% (198 thousand 
m2) and Polanco 18% (123 thousand m2). In these strategic and central corridors, 
the capital that flows through real estate and financial development drives a series of 
exclusive corporate, commercial and residential projects with a high impact on the 
urban environment in which they are implemented. 

The predominant strategic urbanization, presented in a non-exhaustive way, was 
carried out on the basis of an innovative, bold and effective discourse, aimed at 
responding to the aspirations and ways of life of middle and upper classes and 
social groups in convergence with legal and institutional devices, in order to imple-
ment the centrality of the market, the privatization of collective resources, common 
goods and public services. Constitutional articles were amended, new laws and 
regulatory instruments were introduced, new policies and programs were designed 
that facilitated selective and differentiated, lucrative interventions and actions for 
local, regional and global financial, commercial and real estate investment. The idea 
of hegemonically consolidating the global city of services, by making it a place 
of consumption which positions it on a global scale, largely guides the develop-
ment of these major urban interventions, the result of public–private agreements. 
In this process, the sprawl and contradiction of territorial planning regulations and 
programs, the discretionary use of code and the irregularities in procedures became 
the rule. This situation is expressed in the significant proportion of buildings that 
exceed the number of floors and height allowed by regulations.22 

Large physical and social formations tend to increasingly dominate the urban 
landscape, silently and visibly causing bodies to behave with reverence, respect 
and distance, acting as central mechanisms of “the symbolic of power and of the 
totally real effects of symbolic power” (Bourdieu 1999: 120–122). In this relationship 
between the body and the city, the street on a human scale is diminished not only as a 
computing element and an articulating element of pedestrian trajectories, but also as 
a public space for placemaking, with different people and social groups. In a city with 
metropolitan dimensions such as Mexico City, these conditions are intertwined on 
the one hand, distancing public space from its integrating and articulating attributes, 
reducing it to a place of passage and circulation, of contingency, risk and violence. 
On the other hand, making visible both the concentration of power and wealth in a 
minority and discriminating conditions of poverty in the majority. The resurgence of 
urban movements and citizen resistance voiced in public space transformed it into a 
communal place to the expression of conflict and advocate for urban rights. 

The crisis of public space and domain is perhaps expressed above all in the frag-
mentation experienced by different people and social groups as a common place, as 
a political space, as a space for communication and for the construction of demo-
cratic forms of participation in the urban experience. Public spaces and green areas,

22 The highest proportion of violations of the law occurred in two central municipalities in the 
capital: Benito Juárez and Cuauhtémoc (PAOT 2017–2018). 
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indispensable in a city with a good quality of life and options for coexistence, are 
insufficient; they are mostly deteriorated and are also an expression of Mexico City’s 
marked socio-territorial inequality. Improving and expanding these spaces, based on 
territorial justice, is a key priority, along with the protection of the valuable historical 
and cultural heritage that characterizes the city. The tensions and disputes, as well 
as social and gender inequality that converge in public space, reveal the political 
and urban contradictions of the city, the polarization between social groups and the 
fragmentation of public life. This situation, which is expressed with greater emphasis 
in localities on the outskirts of the capital, is contrary to the idea of the city as an 
urban, civic and political space, a common reference, open and accessible to the 
whole society. 

19.5 Final Note, ¿Toward the Open City? 

In the neoliberal city, and facing the abandonment of public space, we ask ourselves 
what is left of what is common for the reconstruction of the city? Under the current 
circumstances of privatization of the public realm and the weakening of the collec-
tive space, it is relevant to discussed what remains of “the common” and how to 
govern it, in order to articulate a firm, effective political proposal contrary to the 
current period of active dispossession typical of neoliberal capitalism, from the point 
of view of urban movements and not just of them.23 Does the idea of the city remain 
as a form of sociability and as a possible space for the construction of utopian 
dreams of the social order? The profound transformation of urban society and of the 
living space of the city hinges on the daily experience of what flexible capitalism 
economic order means, supported by urban ideas, policies and actions promoted by 
different social, political and economic actors, local and global, that make possible 
its materialization in very different cities and societies. 

By reflecting on the destructive effects of neoliberalization processes on people, 
on the social fabric, on urban life, on culture and on nature, it is possible to debate and 
understand more and in greater depth what is happening and how its taking place. 
Researching problematic realities not yet considered, finding and deciphering the 
hidden or inconspicuous networks of apparently unrelated actors that nonetheless are 
involved in processes that result in the expulsion of individuals and communities, 
leaving victims broken, would lead to greater social justice. This situation confronts 
society with the challenge of reconstructing the common space as a public good, 
creating forms of collective organization, social ties that open spaces of resistance and 
participation to influence decisions that affect and damage the living conditions of all 
people. On the other hand, this line of discussion raises the need for a paradigm shift 
in the policies that support urban interventions, as well as the recovery of the common 
references that exist and that can provide elements for planning and co-creating cities 
in a democratic way based on social and collaborative urban planning.

23 Di Masso et al. (2017). 
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The city lived as a complex, heterogeneous and unequal social space is trans-
formed through individual and collective actions driven by different and even 
conflicting ideas about urban life and life in common between different groups 
in society. These ideas influence government policies and actions, ways of living, 
organizational and participatory forms in matters of general interest that together 
shape public, domestic and private experience. Sociable relations between culturally 
diverse social groups and classes, with different needs and interests, even irreconcil-
able in specific space–time contexts define urban experience and introduce it to the 
inescapable debate about the city and public space, about realities we don’t see, about 
violence in urban areas and violence against women and girls. It seems like a utopian 
dream to realize the demand for a socially and spatially just city based on a paradigm 
shift from neoliberal urban planning to citizen urbanism, which recognizes the social 
function of land, human rights, urban rights, nature, cultural diversity and different 
sexualities. The events of urbicide experienced by twenty-first century cities lead to 
the demand for the right to the city and the rights of the city that converge in public 
space, and the scene of the battles that must be fought to rebuild a city with peace 
and justice. 
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Chapter 20 
A “New” Urban Colonialism? 
North–South Migration and Racially 
Structured Gentrification in Latin 
America 

Juan Pablo Pinto Vaca 

Abstract Through the analysis of the relocation of U.S. immigrants to Latin Amer-
ican cities, this chapter problematizes the necessary correspondence between migra-
tion and spatial segregation, usually raised by studies exploring the relationships 
between urban space, alterities, and inequalities. This chapter demonstrates that U.S. 
migration and the urban changes generated around it are not new phenomena in the 
region. Unfolded in the midst of uneven geographical development, this migration is 
understood as a symptomatic expression of the externalization of the U.S. border. I 
argue that such externalization has lasted as a result of the “destructive production” of 
physical, symbolic, and interactional urban spaces. This chapter not only reveals the 
mechanisms of foreignization of the natives and the deployment of racially structured 
urban gentrification, but most importantly, it demonstrates the renewed persistence 
of urban colonialism in Latin America. 

Keywords Urban space · Immigration · Colonialism · Cities · Latin America 

20.1 Introduction 

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries witnessed the emergence of a form of migra-
tory governmentality centered on a securitarian approach. This form of population 
management has been implemented through various strategies. For instance, straight-
ening the global regime of migratory control (Düvell 2003), the making illegal of 
certain forms of mobility through legal mechanisms to incorporate them, in a subor-
dinated form, into the labor market (De Génova 2002), the globalization of punitive 
and surveillance border public policies (Varela 2015), and the implementation of
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a “cost–benefit” language—which produces a distinction between mobilities with 
“high added value” and those that are undesirable (Sassen 2006). 

This form of governmentality has deeply affected immigrants from the “global 
South.” They are frequently conceived as undesirable and radical otherness. 
Numerous, epidemiological, military, and watery metaphors have been deployed 
around them. To be specific, they are typically represented as “invaders,” “threats,” 
“waves,” “dangers,” “problems,” and intrusive agents that disturb the—always 
illusory—harmony of the community. 

From an urban perspective, some scholars have repeatedly demonstrated how the 
production of immigrants as undesirable otherness constitutes a spatially produced 
process. This literature argues urban space is not so much a replica of social divisions 
as a constitutive and constituent mechanism for the production of hierarchical differ-
ences among groups (Bourgois [2003] 2010; Wacquant [1994] 2001, [2006] 2013; 
Santillán 2019). Consequently, the “others” are either placed in a separate urban 
habitat or expelled from certain locations (Monkkonen 2012; Boy and Perelman 
2017). They are perceived as the incarnation of whatever is conceived as ominous 
(Kingman 2006; Carman et al.  2013). These scholars have also demonstrated how 
historically established groups in an urban space tend to close ranks to new groups 
(Elias and Scotson [1965] 2016; Caldeira [2000] 2007). As a consequence, internal 
and international immigrants have to experience and navigate numerous practices 
of stigmatization, marginalization, and segregation. In essence, these scholars argue 
that there is a necessary correspondence between migration and spatial segregation, 
produced as a result of differences in power existing and acting either autonomously 
or synergistically.1 

In this chapter, I aim to problematize this academic doxa, namely the idea of 
an assumed correspondence between migration and spatial segregation. Through the 
study of migration and the relocation of United States citizens among Latin American 
cities, I propose the following questions: What happens to spatial segregation and the 
stigmatization of immigrants when mobility occurs from the “North” to the “South”? 
How do xenophilia and xenophobia work when the traditional direction of migration 
flow is reversed? How are urban frontiers produced in this scenario? What types 
of transformations take place in urban spaces when “high added value” migrations 
settle in Latin American cities? 

Even though Latin America is more of an “emigration region” than an “immigra-
tion area” (Stefoni 2018, 9); at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of 
the twenty-first century, “North–South” migratory displacements to Latin American 
countries, such as, Mexico, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Colombia, among others, have 
gained straight, visibility, and importance. 

At a global level, so-called North–South migration remains statistically marginal. 
This type of migration, motivated by labor, academic, and recreational purposes, 
barely represents 5% of the aggregate number of “North–South” migrants world-
wide (OIM 2020). Nonetheless, there has been an increase in the mobility of North

1 Some studies have partially questioned the correspondence between segregation and migration. 
For more information, see for example, Segura (2012). 
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American retirees to postcolonial locations in recent decades. Multiple processes 
explain the increment in retirement migration. Among the most significant ones are 
the deterioration of living standards of white middle classes in the United States and 
the privatization of the pension system. 

In this context, hundreds of thousands of senior citizens, affected by the struc-
tural forces that caused the decline of the “white American dream,” develop diverse 
strategies to navigate their decline. For instance, the decision to move and live in 
“less wealthy” countries, where they are capable of stabilizing and improving their 
present-day standards. 

The North–South retirement migration constitutes a novel phenomenon, defined 
in diverse ways—residential migration, residential tourism, amenity migration, 
geronto-immigration, lifestyle migration (Hayes 2013). From a critical perspec-
tive, considering that human mobility is an unequally distributed resource (Sheller 
and Urry 2018), North American retirement migration has also been described as 
“privileged migration” (Croucher 2009). 

Little research has examined North–South migration from an urban perspective. 
Despite this, Latin Americanists investigating this phenomenon argue this type of 
transnational relocation “entails a neocolonial attitude on the part of the migrants, 
interested in creating and controlling space artificially” (Janoschka 2011, 94). For 
this reason, these scholars insist on the necessity to explore “the economic impact, 
the racial imaginaries, the unequal distribution of power, as well as the rights, and 
privileges that Northern migrants claim in their new destination country” (Hayes 
2013, 3).  

To contribute to the study of this phenomenon, I propose two complementary 
arguments. On the one hand, I will examine the complex interactions among urban 
space, mobility, race, class, nationality, and power, as a strategy to question the 
idea of the existence of a necessary correspondence between migration and spatial 
segregation. On the other hand, my research furthers the understanding of the debates 
on urbicide, through the analysis of how “new” forms of production of urban spaces in 
Latin America destroy the existing symbolic, physical, and relational dimensions of 
Latin American cities. In conclusion, this study will try to demonstrate the renewed 
persistence of a “new” form of urban colonialism, which is not so new in Latin 
America. 

My first argument is that “North–South” U.S. migration constitutes a symptomatic 
expression of an—little-explored—externalization of the U.S. border. 

I formulated the concept of border externalization from a critical and imaginative 
position. This concept is useful because it allows me to engage with two different 
approaches. On the one hand, the first proposition focuses on the importance of the 
idea of border in regulating the geographic, political, racial, economic, migratory, 
and urban imagination of U.S. society. Under this view, in 1893, Frederick Jackson 
Turner described border as a mobile entity tending to move to apparently empty 
spaces. As he states: “The U.S. people have gotten their temperament as a result of 
their constant expansion […] It would be a bad prophet who states that the expansive 
character of North American life has already ceased” (Turner 1987, 207). From his 
perspective, the externalization of the U.S. border constitutes the historic foundation
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of its civilizatory and evolutive model, the very essence of the North American 
nation. On the other hand, the second proposition has critically reformulated the 
concept of border externalization to demonstrate how U.S. securitarian logics are 
implemented as mechanisms that neutralize and maintain, as far as possible, what is 
seen as migratory “threats” (Varela 2015). My perspective, as I will show, is different. 

I assert that the U.S. border, a global symbol of a set of inequalities and systemic 
advantages, is refracted in Latin American cities where North Americans have relo-
cated. My argument is that the externalization of the U.S. border has operated through 
spatial, economic, and symbolic mechanisms and techniques. I will demonstrate how 
this form of border externalization is inseparable from processes of dispossession, 
which have been produced in the United States from the middle of the twentieth 
century to the present. I will also show how this border externalization has worked 
and how it has been constructed on multiple spatial scales, from a geopolitical arena 
to everyday urban relations. 

I also argue that such externalization represents a process through which several 
relations have been produced between geographically dispersed populations and 
spaces. I will demonstrate how these relations are constituted by an aporetic logic of 
spatial proximity and social distance, of contact and separation, of articulation and 
differentiation. And I will also show how this logic permeates numerous fields of 
social and urban life. 

My second proposition is that U.S. border externalization implies the deployment 
of “destructive production” dynamics (Gordillo 2018, 108) that affect urban spaces 
in which North Americans have relocated. I argue that these dynamics work through 
three urban dimensions that are related to each other. 

The first dimension is related to the destructive production of physical and material 
spaces, which leads to a gradual process of racially structured gentrification in the 
city. This process generates a dynamic of spatial elitization and urban reconstruction. 
These dynamics are articulated around a migrant population that possesses a “high 
added value” and causes the expulsion of the local population to the peripheries of 
the city. 

The second dimension, which refers to the productive destruction of symbolic 
spaces, discusses Occidentalist imaginary geographies and discourses tending 
to exoticize and inscribe Latin American cities and populations within specific 
temporal, social, economic, and racial coordinates. Not only United States insti-
tutions and lifestyle global promoters, but also North American expatriates have 
encouraged and deepened the development of this “urban Orientalism.” I demon-
strate how these geographic imaginaries produce spatial fetishes and mask, with a 
romantic crust, new forms of local and global inequalities. 

The third dimension is related to the destructive production of urban social rela-
tions. This dimension reveals the existence of asymmetric social links caused by 
the quotidian interactions that take place among unequal social groups. When U.S. 
expats move to so-called less developed countries, they tend to become local elites, 
even though in their local societies they experience important processes of dispos-
session. This is possible not only due to the expats’ social characteristics—income, 
nationality, migratory status, racial capital—but also, and overall, this is related to
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further structural asymmetries between the United States and Latin America. For 
this reason, this dimension puts emphasis on a form of urbicide produced when the 
“conditions of sociability that define a spatial and particular node” are destroyed or 
transformed (Gordillo 2018, 110). 

I developed my arguments and problematizations on the basis of research I did 
between the years of 2019 and 2022. I studied U.S. immigration and its spatialization 
in San Miguel de Allende (Guanajuato-México) from a genealogical, discursive, and 
ethnographic perspective. 

San Miguel is small heritage city located in the South of the Mexican central high-
lands, which has 174 thousand inhabitants. I conceive of the city of San Miguel as 
a paradigmatic study case. This is because “North–South” migration, racially struc-
tured gentrification, and the destructive production of space—usually studied either 
as a contemporary phenomenon or as a mechanical effect of neoliberal capitalism— 
all have a profound historical density in this city. Further down, I will discuss some 
essential aspects that characterize the history of San Miguel. 

20.2 From “Ghost City” to U.S. Paradise 

Progress, as Benjamin ([1940] 2018) highlights, leaves a trail of rubble and ruins in its 
wake. Among them are abandoned cities, desert towns, and limbos full of murmurs. 
However, in some occasions, progress—as a modern theology founded on material 
and symbolic processes of disinvestment and investment—can reverse the process of 
desertification, transform its debris into revered ruins, and build a paradisiacal city 
for U.S. retired citizens from these ruins. Even if this causes the expulsion of the 
native population as well as the destruction of particular forms of producing space. 
From 1940 to the present, this long-standing process has centrally defined the history 
of San Miguel de Allende. 

In Mexico as well as in other Latin American countries, the decade of 1940 
witnessed not only the creation of urban industrial poles but also the population 
densification of the main urban macrocephalias. However, San Miguel de Allende 
became the other side of these structural tendencies after experiencing a profound 
“urban crisis.” From the perspective of local elites, this crisis threatened to transform 
the city into a ghost town. The census data of the time shows that this city, in fact, 
expelled its population from 1910 to 1930; it ranged from 10,547 to 8716 inhabitants 
(INEGI 2011). Nevertheless, as the census figures show, it is clear that the city was 
far from becoming a “ghost town,” as elites imagined.2 

The idea of the San Miguel’s “urban crisis” was rather a political and ideological 
operation. This operation made readable the quotidian and structural transformations 
that San Miguel de Allende’s elites experienced, as a result of the articulation of

2 The stories about San Miguel’s desertification are unmanageable; however, this “urban mythology” 
has positioned it as a regime of truth. 
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endogenous and exogenous processes3 that gradually reconfigured social, ethnic, and 
territorial frontiers and, at the same time, supported local social hierarchies during 
the 1930s and 1940s. The possibility of San Miguel becoming a “ghost town”—a 
horror vacui or fear of empty spaces—was the way in which elite families codified 
and projected their concrete experiences while living in a dystopian scenario. Even 
though it is possible to question these projections, the chain of equivalences between 
“crisis” and “desertification” demonstrated symbolic efficacy. As a result of this 
efficacy, these elite families were able to design, at least, two strategies to achieve 
the city’s “revitalization” through a comprehensive demographic, racial, urban, and 
economic reengineering. 

The first strategy consisted of the promotion of a slow, sustained, and still ongoing 
process of urban museification and patrimonialization. As an alternative to descrip-
tions that portrayed San Miguel as a destroyed and decadent city, the idea of an 
artistic, patrimonial, and cosmopolitan city emerged. This new city would lead its 
way without stepping on its rubble. This is because architectural and monumental 
remains from the colonial and the independent periods—when San Miguel was one 
of its protagonists—became totems and fetishes of the city’s renaissance. 

Consistent with the first federal legislation on patrimonial protection, approved 
during the Mexican post-revolutionary period, San Miguel became the subject of 
numerous interventions. These interventions promoted the conservation and restora-
tion of numerous houses, streets, and temples. The aim was to bring back a colonial 
atmosphere to the city. Moreover, several projects were also implemented in rela-
tion to social services, health, and the “beautification” of the population. Another 
objective of the city’s renaissance was to transform it into a sanctuary of leisure 
and recreation. This aim was achieved through the organization of events that were 
consistent with the taste of the literate and economically powerful elites—who did 
not abandon the city, despite the “urban crisis.” 

This patrimonial fever achieved optimistic results in 1939, when the Mexican state 
recognized the city as a “Typical Town.” This effervescence was strengthened during 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, when San Miguel was declared a “Historic 
Monuments Zone” in 1982, a “Magic Town” in 2002, and a “Cultural Heritage 
of Humanity” in 2008. Throughout these decades, this process of “accumulation of 
symbolic collective capital” (Harvey [2001] 2014b) not only tilted the local economy 
toward the service sector (tourism), but also attracted vast amounts of economic and 
population flows. 

From the beginning, the patrimonialization process in San Miguel was linked to 
a second strategy. Even though this strategy was developed during the 1940s, it still 
projects its long shadow into the present. I refer to the process of attracting North 
American immigrants, a foreign population perceived as desirable in economic,

3 This “crisis” emerged as an effect of the 1910 Mexican Revolution, that is, as a result of the 
fragmentation of the accumulation of the territorial structure, the transformation of the existing 
hierarchical links among social classes, the destabilization of the position of the elite families in 
the social structure, and the implemented provisions aiming to restructure the relations between the 
church and the state. In addition to this, the impact of the Great Depression in the production and 
exportation of grains in Mexico made it possible to promote the idea of the city’s decline. 
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urban, and racial terms—that would make it sustainable the process of “revital-
ization” of the city. 

To persuade and attract men and women from diverse nationalities and “races” 
(especially from the United States) to live in San Miguel, this city was gradually 
transformed into an artistic cosmopolis. Different fine arts schools, like the Escuela 
Universitaria de Bellas Artes (1938) and the Instituto Allende (1948), were created 
during this period. Prominent Mexican artists, like Rufino Tamayo and Diego Rivera, 
became teachers in these schools. In addition, famous individuals were invited so 
that they could promote the new “modern” academic city among influential national 
and international artistic circles. In this context, I argue that San Miguel was an urban 
laboratory where numerous actors tried to materialize the idea of “Universópolis.” 
An idea that Vasconcelos ([1925] 2003, 19)—who was the most prominent theorist of 
the miscegenation ideology and the creator of the “cosmic race” theory—envisioned 
as being realized next to the banks of the Amazon River. 

As a result of the hegemony of a miscegenation ideology, the arrival of the first 
U.S. citizens to San Miguel was influenced by a selective incorporation and exclusion 
of foreigners. The state xenophobia and xenophilia—regulated through the idea of 
the existence of attributes as well as cultural and biological racial differences—made 
it possible for foreign populations of distinct nationalities to be conceived as either 
positive or harmful, in a context determined by the attempt to consolidate the Mexican 
Mestizo state. 

During 1930s and 1940s, these selective rationalities were implemented through 
numerous mechanisms, such as: the coercion and expulsion of the Chinese population 
(Augustine-Adams 2015); the siege and inadmissibility decree promulgated against 
the Jewish population (Yankelevich 2015); and the naturalization privileges granted 
to Republican exiled Spanish, as they were perceived as a population that was able to 
assimilate the mestizophilic and hispanist projects (Gleizer 2015, 155). It was in this 
context that, despite historical conflicts between Mexico and the United States, the 
arrival of the first U.S. migrants took place in San Miguel. This arrival was endorsed 
by the principal ideologues of the Mestizo state.4 

In the case of the initial arrival of North Americans to the city, it was not without 
conflicts5 ; however, in general terms, it was positive. This favorable reception was 
related to the fact that U.S. migrants were perceived as a revitalizing population in

4 According to Vasconcelos: “The fifth race does not exclude but includes all forms of life; for 
this reason, excluding the Yanquis as well as excluding any other human being would imply the 
anticipation of self-mutilation […] If we are not interested in excluding even races which could be 
considered inferior, it would be much less wise to exclude from our project a race which is full of 
drive and has social values” (Vasconcelos [1925] 2003, 20). It is important to consider that, at the 
time, the U.S. was seen as a symbol of progress because, as Vasconcelos puts it, Latin America 
owes “a great part of the construction of its railways, bridges, and companies to North Americans” 
(Vasconcelos [1925] 2003, 20). 
5 Some U.S. migrants were accused of encouraging immorality and communism. On a few occa-
sions, they were deported. These exceptional cases were analyzed by Rudolph (2017) and Pinley 
(2017). 
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terms of achieving racial perfectibility, urban modernization, productive transforma-
tion, and the dynamization of the economy. From then to the present, U.S. migrants 
were co-produced as a highly desirable otherness. 

At the beginning of the 1940s, it was registered the arrival of a few dozen North 
Americans to San Miguel. Since this historical juncture, the city has been part of the 
migratory circuits from the “North” to the “South” of the American continent. 

Some data show that there are currently about 3500 U.S. citizens living in San 
Miguel (INEGI 2020). Other studies show that the number of expats living in the 
city oscillates between 8000 and 11,000 (Flores and Guerra 2016, 188). It is a type of 
migration mainly composed of females and qualified older adults.6 The most critical 
reasons for their relocation are to improve their quality of life (in health, housing, 
food, mobility, and care) and to access leisure, shows, art workshops, tourism, and 
other “amenities” the city offers (Sloane and Zimmerman 2019). 

In recent years, the massive arrival of U.S. retirees to San Miguel has been accom-
panied by a series of awards that the city has received from several global lifestyle 
promoters. For instance, San Miguel was designated as “the best destination to visit” 
(2013), “the best city in Mexico, Central and South America” (2016), “the best city 
in the world” (2017, 2018), “the best small city” (2018), and “the American capital 
of culture” (2019). 

What is striking, in this case, is that the “accumulation of symbolic collective 
capital” and the attraction of a type of migration with “high added value” are two 
strategies that, even though established in the 1940s, have renewed persistence to the 
present. These strategies have survived even an “urban requiem.” 

According to Rajchenberg and Heau-Lambert (2008), since the emergence of 
the colonial regime to the formation of the nation-state, during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, important processes of “symbolic desertification” have affected 
the history of Latin America. These processes justified the conquest and occupation 
of so-called tierras baldías (wastelands) by new settlers. Their aim was to externalize 
the civilizational border to spaces viewed as “anomic.” However, the symbolic and 
political production of “empty spaces” is not merely a matter of the past. It can be 
found at the heart of some contemporary urban processes. The persistency of certain 
ideas about “unoccupied,” “obsolete,” and “degraded” urban spaces tends to justify 
the implementation of “regenerative,” “rescue,” and/or “gentrification” projects. The 
implementation of these projects frequently results in population cleansing or in its 
replacement. The history of San Miguel synthesizes and links these processes. 

Below, I will describe some structural dynamics produced in the United States. I 
will illustrate how, in different periods, these dynamics made it possible U.S. immi-
grants—initially composed of war veterans and later by retirees—to be relocated 
to San Miguel. In the following section, I will analyze how the political practices 
of the “North–South” migration have produced the emergence of a novel form of 
U.S. border externalization, deployed not only in San Miguel but also in other Latin

6 According to Sloane and Zimmerman (2019), 78% of the U.S. migrants who live in San Miguel 
are more than 65 years old, 58% are women, and 56% have gone to graduate school. 
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American cities. I will try to overcome methodological “localism” and “national-
ism”; to this end, I will study San Miguel not as a self-contained space but as a space 
that shows how changing power relations are produced and worked outside the city. 

20.3 U.S. Migration and Border Externalization 

Several scholars7 investigate “North–South” migration to Latin American cities, 
especially in relation to U.S. baby boomers’ mobility, as a novel and contemporary 
phenomenon. However, the analysis of the historical process of San Miguel reveals 
the limits of an academic arrogance that tends to exaggerate the singularity of our 
times. 

Migration from the United States to San Miguel has been recorded since the 40 s 
of the last century. Since then, the city has been positioned as a constitutive and 
a constituent space of the U.S. imperial rise. In this section, subdivided into two 
parts, I will examine the structural processes occurring in the United States that have 
motivated the relocation of North Americans to San Miguel. More importantly, I will 
also indicate how this process of relocation has produced a novel form of U.S. border 
externalization. 

20.3.1 The U.S. Migration to San Miguel During the First 
Half of the Twentieth Century 

Two decades after World War I (1914), some years after the Pearl Harbor Attack 
(1941), and nearly at the end of World War II (1945), not only the U.S. society, 
but also some state and military officials, publicly expressed their concern about the 
possible mental disorders and potential psychotic outbreaks that some ex-combatants 
might exhibit upon their return to the country. 

As Mettler (2005, 16) argues, these concerns were not divorced from an economic 
scenario; to be specific, the fact that the last bastions of the U.S. crash of 1929 were 
still in force aroused deep social anxieties. During this period, it was believed that 
the United States would not be able to reintegrate into the labor market neither more 
than fifteen million war veterans who had been demobilized from various U.S. fronts, 
nor more than ten million civilians who worked for war industries (Mettler 2005, 
16). War veterans were viewed as a potential social, political, labor, and economic 
problem that needed to be managed. Therefore, under the framework of the New Deal, 
in 1944, the U.S. state implemented the GI Bill program. This program allowed the 
U.S. state to design public policy instruments that facilitate good governance and the 
reinsertion into civilian life of millions of ex-combatants.

7 For more information, see Croucher (2009, 2010), Hayes (2013, 2017, 2020), Janoschka (2011, 
2013), Korpela (2010). 
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The reinsertion strategy adopted by the U.S. state puts emphasis on education. It 
principally consisted of providing subsidies and quotas to accredited institutions that 
offered diverse educational and training programs—from agriculture to fine arts—so 
that, through this process, U.S. war soldiers could become citizens again. 

Even though the GI Bill program was initially established among formative educa-
tion centers in the United States, the demands of war veterans (scattered around the 
world), the existing institutional incapacity, the overcrowding of some educational 
institutions, and the ex-combatants’ decision not to settle in the United States rede-
fined the plan’s political orientations, as well as its operative components and spatial 
dimensions. 

The spatial solution adopted consisted of accrediting academic institutions around 
the world to make possible their articulation to the GI Bill program. According to 
Pinley (2015), the subsidies and agreements signed between the United States and 
other nations allowed ex-combatants to study in more than 500 university centers, 
located in 58 different countries. Of this number, 85 accredited institutions were 
located in Latin America and 25 in Mexico. San Miguel, first with the Escuela 
Universitaria de Bellas Artes (1938) and then with the Instituto Allende (1948), 
would actively be part of the U.S. GI Bill program. 

A “domestic problem” in the United States became a global problem. As a conse-
quence, San Miguel de Allende was transformed into a new “zone of global contact,” 
or a space where “different cultures meet, crush, and confront each other, usually 
mediated by highly unequal relations of domination and subordination” (Pratt 2010, 
32). 

From the perspective of the U.S. state, the implementation of the GI Bill program in 
San Miguel and other “underdeveloped” cities offered an effective “spatial solution” 
(Harvey [1981] 2014a 303) to a set of social problems that characterized the postwar 
context. This program produced a novel form of border externalization that consisted 
of relocating U.S. citizens, who were perceived as problematic or as surplus lives in 
other countries. Nevertheless, because of structural inequalities between Mexico and 
the United States, this residual demos, composed of impoverished ex-combatants, 
allowed them to become a revitalizing and privileged population only by crossing 
the U.S.-Mexican border. In other words, for impoverished U.S. ex-combatants, San 
Miguel represented a promise of well-being outside the United States. 

In the context of the emergence of the United States as an imperial power, the 
GI Bill program was an innovative technique of global governmentality targeting 
an impoverished population. This form of governmentality produced specific routes, 
spaces, logics, and modes of circulation of people, narratives, and capitals. These 
routes, spaces, and logics have worked as the sediments that sustain the new “North– 
South” forms of migration. In fact, after the first GI Bill impulse—which stimu-
lated the arrival of dozens of ex-combatants and other North American travelers 
to San Miguel—different transnational and transgenerational migratory networks 
were established. For thousands of U.S. migrants, who arrived in the city during the 
following decades, these networks functioned as their support. 

At the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century, in 
a radically different U.S. context—determined by the primacy of casino capitalism,
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the gradual disappearance of the “semi” welfare state, and the privatization of the 
pension system—the routes, networks, and spaces of circulation described above 
became activated again by segments of populations that had experienced the effects 
of the U.S. pension system. A brief description of the life story of a U.S. couple will 
allow me to better illustrate how this process took place. 

20.3.2 The U.S. Migration to San Miguel De Allende During 
the Twenty-First Century 

Leslie and Chuck8 remain a U.S. couple who are over 65 years old. They relocated to 
San Miguel in 2019 and live there with 2000 dollars that—together—they receive as 
their retirement pension. Almost all their lives, they lived in New York City. Leslie 
steadily worked as a clerk in a real estate company, and Chuck, with a more flexible 
work trajectory, worked as a journalist, a bartender, and as an appraiser in the business 
of buying and selling art pieces. 

“We were close to being homeless,” says Leslie. At the beginning of the twentieth 
century, they requested a loan to purchase an apartment in New York City. However, 
given the increase in credit interest, their monthly installments became unpayable. 
As a result, they received constant notifications stating that if they did not pay off 
their debt, they would be evicted. As a strategy, they moved to Vermont, where they 
could live indefinitely on the condition that they would have to work even in their 
old age. In Vermont, the cost of living for a family of two was about 4000 dollars per 
month. In the United States, they had to work because their pensions only covered 
half of their expenses. In contrast, in San Miguel, they absolutely do not have to 
work. 

There were other reasons that also motivated Leslie and Chuck’s transnational 
relocation. For instance, the rise to the presidency of Donald Trump had an impact 
on Leslie and Chuck as well. In fact, this circumstance became the origin myth 
of their decision-making. According to them, it was impossible to understand how 
millions of people voted for someone who said that “all Mexicans are rapists.” For 
this reason, when Trump was elected, they sold everything, took their car, and drove 
thousands of miles from Vermont to San Miguel de Allende. 

However, the most important motivation that explains their relocation was the 
high cost of medical services in the United States. This is crucial because Leslie 
doesn’t merely suffer from epilepsy, but additionally has had three back surgeries; 
each surgery cost her 120 thousand dollars. In the case of the two first surgeries, 
they paid the insurance deductible, yet they were not capable of paying Leslie’s last 
surgery deductible. For this reason, they left the United States permanently. Even 
though their insurance company could sue them and take them to court, this is not 
an enormous concern for them. Leslie and Chuck are convinced they will not return

8 These life stories are the result of multiple interviews I did with Chuck and Leslie between April 
and November of 2019, in San Miguel de Allende. The names have been modified. 
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to the United States. They recognize that private medical services in Mexico are 
unquestionably cheaper than paying 30 percent for an insurance deductible in the 
United States. They were also affiliated to the, now extinct, Mexican Seguro Popular 
(popular insurance) state program. With a look of relief and a smile on her face, 
Leslie comments that living in Mexico makes her feel free. 

Leslie and Chuck’s cases are similar to the experiences of hundreds of other expats 
who have decided to relocate to San Miguel or other Latin American cities. Their 
life trajectories illustrate and express, as a symptom, the processes of dispossession 
that pauperized white middle-class retirees currently experience in the United States. 
Additionally, these trajectories not only illustrate how a form of systemic expulsion 
occurs in one of the wealthiest nations in the world, but also show the mechanisms 
by which “Souths” proliferate in the “North”—or how the “North” becomes a form 
of “global South”—that is, the processes that make possible the emergence of a form 
of “North” in the “global South.” 

In the face of social and individual decline, Leslie and Chuck’s personal strategies 
are similar to those of other expatriates, that is, adopting a “spatial solution” to 
“ensure ‘low cost’ lifestyles” (Hayes 2013, 6). In other words, their “New Deal” is  
now, similar to other cases, “a self-fulfillment individual project achieved through 
“North–South” mobility” (Korpela 2010; Hayes 2020). 

It is equally critical to take into account that, during the last four decades, U.S. 
retirees have witnessed the dismantling of several institutions that had previously 
guaranteed the possibility for them to be included in a good retirement plan (Sassen 
2015). Social security and pension provision plans were some of the most affected 
systems during this period (Blackburn 2010). These processes of dispossession, as 
San Miguel’s case shows, have produced a specific form of historical geography 
that either linked populations and spaces that were disseminated or intensified the 
preceding spatial and population relations. 

San Miguel de Allende has been the scene of these changes. The profound transfor-
mation of the demographic profile of U.S. people living in the city gradually occurred 
during the twenty-first century. In recent years, migratory flows to San Miguel have 
included neither students nor war veterans. Instead, these flows are composed of 
aging populations and individuals retired from working life. These thousands of 
pensioners and retirees have been seen as socially productively obsolete by their 
origin society. 

Nevertheless, by relocating transnationally to a city in a “less developed” country, 
the declining U.S. white middle class, to which Leslie and Chuck belong, is often 
upwardly mobile. To achieve this form of well-being and materialize a new “lifestyle,” 
they merely had to cross, in a “North–South” direction, the “magic threshold” that 
embodies the Mexican-U.S. border. The very same threshold that, for thousands of 
migrants from the “global South,” has become some kind of mass grave. 

In the disadvantageous scenario, the postwar period posed in the mid-twentieth 
century and in the context of the growing deterioration of the living conditions of 
U.S. retirees, San Miguel became like that Turnerian border, “always in retreat” and 
capable of breaking “custom ties,” of “offering new experiences,” of representing a 
“new field of opportunities,” and of creating “new institutions and activities” (Turner
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1987, 207). To achieve all this, it is only necessary to cross or expand the U.S.-
Mexican border. In this way, U.S. austerity measures will be transformed into a set 
of pleasures, good experiences, and more economic services, inaccessible to former 
war veterans and retirees in the United States. 

San Miguel has become a kind of promised land where it is possible to materialize, 
even in contexts of pauperization, the “white American dream,” but in Mexico. In 
this sense, this city—as well as other Latin American cities—can be conceived as a 
figurative projection of the idea of the “Old American West.” That is, as an urban 
fractal which expresses the externalization of the U.S. border. 

20.4 The Destructive Production of the City 

The externalization of the U.S. border (expressed in the “North–South” migration 
of U.S. citizens) was initially produced through bilateral agreements. However, over 
time, it gained relative autonomy from them. To a large extent, this occurred because 
so-called border externalization implied the deployment of “destructive production” 
processes in the city. Put differently, the externalization of the border is not a project 
floating in the air; in contrast, the processes of inequality and perdurability that 
define it have been produced, organized, and reproduced in a physical, imagined, 
and relational urban space. Further down, I will analyze how these process took 
place. 

20.4.1 Destructive Production of Physical Space: Racial 
Gentrification in the City 

Since the second half of the eighties, literature on urban inequalities has highlighted 
the presence of two novel phenomena in Latin America. Despite their similarities, 
these phenomena have been examined from various perspectives—that is, not only 
through the analysis of the articulation of their economic structures, but also through 
the study of class differences that define them. First of all, some scholars emphasized 
the existence of a new segregation pattern, founded on urban fragmentation. That 
is, a type of micro-scale segregation that functions through the existence of spatial 
proximity relationships among heterogeneous groups that are, at the same time, sepa-
rated by frontierization, fortress practices, and distinction mechanisms (Janoschka 
2002; Borsdorf 2003; Sabatini 2006;Ward  2012). Secondly, scholars have also regis-
tered several dynamics of gentrification or spatial elitization. That is, a process of 
substitution of users and land uses in certain urban areas. This process is the result 
of both the dynamics of capital reinvestment, in areas considered degraded, and the 
transformation of consumption patterns and lifestyles among the gentrifying classes 
(Atkinson and Bridge 2004; Díaz  2015).
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Urban fragmentation and gentrification are studied as contemporary phenomena 
in Latin America. However, in San Miguel de Allende, these processes of destructive 
production of urban spaces not only contain a profound historical density but also 
make evident the existence of a racial dimension that is usually untaken into account 
in most studies. 

At the end of the 1930s and the beginning of the 1940s, integral urban transfor-
mations took place in San Miguel. For instance, the city did not have the necessary 
residential infrastructure to receive the hundreds of U.S. citizens who progressively 
arrived in the city. As a result, a profound spatial rearrangement was implemented. 
This process became visible not only in the construction of new distinction sites, like 
hotels, galleries, and restaurants, to satisfy the foreigners’ demands, but also in the 
evident transformation of private residencies into lodging places for foreigners. 

These land use changes—from family housing uses to commercial uses—and land 
user changes—from Mexican residents to U.S. residents—predominantly affected 
the city’s urban center and radically reorganized the social and economic life of the 
city. 

As noted above, during the 1940s, San Miguel sought to become an artistic 
cosmopolis. In particular, a gradual structural change began to take shape in the city 
with the arrival of a “creative class” (Florida 2010). This class was composed of a vast 
community of U.S. artists (painters, photographers, writers) around whom the urban 
and economic “revitalization” and the reverse of the city’s degradation presumably 
took place. Put differently, eighty years ago, San Miguel was already the scenario of 
a dynamic that is now widespread on a global scale—namely, the creation of cultural 
enclaves as a strategy to produce an “upward filtering” of the city, its infrastructure, 
and population. The relocation of a “creative” and transnational population to San 
Miguel was not only an engine of change in the city’s socio-spatial structure and an 
element tilting the economy toward the service sector, but also a strategy to valorize 
the city’s depreciated lands to generate a potential land rent. Repopulation and land 
investment in San Miguel represented two sides of the same coin. 

A woman from San Miguel, born in 1934, explains this process: “North Americans 
began to arrive here between 1946 and 1947. Then, there was a little more movement 
in the city. A change began to take place. We no longer depended on the owners of 
the rancherías. […] However, when North Americans arrived, San Miguel changed. 
It became a tourist attraction. At first, there were few; then, more and more. They 
began buying houses and becoming residents. And this is how a total change took 
place” (interview cited in Rudolph 2017, 46). 

In the process of material and symbolic transformation of the city, U.S. migra-
tion functioned as a collective agent, which caused the elitist revalorization of the 
city’s depreciated lands. San Miguel’s lands were transformed, factually, into a U.S. 
competition in which some “rich Mexicans” equally participated, although to a lesser 
extent. The unregulated competition to gain access to urban lands caused a kind of 
spatial eugenics—namely, the gradual—although incomplete—whitening of space 
and the formation of a racially structured gentrification. 

The displacement of Mexican people, direct or indirect, was the other face of 
gentrification and “regeneration.” The testimony of a former San Miguel inhabitant
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illustrates this process: “I could no longer pay rent because when the Americans 
began to arrive, rents began to increase a lot” (interview cited in Rudolph 2017, 27). 
Through the mechanism of buying and selling of undervalued properties and the 
impossibility of affording rents and services, urban spaces were gradually “purged” 
in economic, racial, and demographic terms. 

As I said formerly, in the twenty-first century, U.S. migration to San Miguel is no 
longer composed of students or war veterans. Instead, those who have arrived in the 
city are, mostly but not exclusively, retirees who, predominantly, belong to a white 
middle class in decline. 

The “creative class” that formed the initial U.S. migration to San Miguel cleared 
the path for the arrival of a transnational “leisure class” (Veblen 2004). This class 
is characterized by the consumption, possession, and enjoyment, more or less 
ostentatious, of the spaces, services, and experiences that this city offers. 

The U.S. retirees who currently live in San Miguel do not only settle in San 
Miguel’s central area but also practically throughout the city, even in rural areas and 
ejido lands. This has fueled a speculative real estate logic through which properties are 
acquired in Mexican pesos and resold in dollars to foreigners, mainly U.S. citizens. 
For instance, in 2017, the San Miguel Real Estate Association recorded that 65% 
of the buyers of the 362 properties sold downtown—at an average price of 400,000 
dollars—were foreigners (El Universal 2017). 

Currently, in Colonia Centro, the central neighborhood, residential houses can cost 
between one million and three hundred thousand dollars. For instance, in Colonia 
Guadalupe, residences can be quoted at 400,000 dollars. In Colonia San Antonio, 
houses can reach 850,000 dollars. In Colonia San Rafael, stigmatized because of 
insecurity in the neighborhood, houses can be quoted for more than 300,000 dollars. 
Even in rural and communal areas like Atotonilco, prices can reach 850,000 dollars.9 

These speculative dynamics in urban, peri-urban, and rural areas (e.g., increase 
in the cost of living, real estate harassment, and the excessive increase in rents, 
services, and taxes, among others) have caused the local population to be displaced 
and expelled, directly or indirectly, from their own city. According to some testi-
monies, “Before, whoever conquered the plaza, conquered the town. We lost the 
plaza” (author interview, August 2019) or “People sell their houses and their lands to 
the gringos to later become their servants” (author interview, October 2019). These 
testimonies illustrate the expansion and strengthening of an elitist and continuous 
process of whitening the space. A process that began in the twentieth century and 
was consolidated in the twenty-first century. 

The contemporary processes of urban fragmentation and spatial gentrification that 
currently define San Miguel de Allende are a rhizomatic and intensified version of 
the historic racially structured gentrification of the city. Put differently, it is a process 
of “original accumulation” with a racial sign, a destructive production of the city that 
has not stopped happening.

9 This information is part of real estate advertisements published in the Atención (Attention) 
newspaper between May and November of 2019. Atención is a newspaper of the U.S. residents’ 
community who live in San Miguel. 
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20.4.2 Destructive Production of Symbolic Space: 
Occidentalist Imaginary Geographies and Urban 
Orientalism 

With the gradual arrival of U.S. migrants in San Miguel, a novel imaginary geog-
raphy was produced for the city and the country—that is, an Occidentalist form of 
inscribing the space and population into certain temporal, economic, social, and racial 
coordinates. This form of Occidentalism presupposes the destructive production of 
symbolic and urban spaces and the dissemination of an “urban Orientalism.” 

These “works of representation” (Hall 2013, 459)—materialized in several 
reports, autobiographies, personal chronicles, novels, travel guides, poems, 
photographs, and essays—have been carried out for more than eighty years by U.S. 
institutions and expatriates. These discourses are produced to circulate, be consumed, 
and be possessed in the United States. Yet they also operate as “acting imaginaries” 
that regulate social relations within the city (Hiernaux 2007, 18). 

A recurring theme in these geographical imaginaries is the idea that the U.S.-
Mexico border constitutes a magical threshold that takes one to a fetishized and exotic 
place. Heath Bowman and Stirling Dickinson,10 two young U.S. citizens, formulated 
this idea. These young men, “escaping the winter blizzards and the distractions of 
civilization,” entered Mexico and said: “How strange that by the simple procedure 
of crossing the Rio Grande, by exchanging the name Laredo for Nuevo Laredo, we 
should suddenly be subjected to such a new set of experiences. It is the quickest trans-
formation you will find anywhere in the world” (Bowman and Dickinson 1935, 3).  
Almost eighty years later, essayist Morris Berman, a U.S. expatriate who has settled 
in Guanajuato since 2006, suggested a similar argument: “Despite their [Mexicans] 
efforts to emulate the United States, there is something archaic, primitive, and time-
less about Mexico. This is exactly what I wanted for my life since it is characteristic 
of traditional societies. Crossing the border was like diving into a mirror: instantly, 
everything becomes its opposite” (Berman 2012, 199–200). 

From certain U.S. perspectives, the border has operated as a geography capable 
of instituting a cognitive order that distinguishes the familiar space of “civilization” 
(United States) from a “primitive” space (Mexico and San Miguel), both considered 
as opposite but complementary. 

In addition, U.S. citizens’ displacement south of the border has equally been 
described as a “retrospective journey” (Sontag 2007, 309)—that is, a temporary 
journey into the past, where reminiscences of the “archaic” would still be alive. The 
border, within the United States’ imaginary geography, is viewed as a spatialized 
temporality that operates as a chronopolitics that produces the “negation of coetane-
ity” (Fabian [1983] 2014). Because it is considered “eternal,” the “traditional society” 
to which U.S. citizens travel—in this case, San Miguel and Mexico—is viewed as 
outside the course of history or is inscribed as the permanent infancy of the “West.”

10 Dickinson was one of the most important promoters of U.S. migration to San Miguel during the 
1940s. 
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Moreover, according to imaginary U.S. geography, San Miguel appears as a 
promising land predisposed to be occupied. In this way, San Miguel constitutes 
an “Old American West” but located in Mexico. In fact, the representation of San 
Miguel as an Edenic location for U.S. immigrants—belonging to a white impover-
ished middle class—is the core element of the established spatial symbolization of 
the city. This is symptomatically illustrated in the report “GI Paradise. Veterans go 
to Mexico to study art, live cheaply, and have a good time,” published in 1948 by 
Life Magazine: 

“To GI students in U.S. colleges, crowding into Quonset huts and scrimping on 
their $65-a-month government subsistence, the Escuela Universitaria de Bellas Artes 
in Mexico would be paradise. The Escuela is a fine-arts school, accredited under the 
GI Bill of Rights, to which 50 U.S. veterans and their wives have come to study 
painting, ceramics, murals, sculpture and languages. They find it very pleasant in 
the quiet little town of San Miguel de Allende, up in the mountains north of Mexico 
City. The air is crisp, the flowers are bright, the sun is warm, apartments are $10 a 
month, servants are $8 a month, good rum or brandy is 65¢ a quart, cigarets are 10 
¢ a package” (Life 1948, 57). 

Crossing the border toward Latin America, Mexico, or San Miguel enables U.S. 
citizens to capitalize on a form of “aristocratization” (Lomnitz 2011, 157). In partic-
ular, because it allows them to “live like royalty in Mexico” (Franz and Havens 2006, 
486). 

However, crossing the border and relocating to San Miguel do not merely consti-
tute a geographical descent profitable in economic terms, but also a descent that is 
capitalized in artistic and creative terms. This is because the U.S. geographic imag-
inaries constantly show how proximity to the social and racial Mexican landscape 
injects new vitality into the artistic and identity projects of U.S. migrants who see 
themselves as dissidents from their nation. 

This ethnophagic drive was formulated in a photographic book on San Miguel de 
Allende, produced by Allan Kahn and James Norman. Citing the words of Charles 
Flandrau, it is stated that “Mexico is a prolonged romance. For even the brutal 
realities—of which there are many—are the realities of an intensely pictorial people 
among surroundings that, to the Northern eye, are never quite commonplace” (Kahn 
and Norman 1963, 27). In this sense, according to U.S. geographic imaginaries, 
crossing the border to Mexico and San Miguel has historically been not so much a 
matter of distance, but of difference (Staszak 2012, 181). 

Lastly, another component of the U.S. imaginary geography is the inscription of 
what is Mexican as “servitude” and what is North American as a “lifestyle.” This 
inscription appears in countless statements. For instance, “forty more Americans here 
[in San Miguel] means forty more maid jobs” (cited in Croucher 2009, 481); “servants 
[in San Miguel] are $8 a month” (Life 1948, 57); “In the mornings, the Mexican 
maids arrive/At the empty houses/Where the shadows are cold/And there aren´t any 
echoes/Of the often absent owners […]” (Bellavance 2018, 18); or “Mexican servants 
have often had little schooling; many cannot read or write. Work and money are not 
always really important to them” (Norman 1972, 77). From this U.S. perspective,
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what is “Mexican” and “Mexicans” is constantly inscribed in the niche of what is 
servile. 

The division between “lifestyle” and “servitude” does not represent a reflection 
of a differentiated economic status—also produced through the conquest of San 
Miguel’s urban space—but a symbolic mechanism through which racial imaginaries 
about what is Mexican or Mexicans have been produced—during the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries—on both sides of the border. Through being reproduced time 
and time again—in different ways and in diverse historical contexts—these state-
ments transform into “the natural” or “nature” what is certainly the result of an 
“uneven geographical development” (Harvey 2007). 

Through different strategies like fetishization, racialization, allochronism (tempo-
rary distance from an “other”), and spectacularization, the U.S. imaginary geogra-
phies about Mexico and San Miguel express a slow process of destructive production 
of the symbolic and imaginary dimensions of urban space. These mechanisms of 
space fetishization, urban Orientalism, and the ontologization of social inequalities 
are linked not only to the subalternization of local forms of giving meaning to a space 
that, only a few years ago, was considered familiar, but also to the concealment of 
local/global inequalities and “brutal realities” with a romantic aura. 

20.4.3 Destructive Production of the Relational Space: The 
“Foreignization” of the Native 

The condition of being a foreigner is frequently associated with someone who comes 
from outside, from overseas—that is, the outsider or the immigrant. However, the 
historical, social, economic, and spatial configuration of San Miguel has produced a 
different idea of what being a foreigner means. 

The privileged position of expatriates related to uneven geographical develop-
ment, the oscillation of the local economy toward tourist activities, the dominant 
urban entrepreneurship in the city, the territorialization of transnational dynamics, 
and the political will of successive local governments to attract capitals and high-
income white populations, all have caused many San Miguel citizens, established and 
living in the city, to be seen and to see themselves as intruders and foreigners within 
their own city and society. This particular situation—which can be described as a 
process of “foreignization of the natives”—combines a set of structural processes of 
global inequality while making visible the renewed persistence of Mexicans’ racism 
and classism. 

The foreignization of the natives implies a complex network of experiences of 
alterity that local people from San Miguel have had to face. As a citizen of San 
Miguel explains, “instead of us being the locals, the ‘colados’ (intruders) are us, 
the ones from here” (interview cited in Flores and Guerra 2016). Multiple modes of 
exclusion, lack of protection, expulsion, and dispossession, compound this process of 
foreignization. A process that also makes visible a form of urbicide that emerges when
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certain “sociability relations that gave life [to a city] have dissolved,” that is, when 
the “conditions of sociability that define a particular spatial node” are transformed 
and destroyed (Gordillo 2018, 110). 

These experiences of alterity and processes of foreignization of the natives have 
been historically manifested in different ways at a local level. The most classic 
example is San Miguel’s native families’ direct or indirect residential expulsion 
from the urban city center and its surrounding neighborhoods. A citizen from San 
Miguel summarizes this process: “why is it that in our own country, on our own land, 
we are displaced anyway?” (author interview, November 2019). This form of spatial 
violence also enhances a process of symbolic dispossession. This process implies 
not only the destruction of affective, social, and familiar dimensions that symbolize 
physical spaces but also the promotion of new meanings, created by new users or by 
people who have greater purchasing power. Consequently, vast segments of the local 
population feel alienated within a space that was once considered their home. 

Additionally, native foreignization represents an integral process that results from 
the relocation of a set of popular practices, such as religious and other celebra-
tions, processions, and symbolic and material exchanges. These cultural practices 
were extirpated and removed from the symbolic heart of the city—the urban hyper-
center—to the city’s peripheries. Some of these practices have been “sanitized” and 
“adecentadas” (tidied up) to be a delight to the eyes of international community and 
triple-A tourists. 

Natives’ foreign status is also reflected in the fact that their lives are more exposed 
and vulnerable than those of the U.S. citizens who reside in the city. Locals’ lives are 
considered superfluous; that is, their deaths do not have the same public, political, 
media, and economic impact as those of the U.S. migrants. If violent deaths in the 
city were investigated, the border that defines who is secure and who lacks protection 
would become clearer. 

To be specific, Guanajuato remained the most violent Mexican state in 2019, 
registering a rate of 61 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants. San Miguel’s municipality 
exceeded the Mexican state homicide average because it registered a rate of 64 
homicides per 100,000 inhabitants (INEGI 2020). Of the total homicides registered 
in this municipality in the last thirty years, only nine have been foreigners. 

The Mexicans and San Miguel’s people are not considered to have lives that lack 
value, but rather lives that do not have the same value as others. Ximena, a middle-
aged resident from San Miguel, explains this problem as follows: “They [the U.S. 
residents] are extremely supported by the Mexican government. They [the govern-
ment] pay more attention to them in relation to security. I have noted this because 
my husband’s family still lives downtown. They live in Guadiana [neighborhood] 
surrounded by foreigners. The police routinely visit them several times, so they are 
better protected. Maybe they pay more attention to them than to us, who live here, 
because they are foreigners” (author interview, August 2019). Ximena’s story allows 
us to illustrate how a border of belonging and exclusion is drawn, a border in terms 
of (in) security and (lack of) protection. Additionally, it clearly shows who is the 
“other” in the city.
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Violence has physically and symbolically rearranged the distance between U.S. 
citizens and Mexicans in the city. At a local level, “crime speech” (Caldeira 2007, 
53)—in which Mexicans appear as authors, accomplices, accessories, and victims— 
makes fear circulate, legitimizes the construction of physical borders, and stimu-
lates a model of segregation in which residential fortification and fencing proliferate 
(Caldeira 2007, 28). 

Lastly, another mechanism of foreignization of the local population—and an 
example of magic realism with Kafkaesque airs—was the implementation of a munic-
ipal project that, precisely, transformed the local residents of San Miguel into tourists 
in their own city. As a municipal official who, in 2019, presented this program in 
front of dozens of inhabitants of the stigmatized San Rafael neighborhood stated: 
“Would you like feeling like a tourist in San Miguel de Allende? Would you like to 
be taken for a walk? If so, you barely need to register. They [municipal officers] will 
pick you up, and they will bring you back. Just imagine! Seeing San Miguel without 
paying for the local bus, sitting down and enjoying yourselves.” 

The political and institutional practice of transforming the local population into 
tourists constitutes the consummation of a progressive dynamic, namely the museifi-
cation of the city. Simultaneously, this practice also makes visible the production 
of “an impossibility of using, of inhabiting, of experiencing” (Agamben 2017, 
110), a possibility reserved only for those with substantial incomes. This process 
of foreignization reveals the existence of an exclusionary-inclusive dialectic through 
which locals are engaged with the community via their production as temporary visi-
tors who do not possess the capacity to intervene. Put differently, they are deprived 
of any possibility of desecration. 

In their relevance or apparent banality, the foreignization of the natives reveals 
the process of externalization of the U.S. border at a micro-scale level. This urban 
border also makes evident the mutation of the conditions of sociability that gave 
life to the city and the socio-spatial configuration in which “becoming-other” is 
“becoming-native.” 

20.5 Conclusions 

In this chapter, I have described a novel form of externalization of the U.S. border that 
unfolded in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This form of externalization has 
not only been symptomatically manifested through the U.S. “North–South” migra-
tion, but it has also been produced through molar and molecular power structures. This 
externalization was possible with the support of the central government and the imple-
mentation of interstate policies like the GI Bill. It has also operated through diverse 
mechanisms and techniques. For instance, the construction of a racially structured 
type of urban gentrification of the city, the production of Occidentalist geographical 
imaginaries, the fabrication of transnational lifestyles targeting impoverished U.S. 
populations, and the deployment of various everyday border practices. All of them 
have made possible the “foreignization of the natives.”



20 A “New” Urban Colonialism? North–South Migration and Racially … 415

The study of the border externalization and the transnational relocation of “North– 
South” migration—with the inequalities and systemic privileges that they both 
produce—made it possible to discuss the idea of the assumed existence of a neces-
sary correspondence between migration and segregation that some scholars take for 
granted. In fact, the paradigmatic case of San Miguel illustrates that the intersection 
of diverse forms of power, such as race, class, mobility capability, and nationality, 
implemented within historically specific contexts—that produced the “desertifica-
tion” and “revitalization” of the city—and influenced by the existence of an uneven 
form of geographic development (between the United States and Mexico), has caused 
U.S. migration to Latin American cities to turn over the traditional relationship in 
which “newcomers” are the marginalized ones. 

To conclude, it is necessary to address that the destructive production of physical, 
symbolic, and relational spaces is a constitutive and constituent process of the exter-
nalization of the U.S. border, the foreignization of the natives, and the asymmetrical 
restructuring of urban relations. This process demonstrates the renewed persistence 
of urban colonialism in Latin America, which functions through a simultaneously 
productive and destructive logic. It is precisely through this logic that the perpetu-
ation of current material, spatial, symbolic, and day-to-day relations of domination 
and subordination is guaranteed. 
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Urban Frontiers in the Fracturing City: 
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Abstract Two of the main problems of the current urbanization process are job 
insecurity and the increase in social inequalities in the city, which, among other 
factors, are linked to impoverishment and greater vulnerability, segregation and social 
polarization. Ultimately, these factors are mainly responsible for the configuration 
of a new spatial order, in which urban boundaries are consolidated. These are of 
various kinds and are recognizable throughout the history of the city, but those of an 
intra-urban nature stand out, which, in almost all cases, are delimited on the basis 
of the concept of social class. In this chapter, we seek to contribute new reflections 
on the construction of urban borders in the dual city, from three clearly interrelated 
perspectives: the territorial (heritage as a gentrifying agent), the sectoral (tourism 
and urban inequality) and the social (migrants and segregation). We conclude by 
highlighting the transversal role that tourism plays in the drawing of urban boundaries 
and its capacity to generate processes of inequality. Thus, the city is torn between 
the intensity of the expansion of two urban blocs, that of gentrification and that of 
impoverishment, and these two forces are delimited by insurmountable barriers. 
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21.1 Introduction 

Post-Fordist capitalism has modified the qualities of the city, favoring the urban 
concentration of capital, work and culture through the transformation of its economic 
base, with the vertical disintegration of the production process, an intensive use of 
information and the impact of new services turning the urban space into an object of 
tourism development. This concentration of power, wealth, knowledge and leisure 
overlaps and contributes to the dynamics of social exclusion, differentiation and 
marginalization, i.e., to the social division disposed by the economic income, age 
or the ethnic and geographic origin of the population, allowing the identification of 
situations of fracture in the urban fabric. 

From a spatial perspective, the images of renovated neighborhoods whose 
valorization promotes business interests contrast with those affected by situations 
of abandonment and impoverishment. This can be perceived in all types of urban 
spaces, but it is especially noticeable in those neighborhoods and enclaves with strong 
gentrification pressure (especially when we are in the compact city, such as historic 
centers) or tourism (mainly in sun and beach resorts). 

The multiplicity of the actors intervening and the constant renewal in search of 
benefits modify the urban landscape generating more complex dynamics and altering 
the specialization of the old neighborhoods. Thus, the urban centers containing the 
most outstanding heritage values are affected by the dynamics of tourism that, while 
reifying the cultural legacy, promote the renovation of buildings for tourist use. The 
intervention of new agents, especially investment funds and the so-called collabo-
rative economy, yields dynamics of expulsion of residents that increase the urban 
social fracture. 

In this context, the objective of our work is to contribute new reflections on 
the construction of urban borders and the dual city, from three clearly interrelated 
perspectives: the territorial (heritage as a gentrifying agent), the sectoral (tourism 
and urban inequality) and the social (migrants and segregation). For this purpose, 
after placing the work in a theoretical framework on the dual tourist city, we analyze 
these three processes and urban agents individually. From a methodological point of 
view, each section combines the predominant theoretical analysis with case studies, 
individualized in boxes. 

21.2 The Dual Tourist City: Urban Patches 
of Gentrification and Impoverishment 

The scientific literature studies the dual tourist city mainly from the strong inequalities 
that occur in sun and beach destinations. However, these imbalances are equally 
visible within the consolidated city, mainly due to the expansion of the gentrifying 
stain and the associated segregation processes.
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Tourist urbanization tends to respond to an urban practice that is singular, func-
tional and structurally differentiated from the conventional city. The tourist function-
alization of space and time (Agarwal 2012) has had the most relevant consequence 
of creating urban and regional structures with singular characteristics (Donaire et al. 
1995; Antón 1998). Early on, Ash and Turner (1976) had already described the 
less developed riverside and island spaces that were integrated into international 
economic circuits through tourism development as “pleasure peripheries” of western 
metropolises. Three decades ago, Mullins (1991) wrote that tourist cities represent 
a unique form of urbanization because, among other things, they have been built 
solely for consumption. More recently, Judd (2003) has pointed out that tourist 
enclaves have become ubiquitous features of cities. For this author, these hubs facil-
itate the authoritarian control of urban space, modifying consumption and replacing 
and suppressing local culture with “Disney environments.” Therefore, the city and 
tourism are two realities, among many others, in which the global and local dimen-
sions converge and intertwine. Each city is a node variably connected to global 
networks of structures and flows of capital, population, goods and information. 

The moment at which the process of touristization begins is important when it 
comes to constructing a specific urban-tourist typology. Although there are impor-
tant regional and local particularities, the resulting territorial structure has common 
features in most sun and beach enclaves. The most prominent is the dual city growth 
model (Marcuse 1989; Mollenkpof and Castells 1992). That is to say, the city is 
divided in two: on the one hand, the beach strip modified by hotel towers and residen-
tial condominiums and, on the other hand, the tourist backwater composed of new 
residential developments and the genetic city. The latter is intensely transformed, 
where the remains of old economic activities (fishing, port, commercial…) remain, 
but are progressively displaced by commerce and services linked to tourism. 

In some areas, these cities are creating real urban backbones and built-up contin-
uums that are increasingly distant from the traditional concepts of the city. These 
“tourist conurbations” are spaces that have become increasingly complex and have 
expanded their urban functions (Costal del Sol in Spain, Florida in the United States, 
Australia’s Gold Coast, etc.) and where their interpretation is not only due to tourist 
causes (Knafou 2006). In those more recent developments, the tourist monofunction-
ality is absolute, with no mix of uses and dominated by the presence of hotel resorts 
located on the seafront, with direct access to the beach. The hotel chains are practi-
cally the same, the all-inclusive model is the only lodging possibility, the architectural 
typologies of the hotels and their extensive recreational areas are almost identical and 
the predominance of bunkerized architecture is a valuable reference of these terri-
tories (González-Pérez 2012). A McDonaldization of the hotel industry turns them 
into authentic non-places of sun and beach tourism. The concept of McDonaldization 
was introduced by George Ritzer (1993). The McDonaldization of society is what 
happens when society, its institutions and its organizations demonstrate the same 
characteristics (efficiency, calculability, predictability and control) that are found in 
the fast food restaurants of McDonalds. In the field of tourism, the culture and true 
character of a destination are rationalized into an idealized, safe and easy-to-consume 
vacation package. The thematization of spaces and the absence of local identities are
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characteristic elements. Territories that lack past and place. However, beyond the 
urban backbones and the continuous construction of tourist resorts, hidden behind 
these cities of fantasy, there are extensive urban areas that have been born or have 
grown under the impulse of tourist activity. In some cases, we face authentic cities 
of misery. 

In Mexico, this dual system has been corroborated in cities with older tourism 
development (Acapulco, Cancun, Los Cabos) and even in those with more recent 
take-off (Puerto Peñasco, Rosarito Beach) (Enriquez 2008). In Acapulco, one of 
the oldest sun and beach destinations in the Americas, but currently suffering from 
the problems of maturity, the location of each new hotel determined the confor-
mation of the urban layout and human settlements (Valenzuela and Coll-Hurtado 
2010). The city has grown by aggregation of tourist spaces, and each urbanized terri-
tory can be identified with a stage of tourism. This explains why the tourist city 
is currently divided into three zones: Acapulco Tradicional, Acapulco Dorado and 
Acapulco Diamante. Something similar occurs in Varadero (Cuba). The stages of 
urbanization, tourist development and Urban Development and Land Use Plan of the 
Varadero Tourist Enclave have zoned and structured the Hicacos Peninsula into tourist 
sectors, each associated with a stage of tourist urbanization: Old Varadero (Oasis 
section, Kawama section, Historic Varadero section-1883-, International section, 
Las Américas section) and New Varadero (Chapelín-Los Taínos section, Hicacos 
Point section) (González-Pérez et al. 2014). 

The result of this urban development process linked to tourism is the construction 
of an unequal, polarized and segregated city, where together with intensely gentri-
fied spaces we find severely impoverished territories. We are faced with socially 
fractured and urbanistically fragmented cities. In this model, defensive urban plan-
ning is fundamental. Without it, we cannot understand the construction of the urban 
and tourist territory. The planned walls, which are erected in the residential areas 
(gated communities) and in the hotel zones, separate the cities of fantasy from the 
cities of misery. 

In the 1970s–1990s, the predominant urban processes and debate in most urban 
centers in First World countries, mainly those classified as historic, were dominated 
by degradation (exclusion, vulnerability…) and loss of functionality. Since 2000, the 
revitalization of these urban centers, in many cases thanks to the support of ambitious 
urban rehabilitation plans and major speculative investments, has led the issues to 
evolve into new debates: the impacts produced by urban tourism and gentrification 
(hotels, holiday housing, cruise ships…). Thus, in a few decades, we have gone from 
degraded spaces to eliticized spaces. For decades, the degraded neighborhoods of 
the urban centers or the old cities within the walls were the gateway for many labor 
immigrants, while the rehabilitated ones became an attractive settlement space for 
inhabitants of higher economic level, with a succession of processes of shantytown-
ization and gentrification taking place in a reduced space. However, the expansion of 
the gentrification stain, after an important commitment to urban rehabilitation and a 
repositioning of historic centers as a priority area for urban tourism, is “expelling” 
those groups of lower social classes, many of them foreigners from impoverished 
countries.
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Tourist gentrification advances territorially and spatially at the same time that 
societies and cities increase their inequality and segregation (González-Pérez 2019). 
Gentrification becomes an urban strategy that takes over from liberal urban policy 
(Smith 2002). There is a growing tension between the increasing role of tourism 
in the production of urban space and the increase in social inequality that implies 
the deterioration of the financial situation of particularly vulnerable neighborhoods 
and social groups. Any city in almost any country in the world is familiar with 
this process. Moreover, in the most touristic nations, gentrification is a variable 
independent of their level of development. This may be seen in some Caribbean 
islands (González-Pérez 2015, 2017). 

Gentrification is a movement of return to the city, but not so much of people 
as of capital. Gentrification has spread both spatially and by sector and has great 
capacity for mutation (Smith 2006; Clark et al. 2007). Spatially, it expands, as an 
urban stain, from the historical centers to any neighborhood susceptible of tourist-real 
estate exploitation or with some type of attraction for tourist consumption. Sectorally, 
tourism produces gentrification (Smith 1996; Judd and Fainstein 1999; Wilson and 
Tallon 2011; González-Pérez 2019). Post-crisis urban restructuring found a funda-
mental ally in tourism and the rent gap as a necessary mechanism for gentrification. 
Unlike other types of urban processes, gentrification is visible. It is easily perceived 
by citizens to the point that it is possible to draw urban boundaries of gentrifica-
tion with a simple field trip or city tour. And, more than other urban processes, the 
ordinary citizen suffers from it (Sánchez-Aguilera and González-Pérez, 2021). 

In short, one of the main problems of current urbanization processes is wider social 
inequality in cities, linked, among other factors, to situations of impoverishment 
and greater vulnerability, segregation and social polarization (Lennert 2010; Harvey 
2012; Vale  2014; Koutrolikou 2016; Dorling and Ballas 2018). These factors are 
primarily responsible for new spatial configurations. From the space-class dialectic, 
gentrification and impoverishment draw urban borders within our cities and intensify 
new processes of unequal geographic development, urban borders generated by the 
tension between the expansion of space that is being gentrified and that which is 
being impoverished. 

Box 21.1 The city of fantasy and the residual city in Bávaro-Punta Cana 
(Dominican Republic) 

The Bávaro-Punta Cana tourist enclave is one of the most important in the 
Caribbean, in terms of number of beds and tourist arrivals. Since 1990, the 
population growth rate in this municipality has exceeded 50,000 per decade. 
This intense urban growth responds to a disjointed system in the form of a 
discontinuous, low-density urban sprawl. This is a clear example of a dual 
tourist city. Urban segregation is the only means for the development of this 
tourist model. It entails an extensive pre-coastal urbanization in the spaces 
of social reproduction. The dual city and the favelization of pre-coastal urban
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spaces, characterized by inequality and social fragmentation, expand under the 
logic of segregation. Exclusion is the predominant mode of social and spatial 
organization. 

The Tourist Boulevard of the East is the main highway that delimits and 
encircles the whole tourist territory in Bavaro. However, what is more, this new 
boulevard separates, like a wall, the tourist land from the hinterland. Within
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the tourist land, many traditional nuclei that have now been totally transformed 
are preserved, such as El Cortecito; or small irregular settlements have sprung 
up, such as Haití Chiquito; but it is in the hinterland where the main spaces of 
social reproduction are to be found. Although it is highly variable depending 
on the area, these spread out along a close to 8 km radius from the Boulevard 
of the East to the West. 

Beyond this first dividing line there stretches an extraordinarily complex 
urban space with a population of nearly 73,000 inhabitants. This manpower 
is made up of a significant number of interior immigrants, from all over the 
country (essentially from the provinces of Santo Domingo, El Seibo, San Pedro 
de Macoris and La Romana), and Haitians. The main town is Verón (a squatter 
settlement with 80 homes by 1993 and between 6000 and 8000 inhabitants 
in 2005); Macao is one of the few remaining traditional nuclei to remain; 
and El Hoyo de Friusa is probably the most dynamic. This diffused system, 
with blurred boundaries and complex spatial organization, is completed by 
planned precarious settlements (Nuevo Juanillo, Mata Mosquitos) and a long 
list of unplanned, irregular ones (El Manantial, Samy, Kosovo, Barrio Nuevo, 
Cristinita, etc.). 

In Bávaro, the tourist space surface is 8620 ha in 2010, over twice the 
size of the hinterland (3727 ha). Each new room has influenced the growth of 
urbanization in the hinterland depending on the period considered. It is more 
significant in 1984–1990, during the period of spread of non-tourist urban 
sprawl: 16,914 m2 of growth in the hinterland for new room. 

Source González-Pérez et al. (2016) 

21.3 Urban Agents and Processes 

21.3.1 The Territorial. Heritage as a Gentrifying Agent 

Since the celebration of the IV International Congress of Modern Architecture in 
1933, which culminated in the formulation of the Athens Charter (1934), heritage 
conservation has been assumed as part of the planning of cities (Oviedo 2014). This 
precept will have continuity years later with the approval of the Washington (1987), 
which warns of the need to “consider historic urban areas in territorial planning, 
due to the importance of historic values shaped by material and spiritual elements 
that determine the image of the city” (Washington, 1987, 2).  The Krakow (2000) 
reinforced this idea, considering heritage as a determining factor in the configu-
ration of the city, warning that “its conservation should be an integral part of the 
planning and management processes of a community, because of its contribution to 
sustainable, qualitative, economic and social development” (Krakow Charter, 2000,
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3). With the arrival of the twenty-first century, we notice how the conservation and 
uses of heritage have been affected by urban policies oriented to the promotion of 
tourism. In practice, the gentrification and revitalization strategies that affect many 
of our cities have been applied in neighborhoods that, in general, have a rich and 
well-preserved monumental heritage and, consequently, have become places coveted 
by the wealthier classes and tourists (Romero and Lara 2015). 

In view of this, we can affirm that heritage has become a differentiating element 
and main attraction in many cities, a circumstance that translates into an increase 
in demand, although it is true that it can also constitute a dangerous gentrifying 
agent, when restoration interventions end up breaking the traditional dynamism of 
neighborhoods and expelling or discriminating against the local population (Oviedo 
2014). From our point of view, this is not how a historic center should be conceived 
today. The goal should be to achieve a balanced coexistence with services within 
everyone’s reach, including the enjoyment of heritage, not only for tourists and 
the wealthy classes, but for all citizens. Therefore, the future challenges for our 
cities require post-gentrification and reconversion urban strategies, based on the 
authenticity of everyday life, prestige, status, but also on the uniqueness conferred 
by their heritage. 

The diversity of positive and negative impacts generated by tourism in historic 
centers and the implications on heritage has been addressed by different authors at the 
European level (Ingallina 1994; Troitiño 1998; De la Calle and García 2016) given  the  
multiple examples of cities with great heritage wealth (Madrid, Barcelona, Venice, 
Amsterdam or Lisbon) that have been affected by urban transformation processes. In 
Spain, de la Calle (2002, 2008) and Troitiño (1998, 2003) analyzed tourist dynamics 
and the influence they have on the heritage of historic centers, also recognizing the 
importance of cultural assets in the territorial and strategic planning of our cities. 
In Latin America, this issue has also been widely addressed by different authors 
(Cordero and Meneses 2015; Delgadillo 2015; Hiernaux and González 2016; Roldán 
2017; González-Pérez et al. 2022; Carrión 2005, 2014) in relation to enclaves where 
the presence of a rich monumental heritage and a strong influx of tourists coincide, 
which, on occasions, has put them on the verge of collapse. These authors confirm 
the idea that tourism has taken a very relevant role in the rehabilitation of the central 
spaces of heritage character of the most monumental cities or of some of their most 
emblematic neighborhoods, as perceived in San Francisco, New Orleans, Quito, Lima 
or Bogotá, and in neighborhoods such as Getsemaní in Cartagena de Indias, Colonia 
Condesa in Mexico D.F or Jardim in São Paulo, among others, which have seen in 
tourist activity their main development mechanism (Roldán 2017, 80). However, in 
some of these, the increase of tourism has negatively impacted a loss of public space 
function. 

Carrión (2014) and David Navarrete (2017) also refer to the heritage affectation 
in Latin American cities where these dynamics first appeared (Quito, Guanajuato, 
Cartagena de Indias…), since they note the usual process of renovation of historic 
buildings that take on new life to serve new needs and that, in return, change their 
meaning, are decontextualized or lose their identity. On many occasions, they have 
been the object of large-scale interventions to adapt them to a new use. Carrión
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also states that one of the greatest dangers of the application of these policies is 
the implementation of monumentalist measures that privilege the physical heritage, 
but detract from its authenticity and distort its true essence (Carrión 2007), as has 
happened in some American cities, especially those that have been supported by 
local heritage designations or through UNESCO. 

A representative example of buildings that have transformed their original func-
tion to serve tourism can be found in boutique hotels. The concept first emerged in 
America (New York in 1980) and, from there, the model was exported to historic 
European cities. As a whole, these establishments are characterized by luxury, archi-
tectural uniqueness and the richness of the properties that serve as their infrastructure, 
usually located in a unique heritage environment. Their main clients are people of 
high cultural level and high economic capacity who seek personalized attention in 
a quality environment. Almost all of these hotels are included in a four- or five-star 
category. For the most part, they occupy old monumental buildings that adapt their 
old factories to the new hotel use and whose heritage recovery is being faced only 
as a business, adapted to the consumption and enjoyment of the visitor. This hotel 
typology allows us to clearly visualize the relationship between gentrification by 
tourism and/or touristification and the architectural mutation of heritage. A link that 
is not accidental, since the recovery of monumental heritage has been a strategic 
objective of urban policy and planning to boost tourism. 

This type of hotel is usually located in neighborhoods that have undergone major 
heritage intervention, and where we also find gentrified establishments that have 
emerged as a result of the synergy caused by them. In some cases, such as in 
Barcelona, these new businesses coexist with premises closed due to price increases 
and with fashionable restaurants, nightclubs and cultural and consumer spaces. 
Hernández (2015) has made a classification that characterizes the commercial offer 
of the gentrified neighborhoods of this city that is exportable to others, while warning 
that both boutique hotels and the establishments located in their surroundings refer us 
to a new urban process derived from gentrification known as boutiqueization, which 
is directly related to the implementation of heritage rehabilitation policies. 

Boutiqueization in Latin American cities has been the subject of study by Fernando 
Carrión, who defines it as the process of transformation in land use that leads to the 
emergence of new businesses that have arisen to cover prestigious activities that are 
more profitable than residential ones (Carrión 2014). For his part, David Navarrete 
warns that the excessive proliferation of this type of establishment refers us to the 
excessive share that tourism occupies in urban activities (Navarrete 2017). In Spain, 
this phenomenon has not yet been sufficiently studied from the academic field and 
those authors who have approached this subject have focused their analysis almost 
exclusively on the case of Barcelona (Romero and Lara 2015). 

However, processes such as those described above are setting the pace of the times 
in the heritage areas of Spanish cities, which is contributing to a new social fracture. 
In contrast to the aging and decadent spaces of the urban heart of the past, tourist 
areas are being consolidated, in which the heritage is being artificialized, while at 
the same time losing their neighborhood identity.
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Box 21.2 Expansion and problems of boutique hotels in Palma (Mallorca, 
Spain) 

The tourist centrality achieved by the historic city of Palma since the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century and the expansive strategies of tourism-hotel 
promotion that have contemplated actions to revitalize the heritage have led to 
the appearance of boutique hotels in the most emblematic neighborhoods of the 
historic center, although there is a higher concentration in the Sa Llotja-Born 
statistical area and sustained growth in La Calatrava and La Gerreria (Novo-
Malvárez 2019a). Practically, all of these hotels are located in old heritage 
buildings (palaces, stately homes, convents…) that have a degree of protection 
as catalogued assets or assets of cultural interest. Nowadays, they constitute an 
accommodation option with a high demand compared to the traditional high 
category hotels belonging to the big Majorcan chains. Luxury, personalized 
attention and the richness of the properties located in a unique heritage envi-
ronment are the strong points of these establishments whose main clients are 
foreigners with a high purchasing power and cultural profile, in some cases 
exceeding 90% of the total (Es Convent de la Missió, Es Princep Hotel, Petit 
Palace Icon Rosetó or Hotel Brondo). Among their guests, the most common 
profile is that of couples between forty-five and sixty years of age, who stay 
an average of three days and whose priorities, in order of importance, are 
gastronomy, shopping and cultural practices (Novo-Malvárez 2019a).
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Hotel boutique Brondo and bar of the Hotel boutique Es Convent de la 
Missió. 

The appearance of boutique hotels in Palma is circumscribed to the turn of 
the century, although most of the existing ones have been inaugurated since 
2015. According to statistics from the Govern de les Illes Balears (Allotjaments 
Turístics Mallorca), in 2022 there are thirty-five, thirty-eight if we include the 
Hotel Princep with a higher number of beds than usual (136), and the Nou 
Balears and Hotel Hostal Cuba, located in the vicinity of the historic center. 
All of them have in common their belonging to a four-star, four-star superior, 
five-star or five-star superior category (Can Bordoy), and two of them (Ca 
N’a Alexandre and Palacio Can Marqués) are classified in the Inland Tourism 
subgroup. This category, together with the care devoted to design issues and the 
standardization of the interventions, gives them a certain similarity, although 
each one has its own individualities related mainly to the building’s past and 
the scope of the renovations carried out. The actions carried out to convert the 
old buildings into boutique hotels have been of great magnitude in all cases, 
altering structural, expressive and meaningful aspects that, on occasions, have 
threatened their heritage value. Among the existing hotels, there are two that 
stand out for their uniqueness, having taken advantage of the structure of two 
religious buildings: the hotel Es Convent de la Missió (2004) and Petit Palace 
Icon Rosetó (2018), whose former convent function is a differentiating element 
and represents added value (Novo-Malvárez 2019b). 

The increase in the number of boutique hotels in Palma in recent years has 
created a bubble that the City Council has tried to control through the approval 
in July 2017 of a municipal moratorium (Novo-Malvárez 2019a). This restric-
tive measure, which is part of the revision of the General Urban Development 
Plan and was agreed with the Federation of Neighborhood Associations and the 
Association of City Hotels, came into force in order to control the situation and
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put limits to the avalanche of new opening applications, whose number in this 
same year tripled the number of establishments open so far. Since then, twenty-
one have been inaugurated, the last three in 2021 occupying buildings declared 
BIC and with a five-star category (Concepció, Nivia Born Boutique Hotel and 
Palma Riad). Likewise, the multiplication of hotels of this type entailed the 
boutiqueization of their closest areas and the intensification of the use of some 
emblematic spaces of the city (Plaza Mayor, Plaza de Cort, Plaza de Santa 
Eulàlia, Plaza del Olivar, Colom street, Oms street, La Rambla or Paseo del 
Born) that were traditionally enjoyed by the people of Palma and that, due to 
this expansion, became massified spaces of consumption and sightseeing tour 
(Novo-Malvárez 2019a). 

21.3.2 The Sectorial. Tourism and the Unequal City 

Tourism is one of the main agents of production and reproduction of global capitalism 
and, as such, it provokes drastic territorial transformations. Since it became an object 
of mass consumption starting in the 1960s, tourist activity has created its own cities 
or transformed pre-existing ones, while its effects have been globalizing with the 
generation of successive peripheries linked to international tourism (Gormsen 1997; 
Navarro-Jurado et al. 2015). Depending on the level of development of the tourist 
activity, the space is organized according to the needs of the tourist system itself, 
generating new roles, interactions between agents and territorial structures at different 
scales. The limited presence of the administration as a regulatory and planning agent 
can give rise to socioeconomic and territorial structures that are not very sustainable 
or not at all sustainable. 

In this way, the tourist development of part of the European third periphery can 
only be understood, besides by the intervention of foreign investors and by the 
inadequacy of the planning practices of the public administrations. The example 
of Maspalomas Costa Canaria in the south of Gran Canaria is representative. In this 
area, there was a confluence of spatial segregation, scarce presence of the residen-
tial function, which will be added from the eighties onwards, and lack of internal 
articulation (Parreño-Castellano 2001) as a result of the planning deficiencies of the 
public administration in the territory. The under-presence of the residential function 
in the different planning impulses in this destination causes it to have to be developed 
partly in remote spaces, while the anti-urban concept of the destination itself will be 
a major obstacle in the coming years for its restructuring (Parreño-Castellano and 
Hernández-Calvento 2020). 

The territorial extension of international tourism with the production of the fourth 
periphery has reproduced this scheme of action since the eighties, but now, in a 
globalized market in which converge the interests of large construction and lodging
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companies in the process of internationalization (and, therefore, of the international 
funds and financial entities that support them) and of undeveloped countries that 
offer favorable conditions for attracting investors. In this scenario, a monofunctional 
and segregated space built around tourist activity is generated once again, but now 
structured through the addition of large lodging establishments that are exploited 
with a business model based on the all-inclusive. These resorts, located in the terri-
tory according only to the logic of tourist production, that is, the accumulation of 
capital through the tourist business, are erected ignoring the territorial impacts, the 
migrations that could be triggered and the urban development of the surroundings. 
The insufficient corporate social commitment of the investing companies and the 
lack of financial and technical resources of the governments cause the residential 
needs of the working population to go unmet. As a result, informal and precarious 
settlements are growing around the destinations. The example of recent urban devel-
opment on the islands of Sal and Boavista in Cape Verde is paradigmatic, with the 
aggravating factor introduced by the insular fragmentation of space (Cáceres Morales 
and Martínez Quintana 2019; Parreño-Castellano and Moreno-Medina 2021). 

Box 21.3 Informal growth in Espargos and tourism development (Sal, Cape 
Verde)
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View of Espargos and transfer of tourism workers to Alto Santo Cruz. 
Sal, with an area of just over 216 km2, is the main tourist enclave of Cape 

Verde. The island, of low altitude and with scarce availability of water, had 
very little population until the eighties of the last century, despite, since the 
forties, having the only international airport in the country. 

With the approval of the 1990 Constitution and the implementation of a liber-
alized economic model, Cape Verde’s economic policy was based on attracting 
international investment attracted by favorable conditions of low taxation. In 
this context, tourism activity became a strategic sector, making possible the 
sale at low prices or the temporary transfer of land for the construction of 
tourist resorts. 

The island, due to its territorial resources for sun and beach tourism, soon 
began to attract foreign investors interested in the construction of large lodging 
establishments that would later be put into operation through agreements with 
British, Portuguese and Spanish lodging chains. As a result, in 2016, the island 
received nearly 300,000 international tourists who stayed in hotels of 4 or more 
stars under the all-inclusive formula around the large beaches of Santa Maria 
and Murdeira Bay, in the south and west of Sal 

The tourist-construction development of Sal necessarily implied the arrival 
of workers from outside the island, so at the same time the number of Cape 
Verdeans from the rest of the country and foreigners, mainly Europeans and 
Senegalese, attracted by the job opportunities offered by construction, tourism 
and the supply of goods and services to hotels, began to grow. As a result, the 
island, which in 1980 had 5,826 inhabitants, reached an estimated population 
of 40,000 in 2020. 

The economic development of Sal and other areas of the country made it 
possible for Cape Verde’s gross domestic product to grow to the point that the 
World Bank classified it as a middle-income country in 2007. However, this 
macroeconomic improvement was accompanied by an intense, disorderly and
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spontaneous growth of its main urban centers. Espargos, the island’s capital, 
is the most representative case. Around the traditional nucleus (Preguiça), the 
city has grown rapidly since the 1990s, without the development of an adequate 
urbanization model and a sufficient housing and service provision policy. The 
lack of housing led to an increase in prices, which pushed a large part of the 
working population into low-quality self-construction, substandard housing or 
overcrowding. The result has been the creation of a suburbanized, self-built and 
partially slum-like space in which part of the population has no access to basic 
infrastructures such as sanitation, waste collection, water, electricity, public 
lighting, roads or road access. All this is an expression of the generation of an 
impoverished social fabric, unstructured and unsuited to urban life, caused by 
the tourist growth of the island (UN-Habitat, 2013). 

The spontaneous and informal neighborhoods of shantytowns and self-built 
housing in Alto Santo Cruz, Alto São João, Alto de Tanque or Terra Boa are 
some of the marginal settlements generated by Sal’s tourism model, enclaves 
inhabited by tourist workers and where there are worrying crime rates and 
serious environmental problems. The fact that the workers are moved by their 
employers to their homes from their places of employment is a sign of the 
precarious housing conditions in which this population lives. 

At the same time that international tourist consumption generates coastal tourist 
resorts around which precarious and impoverished urban settlements emerge or grow 
in the fourth tourist periphery, digital capitalism has allowed tourist consumption of 
the city or of residential areas that were not planned for this purpose to increase 
in the last decade to unsustainable limits (Cocola-Gant et al. 2020). This spread of 
tourism to urban spaces, attracted by urban life itself or its cultural resources, is 
supported by new accommodation formulas, such as short-term tourist rentals and 
new hotel business models, or the development of other consumption modalities such 
as cruise tourism or residential tourism and are an expression of the new accumulation 
mechanisms of digital capitalism. 

Touristification is the process by which tourist activity transforms cities to turn 
them into objects of mass tourism consumption and implies a change in the use of 
the city’s real estate and public space, and three different situations can be recog-
nized. First, an increase in activities directly related to tourism, with a prolifera-
tion of lodging establishments and other complementary offerings, both with tradi-
tional forms of management and with new ones within the framework of the digital 
economy. Secondly, an increase in other uses related to urban life that adapt to the 
massive presence of tourists. The most relevant example is the transformation of 
retail trade. Finally, a progressive increase in the occupation and economic use of 
public space by tourist activities. 

The touristification of the city has been increasing as society has advanced in 
the interconnection and dissemination of information and tourism consumption has 
become a central element in the model of leisure and social relations. However, it
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is the economic strategies of governments and tourism agents that are the direct 
causes. For example, in the Spanish context and in relation to public intervention, 
the 2008 crisis and the measures taken for recovery increased the presence of this 
activity in many cities as it became one of the main sectors of the economic strategy. 
Similarly, the intervention of municipal institutions, with planning practices such as 
the pedestrianization of public space and the subsequent granting of licenses for use, 
has been a determining element. 

The final result of touristification is the replacement of the resident by the tourist 
and of residential use by other uses related to the tourist production and consumption 
model. In this sense, touristification, especially when linked to overtourism, implies 
the death of the city as a space that allows the production and reproduction of the 
local population and involves the emergence of an urban-looking space at the service 
of tourist production and consumption (Pinkster and Boterman 2017), as has been 
detected in many cities in the first three tourist peripheries. 

Social substitution occurs through the activation of gentrification processes 
through which the population of an area or neighborhood is displaced and replaced 
by another with greater purchasing power (Lees et al. 2016). This is caused by the 
increase in the sale and rental prices of real estate, and motivated by the growing 
attraction that some areas have in the housing market. However, gentrification should 
not be interpreted only as a process of revaluation of real estate in the city, but should 
be reformulated taking into account the strategies of the agents involved in the supply 
and the relationships it maintains with the life cycle of the neighborhoods (growth, 
abandonment or decline and revitalization) (Smith 1979; Domínguez et al. 2020). 
The factors that may determine the interest of tourist activity in space usually coin-
cide with that which originates medium and high standing residential demand, so that 
touristification and gentrification appear in the same areas. Moreover, both processes 
are mutually reinforcing (Maitland and Newman 2008) in terms of the expulsion of 
less favored social groups. 

In recent years, with the development of digital real estate marketing formulas, 
the internationalization of housing markets and the consolidation of certain interna-
tional economic spaces, some transnational residential mobilities such as lifestyle 
migrants, digital nomads, remote workers, super-rich and wealthy people seeking 
to obtain visas, among others, are favoring the growth of gentrification processes in 
tourist cities. We are, therefore, facing international processes of gentrification or 
transnational gentrification that are especially important in areas and cities that are 
destinations for international tourist flows (Sales 2019). 

Touristification also entails the tourist gentrification of the city. The gentrifying 
capacity of tourism has been analyzed by different authors (Gotham 2005; Lee  2016) 
and, in economic terms, is based on the better cost–benefit ratio that allows tourist 
activity to pay higher real estate rents, causing a progressive change of use, leading 
to a substitution of residents for tourists (Logan and Molotch 2007). This process, 
which had already been occurring in recent decades in some cities, is further inten-
sified in the current context of digital and collaborative economy, to the extent that 
formulas of accommodation commercialization appear (holiday housing or housing 
for tourist use) that are capable of replacing residential use with very little capital
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intervention (Cocola-Gant and Gago 2019; Schäfer and Braun 2016; Wachsmuth 
and Weisler 2018). Both due to the growth of regulated lodging establishments or 
vacation housing and due to the general increase in prices, residents, especially those 
with lower purchasing power, are subject to direct displacement (Marcuse 1985). In 
a complementary manner, the increase in prices and the decrease in the supply of 
housing mean that progressively larger segments of the population cannot afford to 
buy or rent housing in areas undergoing a process of touristification, which can be 
interpreted as a process of exclusionary dislocation. 

Finally, tourist gentrification is also produced by displacement pressure or 
displacement due to a change in the community environment or in the neighbor-
hood itself. This may involve different situations such as discomfort due to the pres-
ence of tourists in residential buildings, feelings of insecurity, loss of supportive and 
trusting community environments; transformation in the nature and quality of private 
services; growth in the number of consumer service establishments for tourists and 
the disappearance of others linked to the resident population; reduction of public 
services for residents; transformation and occupation of public space by tourists and 
economic activities aimed at tourists, saturation of public transport or generalization 
of other forms of mobility aimed at tourists; disturbances in daily life, increased 
difficulties for residents to use public space, disappearance of elements of identity, 
decline in social life among residents, etc. In synthesis, all these situations produce 
an impairment of the right to the use of community and public space by the resident 
in conditions of tranquility and perceived security and a greater limitation for the 
development of community life. 

In short, touristification, accompanied by the different processes of gentrification 
mentioned above, must be interpreted as a new process of appropriation of the city, 
especially present in the first three tourist peripheries, caused by the development of 
the recent dynamics of post-Fordist accumulation. It is, therefore, a more refined and 
flexible instrument of transformation of the city and the territory to the productive 
needs of tourism and, as in the case of the creation of the new global peripheries, it 
generates the loss of the city for the local population and the impoverishment of a 
part of its residents. 

21.3.3 Urban Borders and Immigration 

The diversity of geographic origins has been a constant in urban history, as cities have 
been preferred areas of attraction for populations of a very varied nature (Vaughan 
and Arbaci 2011). The urban kaleidoscope shows these signs of plurality of origins 
through processes of socio-territorial differentiation or segregation, both of immi-
grants and of ethnic communities. This is a fact which is intrinsically related to 
the spatial expression of hierarchy and socioeconomic inequalities, which appeal to 
the division of social classes, turning the study of segregation into a hot topic in 
geographic science (Musterd 2020).
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Most of the world’s cities recognize the presence of ethnic minorities in under-
served areas with poorer housing conditions and lower-income populations. “As the 
incomes of immigrants are, on average, lower compared with natives, their neigh-
borhood choice is restricted by various constraints such as their lower purchasing 
power on the housing market and clustered location of affordable housing” (Tammaru 
et al. 2020, 452). It is also possible to identify some well-endowed neighborhoods, 
where high-income ethnic groups, who run or manage transnational organizations 
and companies, reside. In both cases, ethnic/geographic origin is a decisive factor in 
the intra-urban structure and reflects the imbalances inherent in the logic of capital. 

21.3.3.1 Studies of Social Differentiation of Urban Space: Fordism, 
the City and Residential Segregation 

Concern for the spatial distribution of social groups in cities dates back to the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, increasing after World War II, when authors such as 
Shevky and Bell (1955) introduced ethnic status and foreign origin as factors of social 
differentiation in their studies. These works were joined by the first maps showing 
the location of ethnic minorities, especially in North American counties and cities, 
as evidenced by the map attributed to Samuel Fitzsimmons (1956). 

As international immigration flows were activated, the model was validated in 
Western Europe and later in Southern Europe (Malheiros 2002; Domínguez-Mujica 
et al. 2010). In his work “The Urban Mosaic,” Timms (1975) argued that the varia-
tion in the social characteristics of populations in different parts of the city may be 
summarized in terms of social rank, style of life preferences and ethnicity. Specifi-
cally, the labor and economic status of immigrants (Berry and Kasarda 1977); their 
cultural characteristics (Parreño-Castellano and Domínguez-Mujica 2008); and the 
economic, cognitive, social and political resources of their households were identi-
fied as factors of segregation. As a result, those with lower incomes and greater legal 
fragility ended up living in obsolescent historic neighborhoods (Peach 1975). On the 
other hand, the strengthening of the housing market in suburban areas favored the 
concentration of foreigners with high purchasing power in them. Finally, a fourth 
line of analysis focused on assessing the impact of the market and of housing and 
welfare state policies (King and Mieszkowski 1973). 

21.3.3.2 The Consolidation of Socio-urban Inequalities 
and Ethno-spatial Segregation in Times of Globalization 

At the turn of the century, Walks (2001, 407) expressed the importance of the urban 
transformations favored by globalization with these words “the internationalisation 
of the world economy, fuelled by the growth of trade, the development of informa-
tion technology and the increasing mobility of capital and labour, has spurred the 
fragmentation, dispersal, and reorganisation of productive activities.” These trends 
in the productive system, in which the mobility of capital and labor emerges, were



21 Urban Frontiers in the Fracturing City: Heritage, Tourism and Immigration 437

accompanied by an intra-urban reorganization that increased the levels of inequality 
and social polarization in the conformation of what Saskia Sassen called the dual or 
divided city (1994, 2001). 

Consequently, studies of residential differentiation in relation to the population 
of foreign origin multiplied, extending to the entire globe, while different models 
were established according to regions with a differentiated migratory history, which 
have in common the influence exerted on them by the globalization process (Van 
Kempen 2007). The thesis of the divided city harmonizes with the principles of a 
multidimensional logic in which imbalances increase and social cohesion dissolves 
through processes of gentrification and inequality, because the inequalities of income 
and wealth and the social polarization and residential segregation do not disappear 
in the late-capitalist metropolises. 

A good example is the impact of the international financial crisis that began in 
the United States in 2007, as a result of the bank’s policy of issuing real estate bonds 
that offered high profits and low risk through deregulation mechanisms. To keep the 
capital flow of these bonds constant, mortgage loans were granted in bulk, the so-
called subprime mortgages, but when investors demanded payment of these bonds, 
interest rates rose and the banks were unable to respond to this demand. Consequently, 
a liquidity crisis, a credit crisis and an employment crisis ensued (Domínguez-Mujica 
2021), multiplying the processes of housing dispossession. These affected lower-
income segments of the population, including immigrants and ethnic communities. 

At the same time, within a few years, the market revived and new opportuni-
ties arose for those “financialized” players seeking to profit from falling property 
prices. Many private equity funds became Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) 
and listed real estate companies that absorbed rental housing portfolios 2.0 (Aalbers 
et al. 2021). Through their selective real estate acquisition policy, they contributed to 
the transformation of the urban fabric, favoring the gentrification of certain neighbor-
hoods from which migrants were displaced (Lisbon, Paris, Cape Town, Amsterdam, 
Athens, New York, Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, etc.) 

In the case of the latter city, where tourism has contributed, since the mid-
twentieth century, to productive diversification and urban development, the neigh-
borhood where the supply of real estate for tourist use is concentrated, Isleta-Puerto-
Guanarteme, has been the most affected by gentrification processes. Thus, since the 
middle of the second decade of the twenty-first century, it has seen a decrease in the 
number of low-skilled labor immigrants, mostly from Latin America and Africa, as 
opposed to an increase in lifestyle immigrants, digital nomads and other migrants 
with greater purchasing power, mostly from Western Europe. Recent investments 
in the modernization of accommodation and the acquisition of rental housing for 
new tourist uses by private capital funds have contributed to this. The consequent 
revaluation of real estate and the increase in rental prices have favored the expulsion 
of residents with lower purchasing power, especially the non-EU foreign population, 
which has been affected, in many cases, by eviction processes. 

In other sociopolitical contexts (Mardin in Turkey, Manchester in New Hamp-
shire and Halle/Saale in Saxony-Anhalt), Çaglar and Glick Schiller (2018) have  
confirmed these processes of dispossession and migrant displacement, highlighting
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that people who have migrated either within or across borders also face another 
cycle of displacement and insecurity due to the urban regeneration brought about by 
neoliberal measures. 

Box 21.4 The arrival of EU-immigrants versus the displacement of African 
and Latin American immigrants in the tourism district 3 (Las Palmas de Gran 
Canaria-Spain) 

In Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, the main city of the Canary Islands 
(Spain), “the economic crisis that began in 2009 brought an abrupt halt 
to real estate renovation and refurbishment of the neighborhood of Isleta-
Puerto-Guanarteme, its most important tourist district. The crisis had a special 
impact on the purchasing capacity of the lower and middle social classes, 
especially non-EU migrants, who were unable to pay mortgages and rents” 
(Domínguez-Mujica et al. 2020, 248). 

Location of foreclosures and evictions for non-paid rents District 3 Isleta-
Puerto-Guanarteme. 

Since 2014, a new and intense process of tourism gentrification in this area 
can be witnessed. With the beginning of the economic recovery, the conse-
quent expansion of the local demand as well as the growth of the holiday 
rentals caused an increase in the arrival of new foreigners from European 
developed countries, such as Italians and Germans. Consequently, the neigh-
borhood became a consolidated destination for international lifestyle migrants, 
including the traditional pensioners, and new ones, such as the digital nomads.
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However, the tourism reactivation kept displacing some immigrants with lower-
income level (labor immigrants), as demonstrates the increase in foreclosures 
and evictions affecting these population groups. Therefore, the district 3 Isleta-
Puerto-Guanarteme has been the most affected by eviction processes in the 
entire city. 

Source J. Domínguez Mujica y J.M. Parreño Castellano 

21.3.3.3 The Effects of Ethno-Spatial Segregation During the Pandemic 

Although it is still difficult to assess the impact of the pandemic on urban structures, 
research mostly conducted in the United States has shown that it has deepened intra-
urban inequalities as the ethnic minorities have been disproportionately impacted 
because of social factors and residential segregation (Yearby and Mohapatra 2020). 

Thus, in the Bronx, in New York City, in the first wave of the pandemic the 
highest rate of COVID-19 diagnoses and deaths among New York City’s boroughs 
were observed, (Ross et al. 2020). This is due to the fact that immigrants in the 
Bronx—more than half a million—are disproportionately represented in the essential 
workforce at risk for exposure to contagion, including physicians, nurses, nursing 
aides, home health aides, subway and bus drivers, grocery clerks and others. A cause 
that is also argued by Clark et al. (2020) referring to Texas, when they point out 
that the economic situation of immigrant communities requires continuation of work 
and because the types of jobs most worked by immigrants often require face-to-
face interactions. In addition, the fact that many of these immigrants are living in 
close quarters with multiple generations sharing bedrooms and bathrooms is also 
significant, making it more difficult to isolate those who may have been infected. 

A situation similar to this has been described by Schanke-Mahl and Sommer 
(2020), in their study on New York, Seattle, Phoenix and Miami, and by Gil et al. 
(2021), in Chilean cities. For the first, the pandemic has hit hardest in racially and 
economically segregated areas with limited economic opportunity, large immigrant 
communities, overcrowded housing, air pollution and insufficient access to health 
care. And for the second, the pandemic has exacerbated pre-existing social inequali-
ties, affecting immigrants more than non-immigrants in Chilean informal settlements. 
In the United States as a whole, the study developed by Islam et al. (2021) concluded 
that, in the early stages of the pandemic, COVID-19 adversely affected the socially 
vulnerable and race/ethnicity communities in the United States. In Spain, Madrid 
and Barcelona are another clear example of this differentiated incidence, since the 
greatest vulnerability was recorded in the urban peripheries built between 1960 and 
1970, where the immigrant population (originally internal immigrants and, recently, 
foreigners) resides (Instituto Geográfico Nacional 2021: 73). 

In addition to these facts, which allow us to deepen our understanding of the 
concept of the fractured city from the perspective of migrant morbidity, there is also
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the question of the urban restructuring that may occur in post-pandemic times, since 
there are no apparent signs of modification in the forces of capital and markets, 
and changes in the residential preferences of the population will continue to be 
conditioned by their socioeconomic status, predicting a long life for the borders that 
delimit the areas in which immigrants and ethnic communities reside. 

21.4 Conclusions 

Throughout history, it is possible to recognize the existence of “urban borders” within 
cities, a fact that alludes to a process of fragmentation, if not fracture, which can be 
seen in all the great stages of humanity and in the different civilizations. Boundaries 
(social, economic, cultural, ethnic…) are recognizable between cities in relation to 
each other, but also within them. 

In recent times, in what we call the post-industrial city, new barriers and bound-
aries have been built, if possible, within what is called the dual city, sponsored by the 
dynamics and new agents acting within the framework of the post-Fordist economy 
and the global financial world. In this chapter, we have attempted to provide new 
analyses of these urban frontiers in the dual city, based on the dynamics produced 
by three important actors: heritage, which has been acting as a gentrifying agent; 
tourism, when it favors processes of socio-urban inequality; and immigration, which 
is inextricably linked to the consolidation of segregated cities. In all three cases, we 
defend the hypothesis that tourism is the transversal axis on which the fractured city is 
sustained and, therefore, favors the strengthening of the frontiers that are recognized 
within it. 

Two types of territory are particularly vulnerable to this process. On the one 
hand, there is urban fragmentation between the spaces of production (first line of 
hotel resorts) and social reproduction (residence of workers employed in economic 
activities linked to leisure), in both the sun and beach tourist enclaves. On the other 
hand, socio-urban inequalities can be observed in the interior of the consolidated 
city, fundamentally based on the expansion of revaluation spots and, conversely, on 
impoverishment, depending on the dynamics of gentrification. Both in the first and 
in the second case, these are processes of unequal geographic development. 

As far as heritage is concerned, its commodification is a sign of today’s city. Its 
revaluation has led it to become the brand image of many cities, which allows it to 
act as a major tourist attraction. As a result, it produces speculative practices when 
its value is enhanced or its recovery is promoted. As a factor of gentrification, it 
can eliminate the traditional dynamism of neighborhoods and expel or discriminate 
against the local population. In too many cases, in many historic centers, heritage 
success is a social failure. 

For its part, tourism development can be an urbanizing factor in a double sense. On 
the one hand, with touristification, cities are transformed to the point of becoming 
the object of mass tourism consumption and, therefore, a mechanism for capital 
accumulation in the current context of digital capitalism. The change in the use of
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real estate and public space is a verifiable evidence. At the same time, touristification 
expels the resident population or undermines their right to the city, as it favors 
gentrification (displacement of residents in favor of more affluent classes) and tourist 
gentrification (displacement of residents in favor of tourists), besides being a factor 
of impoverishment of residents in a general sense and an increase in inequalities. 
On the other hand, the growth of the tourist offer, due to the internationalization 
practices of large lodging chains, causes the appearance of informal settlements for 
the residence of tourist workers, mostly immigrants, in the hinterlands of coastal 
resorts. This tourist model, typical of today’s developing countries, destructures the 
network of settlements and causes the appearance of urban centers that do not meet 
the conditions of habitability typical of the city. 

Finally, social changes are one of the best indicators for interpreting the city’s 
transformations and evaluating its internal dynamics. Among them, ethnic or 
geographic origin stands out, which has been, since the consolidation of industrial 
capitalism, a good reflection of the imbalances inherent in the logic of accumulation. 
The COVID-19 crisis seems not to have modified the forces of capital and markets. 
The distribution of residents by social class, intimately related to the economic level 
of the population, will continue to mark intra-urban inequalities. Public interven-
tionism does not seem to be able to bend the interests of capital nor to break the 
iron urban boundaries that delimit the eliticized areas from the impoverished ones, 
the neighborhoods inhabited by high social classes or located in the speculative 
market (tourist, financial…), from those that are the residence of labor immigrants 
and ethnic communities. And the intermediate spaces, inhabited by middle classes, 
lose prominence. 

All this leads us to conclude that, increasingly, the city is torn between the intensity 
of the expansion of two urban stains, that of gentrification, on the one hand, and 
that of impoverishment, on the other, and how these two forces are delimited by 
insurmountable barriers. 
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Chapter 22 
The Production of Emptied Places 
in the Borderlands of the Metropolitan 
Area of Buenos Aires 

Andrea Catenazzi and Julieta Sragowicz 

Abstract The Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires concentrates almost one-third of 
the population of Argentina. A broad scope of social, urban, and habitational public 
policies was found insufficient to guide low-density dynamics of growth, without 
the basic urban services and with significant processes of self-management for many 
decades now. Within this context, renewing the ways of questioning the processes 
of urbanization is central for the academic and political urban agenda. This article 
proposes rethinking the metropolitan borderlands in their own terms, based on the 
notion of urbicide, and, with this approach, it identifies a series of territories which 
recent transformations refer to various modes of violence on the city. This work 
distinguishes three ways of production of emptied places: the prefigurations of urban 
and environmental land management in the inhabited banks of polluted rivers, the 
networks of illegality in informal settlements and the privatization of public spaces 
in gated communities. By approaching the metropolitan borderlands from the notion 
of urbicide, a revision and rewriting of urbanization processes is developed from the 
perspective of the displaced ones. 

Keywords Border territory · Urbicide · Production of emptied places · Public 
politics · Urban policy 

22.1 Introduction 

The search for a plot of land where to build a dwelling on, the hours spent on 
trains and buses to get to work, are fragments of a metropolitan experience which 
thousands of men and women repeat daily. These are not new experiences nor diffuse 
problems, conversely, these are classic problems identified by urban planning and 
housing policies. But it is precisely in that passage from the metropolitan experience
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to a sectoral policy that the management of what is metropolitan acquires the label 
of technical problem, and in that operation, the construction of a city crossed by 
processes of increasingly more visible, and at the same time less questioned, urban 
inequality is depoliticized. 

It deals with a way of urbanization which structures the daily life of a good 
part of its inhabitants. In Argentina, a country where over 90% of the population 
is urban and the Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires concentrates almost one-third 
of the population of the country, renewing the ways of questioning the processes of 
urbanization is central for the academic and political agenda. The notion of urbicide 
challenges us in this sense. Fernando Carrión and Paulina Cepeda propose to use 
this notion as a new theoretical-methodological approach to analyze the city in a 
converse way as it has been studied and prefigured so far, not only from the logics 
of production but also from its logics of intended destruction. 

In Latin America, there is a huge production on Urban Studies with significant 
conceptual, methodological, and empirical contributions which is added to an impor-
tant accumulated experience in territorial work, a production of knowledge and prac-
tices which must be repositioned, related, and debated. Within this framework, the 
purpose is to contribute to the widening of this debate from the characterization of 
diverse modes of production of emptied places in the borderlands of the Metropolitan 
Areas of Buenos Aires, understood as logics of destruction of a determined kind of 
city. 

Why is it useful to analyze metropolitan borderlands from the notion of urbi-
cide? What does the operation of approaching them from a reverse way which resti-
tutes that what has been destroyed, add? The notion of urbicide restores the relation 
between violence against the city and the construction of discourses and represen-
tations as regards the otherness in the border territories of the Metropolitan Area 
of Buenos Aires. By examining the processes of constitution of the city from the 
borderlands, we refer to processes which are at the same time, territorial, social, and 
political. Rethinking about metropolitan borderlands in their own terms, from their 
potentiality to enlighten forms and processes that have not been visible, is a commit-
ment to provide intelligibility to those nameless and expressionless spaces typical of 
the metropolitan (Novick 2017). As regards those border territories, three ways of 
production of emptied places are observed: the prefigurations of the urban and envi-
ronmental land management in the inhabited banks of polluted rivers, the networks 
of illegality in informal settlements, and the privatization of public space in gated 
communities. Those are fragile territories where different actors define strategies to 
shorten, increase, or modify distances to others, places where certain urban practices 
have been interrupted (neighborhood solidarity, social organizations, meetings) and 
where an intentional emptying has been achieved in public spaces which no longer 
represent the common thing. 

In summary, the notion of urbicide leads us to analyze those metropolitan border-
lands from the long processes of urban sedimentation and not only from the great 
gestures of private initiative. It is from there that this work aims to propose concep-
tual and methodological guidelines to design instruments of an urban policy that 
contributes to a more egalitarian, diverse, and democratic city. The questions that
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guide this work restitute how the city was produced before and stop at reconstructing 
the political and social fabric in those territories which went through a material and 
symbolical emptying. To do that, in the first place, metropolitan borderlands are char-
acterized to recognize those territories which recent transformations refer to diverse 
modes of violence on the city. Then, the modes of production and destruction of 
those territories are analyzed in three situations of borderlands, restoring how they 
have been studied before and examining the contribution of the notion of urbicide to 
a renewed comprehension of these same processes. At last, in the final reflections, 
we inquire into the common aspects and specificities of each mode of production 
of emptied places and share some interrogations with the intention of renewing and 
widening the explanation of the processes of metropolitan urbanization. 

22.2 Metropolitan Borderland Territories, Nameless 
and Expressionless Spaces 

During the second half of the twentieth century, the Metropolitan Area of Buenos 
Aires was subject to a broad scope of social, urban, and habitational public poli-
cies which turned out to be insufficient to guide low-density dynamics of growth 
without basic urban services and with important self-management processes. The 
expansion was organized around the city of Buenos Aires and around the traces of 
the main railway lines which penetrated the rural space triggering a strong process 
of land valorization. Until the 1970s, that dynamic was progressively consolidated, 
but, since then, it has not been able to articulate with the restrictive logics of the real 
estate market and current urban regulations. Thus, the metropolitan conformation was 
the result of different layers of long-term land plotting that coexisted with barrios 
parque (‘park neighborhoods’)1 and weekend villas, together with the consolidated 
neighborhoods near railway stations and with a series of progressive occupations 
which began with very precarious houses and gradually became the neighborhoods 
of the workers. During the last decades, slums have set in the interstices of consoli-
dated areas and informal settlements have been established in ever farther lands from 
downtowns or which are flood-prone—hence the relevance of riverbanks—with little 
aptitude for urbanization, typical of border territories. Families arrive after having 
been displaced by land values and the location of new real estate products such as 
gated communities. Besides, a good share of those territories characterized by the 
environmental vulnerability of their locations are not covered by urban infrastructure 
networks nor by basic social facilities. 

The notion of urbicide as a theoretical and methodological device leads us to 
return to those territories and comprehend the dynamic of urbanization through the 
causes of their own destruction. Thus, this strategy of approach helps to understand 
what is lost, but, at the same time, it contains a collective political power, because

1 Translator’s note: Barrio Parque is a low-density residential suburb with predominance of private 
green spaces. 
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it allows focusing on that which must be kept and built (Carrión Mena 2014). Even 
though the notion of urbicide originates in the field of literature, its insertion in 
urban studies occurs through two different methodological inputs. On the one hand, 
by means of the relationship with the devastating effects produced by wars on cities, 
and, on the other hand, explicitly linked to the impacts of the re-functionalization 
of cities, especially in those places where popular sectors inhabit, such as happened 
in New York (Bronx) or in Chicago. Carrión Mena and Cepeda (2021) propose to 
recover the use of this concept to explore its analytical richness in relation to some of 
the phenomena of neoliberal urbanism which cross the cities of Latin America. The 
authors point out that urbicide refers to practices aimed at the production of oblivion. 
Therefore, it seeks to destroy the historical memory of the citizenship which operates 
as a mechanism of social cohesion and collective identity (civitas), so as to subdue 
those peoples to the logics of societies which are supposedly more developed. At 
the same time, urbicide linked mainly to urban economy leads to the erosion of 
institutions and self-government (polis) by means of privatizations or corruption, 
as well as the deterioration of the material basis of a city (urbs), for the sake of a 
supposed urban development inscribed within the logics of the neoliberal city. 

Thus, through this analytical matrix, they have been reviewed and acknowl-
edged some recent transformations as ways of exercising violence on certain city 
components. From the very specificities of the border territories in the Metropolitan 
Area of Buenos Aires, we distinguish three modes of production of places that have 
been emptied of certain components of the existing city: the prefigurations of urban 
and environmental land management in the inhabited banks of polluted rivers, the 
networks of illegality in informal settlements, and the privatization of public space 
in gated communities. 

22.3 The Prefigurations of Urban and Environmental Land 
Management 

One of the ways of exercising violence on the city finds justification on certain ideas 
and practices of urban and environmental land management. Some categories such 
as those of urban order and disorder, formal and informal city, cross and organize 
territorial debate and policies, and come into play during the elaboration and imple-
mentation of most of management instruments. Particularly, these categories justify 
the prefiguration of green areas as the only option for the inhabited banks of rivers 
that are crossed by urbanization. A first approach leads to characterize the actions of 
eviction and eradication as unforeseen or contradictory consequences of a good envi-
ronmental cause. Nevertheless, the notion of urbicide questions this same process in 
another way. What is destroyed when an area landscaped as a park is projected on 
those inhabited riverbanks? What is lost and what is forgotten in the name of urban 
and environmental land management? This approach makes it visible a particular
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way of violence exercised through the eradication of informal settlements on the 
riverbanks in a situation of environmental risk. 

The environmental and climate crisis explained by the pattern of production and 
consumption based on the pressure over natural resources bring environmental prob-
lems along with very unequal effects on affected territories and population. In the last 
decades, various researches have analyzed the urban and environmental conflicts that 
take place in the inhabited banks of polluted rivers in Latin America. Avalanches, 
alluviums, droughts, fires, and floods are some of the events and manifestations of 
a continuous social process which impact on the daily life conditions of a society. 
In the Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires, and as from the beginning of this millen-
nium, diverse groups of people affected by problems of water access and exposure 
to recurrent floods have developed multiple strategies of collective action to achieve 
accessibility to this resource and also to exercise influence on modes of risk manage-
ment (Merlinsky and Tobías 2021). An emblematic case, and a broadly studied one, 
is that of the Mendoza Case and the National Supreme Court of Justice’s decision for 
the comprehensive sanitation of the Matanza—Riachuelo River Basin. On the one 
hand, we find those studies focused on the environmental suffering experienced by the 
inhabitants adjoining the river, due to industrial pollution (Auyero and Swistun 2008). 
Other studies inquire into the effects and social productivity of the judicialization of 
such conflicts (Merlinsky 2013). Other researches focus on the resettlements, espe-
cially analyzing the repertoire of collective actions of the affected ones (Najman and 
Fainstein 2019) and the controversies, tensions, and disputes during the implemen-
tation (López Olaciregui 2019; Scharager 2017, 2019). In this line, Carman (2011) 
points out that the symbolical operation of dehumanizing the inhabitants smoothes 
the way for exercising public violence. The research done in two slums located in 
the City of Buenos Aires on the riverbank of the River Plate makes us question what 
representation of the territory, of the otherness, is built to legitimate violence. 

Sragowicz (2021) delves into the labile nature of the borders of the State and 
State administration, by observing how the actors of the State apparatus located 
at street level (Lipsky 1980) or  in the trenches in the territories (Olejarczyk and 
Demoy 2017) are in charge of the usual execution of public policies and the power 
granted by the direct control of operative routines and activities, which powerfully 
influences the direction and the form that policies take daily. The research work 
analyzes the judicialization of the demand of environmental sanitation in the Matanza 
Riachuelo River Basin and outlines that the only option considered for the cleaning 
and liberation of the riverbanks was the displacement of the families who inhabited 
that place and, in turn, that those massive and involuntary displacements were not 
considered as a problematic question when designing the urban and environmental 
land management. The author argues that the insertion of the initial objectives in the 
public policy on the territory and the new framework of actors and interactions that 
it brought about, complicated the understanding for the liberation of the riverbanks 
by part of said State actors in charge of its implementation, which enabled, by the 
addition of diverse forms of representing the displacements in the territory and the 
otherness, transformations in the ways of addressing them. The trenches laborers 
found in this location a space for the exercise of cheating, for building relations with
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the different social actors and for redirecting politics, setting a dialogue between mud 
and institutionalization, managing the interstice and the porosity of the State by an 
active exercise of the translation role. 

Stopping on what is destroyed from the notion of urbicide, invites us to reflect on 
how that territory was occupied, who the actors were, the logics and practices which 
configured this city border and, particularly, to unravel what was destroyed with the 
proposal of urban and environmental land management with the good objective of 
recomposing the habitational conditions of families in a situation of environmental 
risk. 

One of the borders of the city of Buenos Aires is the Riachuelo River, which 
landscape was linked to large factories and port structures. Since the last century, 
it has been a privileged place for the location of industries which dumped their 
waste into the river. Thus, the process of deindustrialization started in the decade 
of the 1970s left large, abandoned plots of land. During this period, low-income 
population occupied vacant interstices progressively (Perelman and Fernández Rey 
2014). The repeated announcement of sanitation works, the unfinished policies of 
cleaning and dredging and the rehearsals of public bureaus of interjurisdictional 
coordination for the management of the basin, are part of the historical heritage of 
the interventions aimed at the Riachuelo River and configure an antecedent for the 
process of judicialization started in 2004. In a context of growing environmental 
conflict across the country, the problem of the Riachuelo River entered the public 
agenda forcefully. 

The Comprehensive Environmental Sanitation Plan derived from the judicializa-
tion of the conflict, proposed a series of actions aimed at the management, prevention, 
and control for the recovery and preservation of the Matanza Riachuelo River Basin. 
The lines of action ranged from the elaboration of indicators and monitoring of 
industrial activity, the development of water and sewage infrastructure to policies 
for the urbanization of slums and informal settlements along with cleaning actions 
of banks and the recollection of garbage accumulated on the riversides to build a 
park. Nonetheless, and in relation to this last guideline, it was when the works for the 
building of the park began, in the meeting with the framework of territorial actors 
and in the interactions with the officials of the executive and judicial power, that 
the social production of an existing city made itself present, so far invisible. In that 
moment, the action of uninhabiting became important. 

When reconstructing this process of urban and environmental land management, 
it is possible to notice that a concept of territory to free and park predominated 
from the side of the State, as an object which had to be dominated. The idea of 
control, conquest, and land management with a strong presence of the State apparatus 
(linked to the monopoly of force and the weight of the Law) were recurrent in the 
court rulings. The predominant use of directives aimed at eradicating, cleaning, 
free, remove, among others, denoted a comprehension of the territory as a mere 
scenario for the implementation of a sanitation policy which objective was to mitigate 
environmental risk without considering the conflict of the displacement of population. 
In fact, there predominated a restricted vision of the complexity of the process and the 
reasons for the occupation of those border territories. Consequently, the displacement
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of population was reduced to simple tasks of logistics to remove obstacles and the 
organization of removals (Sragowicz 2021). 

The population living on the banks, sometimes deemed as obstacles, sometimes 
as usurpers, but very few times as subjects of rights, undoubtedly patient, polluted, 
and polluters, were synthetized in the other, the otherness. Carman (2015) points out 
that the policies of displacement—including those which are so far the most arbitrary 
that do not even guarantee resettlement—legitimate themselves on the supreme good 
of these inhabitants’ lives and the supposed interruption of the suffering of their 
bodies; bodies that must be separated from their present habitat to be rehabilitated. 
The neighborhood—as a space of life for the neighborhood organizations and the 
collectivity organized in the Body of Delegates affected by the liberation of the banks 
of the Riachuelo River, did not call nor understood the displacement as a benefit nor 
as a solution to their sufferings, but rather as a violent irruption in their daily lives, 
a breaking of their histories, of their bonds and ties. 

The process of reoccupation of the border territory, in terms of a parked public 
space, as a result of the action of urban and environmental land management, meant, 
at the same time, an act of expulsion, an obligation to move, a destruction of the 
way of life and a rupture of the existing social fabric which characterized one of 
the modes of production of emptied spaces. Nonetheless, this same process acti-
vated new ways of social organization and of resistances aimed at influencing on 
public action, while producing a resignification of environmental demand. Thus, the 
attempts of the organized collective body of the affected ones to give focus to the 
housing demand found a way of expression in the environmental issue. The urbi-
cide appears to account for the necessity to vindicate the right to the city and to 
produce a citizens’ urbanism—Carrion (2014) states—which allows us to restitute 
these collective actions, the processes of reorganization, and the politicizing effect 
of some of the actions in the urban and environmental land management (Catullo 
2006; Scharager 2019). 

22.4 The Networks of Illegality and the Forms 
of Circulation of Violence 

The networks of illegality and the forms of circulation of violence in the settlements 
on metropolitan borders constitute another mode of production of emptied places 
because they destroy the forms of social organization, while delimiting sector that 
can be crossed and other ones which circulation is forbidden. In the Metropolitan 
Area of Buenos Aires, land seizures are a strategy of land occupation developed by 
several generations of social organizations as part of a political and social framework 
which, in the last years, has been by increasing situations of insecurity and violence. 
A first approach leads to a characterization of the networks of illegality in informal 
settlements as delimited sources of insecurity. Nevertheless, the notion of urbicide 
questions this same process in another way. What is destroyed when the networks
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of illegality find conditions for their expansion in contexts of high vulnerability 
and rights deprivation? What is lost and what is forgotten about the self-managing 
process of the habitat? This approach inquires into the ways of disorganization of 
the self-managing processes of the habitat and the circulation of violence. 

A good deal of researches about land seizures have tried to comprehend the 
housing strategies behind urban informality, a classic theme of Latin American cities 
(Hardoy and Satterthwaite 1987, Clichevsky et al. 1990, Cravino 2006). These works 
outline the capacity of social organizations and the forms of interlocution with the 
different edges of a complex and heterogeneous State. The question of violence in 
land seizures was not a main topic in the pioneering works about this subject. In fact, 
it was in the last decades that issues related to violence emerged in the urban agenda 
linked to State violence in cases of eviction from occupied plots of land. 

More recently, studies have been oriented to case analysis to understand the 
specificities of this phenomenon. Trufo (2017) analyzes the land seizures in the 
Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires and points out that institutional violence applied 
directly or indirectly by police forces is intertwined with the violence produced by 
groups which conform networks of illegality—with different modes of connivence 
and participation of the segments of the State—robbery situations and internal evic-
tions which occupants undergo, and disputes over questions which are many times 
related to coexistence and end up in very violent resolutions. Other works highlight 
the fundamental role played by the actors constituted around the process of occupa-
tion and the emergence of the figure of the informal plotter is stopped (Dombroski 
2020a, b, 2022). 

Approaching this process in a reverse way, such as the notion of urbicide suggests, 
invites us to return to the land seizures in the metropolitan border territories and 
review which the forms of organization that upheld this habitational strategy were 
and, particularly, to unravel how the capacity of action of that form of social organi-
zation was destroyed through the circulation of violence and the increasing presence 
of networks of illegality in informal settlements. 

The Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires expanded through diverse forms of self-
management during long processes of urbanization. A vast experience in social and 
organized production of habitat crosses the forms of habitation of low-income social 
sectors. Since the late 1960s, different forms of self-managing construction with 
technical assistance have been systematized, based on this collective experience, and 
propelled by nongovernmental organizations. The participation in housing construc-
tion and the design of seed and evolutionary housing with rationalized technologies 
and limited maintenance were the key components of this initiatives of assisted self-
management. Since the 1980s, the strategy of land seizures has emerged with the 
expectation of achieving urban regularization. The settlements originated in land 
seizures, with a very few exceptions, have located in zones of urban border in the 
intersection of several municipalities or in the resulting interstices of large works 
of regional infrastructure, in degraded soils with diggings or floodable land. In this 
border territories, settlements not only kept the surrounding urban fabric, but also 
tried to comply with current regulations.



22 The Production of Emptied Places in the Borderlands … 455

Nevertheless, this organizational and social mobilization experience around the 
topic of access to land and housing was displaced by the multiplication of unem-
ployment and subemployment along with the rise in poverty and indigence. Thus, 
while housing conditions were a key axis in social organization during the import 
substitution model (up to the middle 1970s), labor became the organizing axis during 
the neoliberal model (Cerruti and Grimson 2004). 

In the 2001–2002 political and institutional crisis, Argentina engaged in new 
ways of collective action as a product of resistance to neoliberal policies. These 
became visible in the unemployed mobilizations (picketers), the formation of neigh-
borhood assemblies, the recovery of broken factories and service companies by its 
employees and the multiplication of cultural collectives (Svampa 2008). In a context 
of high social mobilization, public policies promoted the conformation of new and 
the consolidation of old social collectives. The fundamental axes of struggle were 
the social economy as a way out the unemployment situation and the social produc-
tion of habitat as a way out of the habitat emergency (Catenazzi and Reese 2016). 
The creation of the Forum of Organizations for Land, Infrastructure and Housing in 
the Province of Buenos Aires in 2004, based on the articulation of more than sixty 
technical and grassroots organizations, recovered that wide set of scarcely visible 
experiences. Years later, the forum was a leading actor in the collective process 
developed around the formulation and sanction of the Fair Access to Habitat Act 
(Ley de Acceso Justo al Hábitat). The historical accumulation of this social collec-
tive which promotes improvements in the access to the habitat, made it possible to 
move from a logic of expectation associated to a habitat demand-proposal, in terms 
of concrete results (housing, infrastructure or facilities), toward a political demand-
proposal of change in the conditions of reproduction of urban inequality through the 
collective construction of a new fair access to the habitat act (Barousse 2021). 

In this context, Dombroski (2022) rebuilds the process of urbanization in the 
Northwest of the Metropolitan Area of Buenos Aires through different urban projects 
in dispute of the same plot of land. On the one hand, the initial project of the neigh-
borhood organization which in the land seizure looked to comply with the current 
regulations to strengthen a strategy of land occupation aimed at urban regularization. 
On the other hand, the project of informal land plotters who tried to go on with 
subdivisions in the interstices of the original land plotting. This completion in the 
interior of the neighborhood was made from a gradual land plotting where the lotter 
ensured the maximum use of the property by reducing the streets to narrow interior 
corridors. In this process, the networks of illegality linked to drug dealing began to 
permeate and confront social organization. They set in the last plots, using the intri-
cate network of corridors which ensured a selective mobility in the territory for them, 
operating openly against grassroots political organizations, neighborhood organiza-
tion, and public authorities. The original neighborhood organization began to disap-
pear, and this situation set the population—fundamentally, women and diversities in 
their different ages—in conditions of a higher insecurity and vulnerability. 

The notion of urbicide invites us to reflect about the destruction of the city, but 
not in global nor definitive terms, but about a particular city or certain essential
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components of it. The networks of illegality in the informal settlements have trans-
formed and weakened a complex political and social framework, an organizational 
experience deployed around the access to the habitat. This process of circulation of 
violence contributes to the internal violence and to the delegitimization of the process 
of organization and characterizes another one of the modes of production of emptied 
spaces. 

22.5 The Privatization of Public Space and the Gated 
Communities 

Gated communities occupied vacant land plots which had traditionally been urban-
ized by popular sectors. The improvement of the conditions of accessibility and 
the existence of vacant land made gated communities the best option for high-
income sectors as their permanent residence. It is a real estate product which tried 
to motorize and capitalize a movement toward the suburbanization of those social 
groups. However, this suburbanization process of the elites (Torres 2001) was not 
made on an empty territory. To the contrary, popular settlements among walls and 
security checkpoints were the other face of this process. The late appearance of gated 
communities on a territory urbanized by popular sectors increased the visibility of 
internal frontiers, an urban condition which not only reinforced the fragmentation, 
but also increased the conflict over the use of the same territory (Catenazzi and 
Quintar 2009). 

A first entry leads to characterizing gated communities as gestures of private initia-
tive. Nonetheless, the notion of urbicide questions this very process in another way. 
What is destroyed when gated communities locate in popular peripheries? What is 
lost and what is forgotten about the use of public space? Restriction on uses, gentrifi-
cation, and homogenization of public space characterize another mode of producing 
emptied spaces. If urban is a synonym of density and diversity, the delimitation of 
frontiers and the privatization of public space question the very notion of city because 
these components turn from being the valued attributes of the city to that what is 
wanted to run away and be isolated from. 

The metropolitan organization, in line with what various authors denominated 
multifragmented city (Lombardo 2005), began to show high- and low-income sectors 
located in increasingly limited geographical spaces. This distribution required a mate-
rialization of limits by perimeter walls which became a common urban landscape in 
border territories. The diminishing of physical distance implies a greater visibility 
of the frontiers because one of the social sectors increase its efforts to separate from 
the others to keep distance (Catenazzi 2007). In front of the material and symbol-
ical distance in the city, different actors have historically defined their strategies to 
modify them. 

Revising the privatization of public space from the notion of urbicide, invites to 
go back over the different layers of the process of metropolitan urbanization and,
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particularly, unravel what was destroyed with the construction of internal frontiers 
and the subsequent privatization of public space in the metropolitan border territories. 

The metropolitan area of Buenos Aires expresses the features of a self-managing 
city from the beginning of the last century in tension with the growths made as 
enclaves linked to an economic model characterized by social inequality. As from 
the decade of 1990s, the metropolitan periphery was subject to an intense territo-
rial reconfiguration propelled by improvements of access highways to the city of 
Buenos Aires along with large magnitude real estate investments to attract the local-
ization of gated communities and large consumption and entertainment facilities. 
Gated communities could occupy floodable areas by incorporating labor, capital, and 
specialized technologies (Pírez Ríos 2008), which allow them to qualify the urban 
land of the developments by granting them the urban infrastructure and raising the 
level of soil over the flooding level of the land. The paradoxical articulation between 
the environmental discourse and the public–private partnership (between real estate 
developers and municipal administration) as a strategy of legitimation of these devel-
opments alerted different environmental collectives about some contradictory uses 
of the sustainable development paradigm. 

Gate communities have been in company of a new economic actor, the urban 
developer, who combines the management of the real estate agent—who organizes 
the production of urban land and its commercialization—with the mortgage credit 
management and the services of the building company. Likewise, the urban developer 
guaranteed the articulation of an economic demand which was capable of affording 
these new residential products. Most of the municipal governments favored the loca-
tion of gated communities in vacant lands, in some cases and in an explicit fashion, 
to avoid land seizures by popular settlements. Thus, gated communities displaced 
popular sectors to more distant, less accessible places, and in greater environmental 
risk conditions. 

The insertion of gated communities within the urban fabric marked abrupt cuts 
because they were located in the middle of economic subdivisions, slums, old urban 
centers and separate physically by means of security devices (closed walls, surveil-
lance posts) which have altered not only important parts of the peripherical urban 
landscape (in the sense of creating and consolidating situations of enclave) but have 
also originated a significant number of focalized social urban conflicts (Torres 2001). 
The coexistence of different social sectors which are very close increased, in many 
cases, fantasies about invasion and the experience of insecurity by middle- and 
middle-high-income sectors (Filc 2002). 

Gated communities represent the archetype of self-segregation insofar as they have 
their perimeter enclosure as a basic condition; they need to close in on themselves 
because, precisely, the difference they offer within their limits is that what turns 
them eligible. A distinctive feature is that they have been defined, generally, by 
their ability to create an illusion of microcity which can be gone around freely, 
when it comes up to enclosed spaces and controlled entry. These urbanizations live 
from the contrast implied by the fact that the open city goes on its own way, while 
they, in a secluded way, guarantee well-being, security, and contact with nature. 
At the same time, the low-density neighborhood fabric which configures the most



458 A. Catenazzi and J. Sragowicz

part of the metropolitan territory, when located among gated communities, acquires 
the paradoxical configuration of secluded fragmented neighborhoods. The urban 
insertion of these gated communities breaks the grid plan and open urban fabric 
which was characteristic of the formation of our cities. In this way, parts of the 
cities get enclosed and public space privatized, consolidating a more homogeneous 
environment, while other parts of the cities are crossed by multiple internal frontiers. 

22.6 Final Reflections 

These reflections have an open character, they are rather considerations of an 
exploratory and stimulating process to approach with new lenses about already 
studied phenomena. The analysis focused on the border territories of the Metropolitan 
Area of Buenos Aires which concentrates almost one-third of the Argentinean popu-
lation and which is characterized by a low-density growing dynamic with scarce 
basic urban services and with significant processes of self-management along with 
a strong process of land valorization. This unequal configuration is the result of 
different layers intertwined. Long-term subdivisions of land coexist with barrios 
parque, weekend villas and gated communities, consolidated neighborhoods next to 
railway stations and the slums which located in the interstices of consolidated areas 
and the informal settlements located in ever more distant lands from downtowns or 
which are floodable with few aptitudes for urbanization, an own feature of border 
territories. 

This article tried to renew the modes of interrogating these processes of urban-
ization, re-think metropolitan borderlands in their own terms, as from the notion of 
urbicide. A series of territories were identified which recent transformations refer to 
diverse modes of violence on some of the city components to characterize the modal-
ities of production of emptied spaces understood as intended logics of destruction 
of the city. In principle, three modes of production of emptied spaces have been 
recognized: the prefigurations of urban and environmental land management in the 
inhabited banks of polluted rivers, the networks of illegality in informal settlements 
and the privatization of public spaces in gated communities. The questions which 
guided us allowed examining how the city was produced before and stopping at the 
reconstruction of the political and social framework in those territories which went 
through a material and symbolic emptying. 

These reflections restitute the centrality of thinking urbanism, revisiting ideas 
and practices of urban and environmental planning and housing policy as from the 
processes of urban sedimentation, as it was necessary to historicize the territory to 
review, again, the discourses and representations of the framework of actors and 
their relation with their capacity of transforming the city, crossed by increasingly 
visible and, at the same time, less questioned urban inequality processes. In that key, 
the dialogue between the notion of urbicide and the long processes of urbanization 
allowed unravelling the diverse nominations of violence, the representations and 
interactions among the different actors and, therefore, reconstructing the political
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and social framework which went through a material and symbolic emptying. We 
have tried to bring agreements and representations into play during the process of 
urbanization, not exclusively from force relations, but also considering the repertoire 
of arguments and the rules employed by actors to make their demands count through 
acts of resistance. Thus, we stopped at putting emphasis on how and to what extent 
each actor defines and redefines conflict, at centering in the analysis of repertoires of 
arguments and strategies oriented to questioning other ones and placing as something 
common and general that what is being affected. 

When going back to the notion of urbicide to recover the usage of this concept 
in relation to some of the phenomena of neoliberal urbanism which Latin Amer-
ican cities go through, such as Carrión Mena (2014) proposes, and, certainly, in an 
exploratory way, we consider that it is possible to associate the modes of production of 
emptied places characterized in the borderlands of the Metropolitan Area of Buenos 
Aires with actions which the author had differentiated in the exercise of violence 
on the city, those which devastate with the significative places of life in common 
(urbs); those which end with identity (civitas) and those actions which subordinate 
public policies and institutions to the interests of the market, losing government and 
representation capacities (polis). In the process of displacement derived from eradi-
cations, some ideas and practices of urban and environmental justified actions which 
destroyed the significative places of life in common (urbs). The weakening of neigh-
borhood organizations in the informal settlements derived from the circulation of 
violence associated to the networks of illegality have put in question the identity and 
memory of collective action of social organizations (civitas). In gated communities, 
the market privatizes public space making it lose the possibilities of representation 
of the common (polis). 

The different modes of production of emptied places refer to and have, as an 
effect, the dissolution of social interaction by means of the breaking of the social 
fabric because of the process of displacements, of the restriction of circulation or 
of the privatization of public space. In all cases, it is possible to recognize forms 
of connivence between the State and the market, the absences and presences of the 
State to guarantee the consolidation of these forms of production of empty places. 

About the prefigurations of urban and environmental land management, the notion 
of urbicide allowed the recognition of a particular mode of violence exercised by 
means of the eradication of riverside settlements in a situation of environmental risk. 
The order for the landscaping of riversides within the actions undertook toward the 
urban and environmental land management, cast a light on the consequent destruction 
of the significative places of life in common of those who inhabited and deployed 
their daily life there. The work showed the tension and divergence in the significa-
tions and interpretations of the problems and solutions for the sanitation of a water 
body and its surroundings. The territory as a scenario of environmental land manage-
ment, an object of control over which there are actions of eradication, cleaning, and 
remotion to conduct for its own preservation and enjoyment, was, at the same time, 
the neighborhood, the history of self-management, daily and community life. The 
solution for the environmental sufferings of those families was not necessarily guar-
anteed by simple logistic tasks of organization of the removals. To the contrary,
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the eradication was a violent irruption in their daily lives, an act of expulsion, an 
obligation to displacement, a rupture of their histories, of their ties, reactivating an 
organizational memory and a process of union around the dispute over the future of 
the policy of environmental land management and the housing policy. 

About the networks of illegality and the forms of circulation of violence in 
informal settlements in the metropolitan borderlands, the notion of urbicide allowed 
to recognize them as another mode of the production of emptied places, because 
they destroyed the forms of social organization, while at the same time they delim-
ited sectors which could be crossed and other ones which circulation was forbidden. 
As Carrion (2010) states, the crime geographies which slowly take control of parts 
of the city, impose a significant reduction of the use of it, restricting circulation 
spaces. We add that this restriction fundamentally affects determined genders. This 
produces devastating effects in social coexistence and daily life, so much that soli-
darity conditions are reduced, and multiple modalities of self-justice area expanded, 
from acquiring guns, learning self-defense, lynching people, and becoming a client 
of the buoyant industry of private security. But also, because every unknown one 
turns into a potential aggressor and because public space is considered a space out 
of control. Approaching the study of the networks of illegality in the informal settle-
ments of the metropolitan border territories from the notion of urbicide cast a light 
on the forms of disorganization of the processes of self-management of the habitat 
and the circulation of violence, on the effect in the dissolution of social cohesion, 
on a central actor as community organizations in the interlocution with the State in 
contexts of high vulnerability and deprivation of rights. Thus, the capacity of action 
of that form of social organization was destroyed with the circulation of violence 
and the growing presence of networks of illegality in informal settlements. In turn, it 
allowed casting a light on other forms of the exercise of violence in those territories, 
not from the explicit violence of the State through the policies of eviction of land 
seizures, but also from the networks of illegalities which show themselves as other 
modes of territorial control superposed to the State control. 

About the privatization of public space and the gate communities, it is also possible 
to recognize processes of urbicide from the increasing weight that real estate promo-
tional capital has within urban economy, forming a true enclave which breaks with the 
logic of public space, of the homogeneous provision of services and the expulsion of 
low-income population; strengthening urban segregation, eroding social capital, and 
weakening city government. The materialization of a social homogenization fantasy 
through enclosure and conformation of the microcity, has, as a counter-face, not only 
the dissolution of the diverse, but also, the distancing of the other, in an operation 
which represents him or her as a menace to one’s own security. 

Throughout this work, we discovered the potence of approaching the metropolitan 
borderlands from the notion of urbicide and, with this approach, reposition the rela-
tion between the forms of violence on the city and the construction of discourses and 
representations as regards the otherness in these territories. The analytical operation 
of returning to these processes from said concept led us to a review, re-reading, and 
re-writing of the processes of urbanization from the perspective of the displaced. 
So, we tried to recover an underground and alternative memory of the resistances.
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Someway, it is an exercise of reconstruction of a social memory which validates the 
knowledge which rises from the historical experience of popular sectors. In our case, 
reviewing those processes as modes of production of emptied places, enabled us to 
focus on the absent, a reading against the grain of the historical experience to, in 
Walter Benjamin’s words, light in the past the spark of hope. When reviewing what 
is forgotten, when spinning from the resistances, we proposed ourselves to contribute 
to the inquiry of the present and provide intelligibility to those nameless and expres-
sionless spaces of the very metropolitan. Reading and re-reading the different layers 
of the metropolitan configuration of the notion of urbicide with the focus set on what 
is destroyed has also a democratizing potence, because it enables nuances and cast 
light over that what is damaged, is subdued. What is at stake for whom suffer this exer-
cise of violence? In contexts of growth of the political right-wing and hate speech 
which refresh the destruction of the different, reviewing practices and discourses 
paying attention to what is violated, rather than to what is presented as beneficial, 
overcoming, or inevitable, is a necessary political action. 
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Chapter 23 
Reconstructing Cultural Paradigms. 
Experiences in East Europe: The 
Historical Memory of the Historical 
Centers in Lithuania 

Olimpia Niglio 

Abstract The history of nations is the result of natural and anthropogenic strati-
fications that have induced changes to the territories and the organization of soci-
eties often with dramatic consequences that have questioned local cultural instances. 
Meanwhile, these local cultural values represent a fundamental “humus” for the life 
of the communities and the knowledge and transmission of these values to future 
generations are important actions for the continuity and development of the territories 
in respect of local needs. Meanwhile, these values are the main targets to be erased 
when external expansionist interference intervenes on the territories. Once these 
expansions took place through conquests and wars; today these wars are also fought 
electronically with often much more devastating consequences. The city, together 
with “cives”, is the mirror of these transformations and its existence not only depends 
on the citizens but on the ways in which they themselves are able to transmit their 
cultural heritage to the future. This chapter intends to analyze some experiences that 
have strongly characterized the history of Lithuania immediately after the Second 
World War and how cities have been sacrificed in their essential and fundamental 
values. Although the forms of colonization have often been devastating, the death 
of the cities was followed by a period of cultural regeneration that is interesting to 
analyze to understand the meaning of local values for the development of territories. 

Keywords Lithuania · Vilnius · Politics · Colonization · Culture · Paradigms ·
Community · Education 

23.1 Introduction 

[…] Crossing time is not just a matter of aesthetic judgment or taking positions with respect 
to other attitudes that change rapidly over time, but it is a fundamental question that concerns 
how we intend to build the future.
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Bernardo Secchi, 2008 (Andriani ed. 2010). 

In Europe, from the second half of the nineteenth century, there was a profound 
transformation of cities. All this had been determined by the growing phenomenon of 
industrialization that had put in the foreground the urgent problem of urban reorgani-
zation, especially in the main inhabited centers. Around the middle of the nineteenth 
century in Manchester, the English city most involved in the process of industrial-
ization, the situation was dramatic. This is how the philosopher Friedrich Engels 
(1820–1895) describes the state of the city: 

[…] the streets, even the best, are narrow and winding, the houses dirty, old and falling [...]. 
Individual rows of houses or groups of houses rise here and there, like small villages, on the 
new clay soil, on which not even grass grows; the streets are neither paved nor served by 
sewers but are home to numerous colonies of pigs closed in small enclosures or courtyards 
or wandering without restriction to the neighborhood. To the left and right of the river, a 
number of covered passages lead from the main street to the numerous courtyards, entering 
which you come across a revolting dirt […] (Marcus 2015, 98) 

The design and political choice for this process of reorganization of the cities were 
to adapt the old urban structures with new buildings and new roads that, except for 
very rare exceptions, were still characterized by structures of medieval origin, with 
narrow and winding streets, with the ancient walls that in many cases had represented 
a real barrier to the development of the nineteenth-century city. Numerous projects 
began with the aim of modernizing but also rehabilitating part of the main European 
population centers. This urban policy manifested itself with the realization of works 
of gutting the neighborhoods considered unhealthy, the consequence of which was 
the construction of large new streets, and squares as well as the construction of new 
buildings both residential and institutional. 

These urban planning choices had encouraged the demolition of several historic 
districts on which adequate cognitive investigations had not been carried out but 
simply destroyed because they were considered lacking services and functions 
adequate to modern housing and work needs. This program covered most European 
cities, both western and eastern, with the aim of rehabilitating many neighborhoods 
no longer adapted to the needs of the contemporary. 

Obviously, the main reasons were mainly political and economic. The theme of 
hygiene and functionality was the most adopted pretext also to justify many demo-
litions as well as the demolition of entire historic districts of Paris (18,531,869) 
with the plans of Eugéne Hausmann (1809–1891) in France, the total demolition 
of the valuable medieval walls of Vienna with the consequent construction of the 
Ringstrasse (18,591,872) in Austria, the city walls of Cologne (1862) in Germany 
and again the gutting of a part of the historic center of Barcelona (1859) with the 
project by Ildefonso Cerdá in Spain and a few years later al-so of the historic center of 
Stockholm (1866) designed by the urban planner Klas Albert Lindhagen in Sweden 
(Niglio 2009). 

In Italy too, the interventions undertaken in Italy with the demolition of the 
medieval walls of the city of Florence (1865–1875) on a project by Giuseppe Poggi 
(1811–1901) were no less invasive. It was a fate that also touched many other Italian
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cities including Milan and Bologna. Thus, the most historically consolidated neigh-
borhoods were partly destroyed to make room for the new buildings and their urban 
layout; otherwise, the monumental buildings were saved on which policies of isola-
tion from the urban context were applied. These interventions of isolation of the 
monuments were carried out through works aimed mainly at giving life to large 
green spaces or squares around the monument (Calabi, 2004). 

Unlike in the eastern cities, the situation was less dramatic because the indus-
trial transformations had been less important with the positive consequence that the 
populations had not moved from the countryside to the cities. In fact, the historic 
centers of eastern European cities had been preserved quite intact until the second 
world war and the great debates that had opened in the West on the future of historic 
cities examined very little the urban realities of the eastern continent. There is no 
doubt that, at the end of the nineteenth century, throughout Europe, an important 
theme was that of the “aesthetic representation” of the city and the resolution of this 
theme had seen different methodologies applied. 

Meanwhile, in the first decades of the twentieth century, the first important debates 
began to develop on the meaning of historic cities and their future in relation to the 
needs of a contemporaneity increasingly distant from the social and economic logics 
that, over the centuries, had generated these urban contexts. 

But the historic center of a city is nothing more than a biographical book made with 
various materials: from stone (buildings), the earth (the natural landscape with its 
trees, flowers, etc.), the air (the cultural context and its relations with the environment) 
and where the community lives and transforms everything thanks to the correct use 
of these materials. The historic center is therefore a book that tells its story from 
birth to today, and its existence is closely linked to the knowledge of its biography 
and the correct use of its materials. But when the memory of this biography and the 
correct use of its materials are lost, the historic city dies and the root that generates 
the correct development of contemporaneity is lost forever. 

The historic city is like a musical harmony where everything is in relation and 
collaborates to create a perfect sound between different forms and cultures. The 
contemporary city without the historical city is like a musical disharmony, where 
nothing interacts but everything prevails with its own noise without considering the 
dialogue between “stone, earth and air” and therefore between the different cultures 
that make up the cultural biography of a city (Niglio 2020). That is why it is very 
important to reflect on the dialogue between the historic city and the contemporary 
city and how contemporaneity itself enters the biographical history of the city. In 
fact, it is very complex to understand the reasons for contemporary cities in the world 
without knowing the evolution of their history. 

23.2 Sacredness of the City and Modernization 

Howard Moody, American writer, in 1962, wrote that a city is about to die when it 
cares only for its material values; when this city shows only understanding for the 
movement of machines and not for that of men; when the community is competent
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in technology but devotes little time to the knowledge of the moral life; when human 
values are absent from the core of decisions affecting city planning and governance 
(Moody 1962, 154). 

The contemporary city offers us this sad reality, an expression of economic-
industrial evolution, not always interconnected with the social and cultural one, the 
latter denounced in 1849 also by the English sociologist John Ruskin (1819–1900) 
about the insensitivity and estrangement that he had found in the community prisoner 
of the mechanistic and functional logic, especially of the new urban settlements, built 
as a result of the industrialization of the territories. 

Thus, the problem of the “historic center” was born as one of the most obvious 
contradictions of the twentieth century, as it was first isolated, then abandoned while 
currently, it is the subject of discussion in important national and international debates 
in order to recover and safeguard it. All this, especially during the pandemic that hit 
the whole world at the beginning of 2020, when local communities rediscovered the 
authentic values of the ancient city, and its human dimension, thus rediscovering a 
close relationship with nature, of which the community is an integral part, but in 
recent decades had forgotten it. 

Historical cities owe their aesthetic and monumental beauty to the values of sacred-
ness that are present in the places. Thus, the sacred city received its imprint from 
the buildings intended for worship that became its converging point, reflecting that 
Aristotelian vision that gave the city itself the character of circularity in which each 
element is both a point of arrival and a point of departure. For example, in the Greco-
Roman city we can identify celestial references: the decumanus, which connects the 
east with the west, represents the path of the sun, the cardus, on the other hand, which 
unites the north with the south, represents a cosmic axis. The point of intersection 
of the two directions represents the center of the space in which the city is divided, 
which becomes an image of the harmonic principles, taken from nature, theorized by 
Vitruvius, and taken up in the Renaissance treatises of Leon Battista Alberti, Filarete 
and in the projects of Leonardo da Vinci. We talk about the ideal city, the city of the 
logos, a city where geometry and technique harmonize on stable principles that make 
the history of the city eternal. This is the city that the Italian philosopher Rosario 
Assunto (1915–1994) defines as the city of Anfione, that is, the one built respecting 
the harmonic rules of music and therefore the rules of Zeus (Assunto 1983). 

Opposed to these rules is the modern city, the Metropolis, dominated by function-
alist science that has seized the images of the Logos transforming them into functional 
spaces, without any harmony. This is the city that Rosario Assunto defines as the 
city of Prometheus, rebellious to Zeus, and therefore to the laws of nature, which 
destroys the ancient cities, he seizes it in the name of that capitalism that in the twen-
tieth century has transformed the history of humanity. In this way, we are witnessing 
the reversal of the relationship between contemplative life and active life. What we 
observe today, especially in the great metropolises of the world is the victory of 
Prometheus who against the laws of nature has created ur-ban contexts that have 
produced only the death of the concept of the city. 

In fact, while in the cities the communities relate and dialogue, in the metropolis 
isolation prevails within a great confusion.
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Meanwhile, capitalist culture has solved the problem of the historic city by placing 
on it the embalming label of the historic center which has been flanked by the most 
recent denominations such as: residential, commercial, executive, industrial centers, 
etc. … Indeed, today the historical part of the city has assumed above all a tourist 
role and therefore of consumption; differently, this urban layout represents instead 
the poetic and sacred heart of the existence of the same community. 

These topics have also been extensively treated by Roberto Pane (1897–1987), 
an Italian, historian of architecture, who analyzes the irreparable transformations 
of European historic centers in the years after the Second World War, states that it 
is evident moral laziness that has not allowed to realize projects respectful of the 
historical roots of the places. The fever of modernization has actually involved the 
whole world in an absolutely questionable path and of which today many pays for 
the loss of their cultural references (Pane 1967). 

Roberto Pane analyzes these themes also by observing the cities of Eastern Europe 
strongly compromised by the damage of the Second World War and then by the Soviet 
colonization until the end of 1989. 

Meanwhile, it was precisely this “moral laziness” that led the communities to no 
longer study history through which to trace good references for the construction of 
the contemporary city. Here, then, we are witnessing the death of the historic city to 
give space to the contemporary city that does not guarantee any cultural content and 
does nothing but attacks what remains of the historic city. 

There is no doubt that contemporary ephemeral fashion has renounced dialogue 
with history and arbitrarily follows its path, without any respect for the environment, 
traditions, and people. The city evolves without rules and the im-prints of history 
are often trampled by arbitrary functional but only temporary needs. Everything is 
constantly changing. 

All this not only produced the death of the historic city but also led to the loss 
of local identities, of the stabilitas loci of which Christian Norberg-Schulz (1926– 
2000) speaks, and therefore of those cultural values that are the basis of the spatial 
configuration of the city. In fact, it is difficult to imagine building the future by 
renouncing the rich baggage of cultural experiences handed down by history. 

Even the German architect Walter Gropius, in 1953, in an article published in the 
Italian magazine “Casabella” stated that it is essential to find a point of tangency 
between history and contemporaneity, between the ancient city and modern city. 
However, this point of tangency is only possible when the architect knows how to 
implement his creative and artistic talents to build an organic architecture, rich in 
relationships and with the right proportions (Gropius 1953). So also, some architects 
of the Modern Movement encouraged that cultural continuity without which, even 
today, it is not possible to imagine the development of a sustainable city. 

This is also reiterated in The Washington Charter: Charter on the Conservation of 
Historic Towns and Urban Areas (1987) which reaffirms the importance of cultural 
policies in urban planning. Above all, the Charter confirms the importance of histor-
ical continuity in the contemporary city because when this continuity is erased, then 
the city dies. In fact, a city that does not look at its cultural origins and its identity



472 O. Niglio

values is not aesthetically conceivable and in turn, a city without a cultural landscape 
is not aesthetically thinkable (Assunto 1983). 

23.3 The Cultural Landscape of the City 

The cultural landscape is the result of human actions that generate the transformation 
of the territories. When these actions take place without respecting the laws of nature 
then we are close to the creation of “non-places”, where the community has no 
meaning other than the arrogance of functionalism. But this is not at odds with what 
history has handed down to us. 

Man’s interest in the landscape and the rule of nature finds ancient roots, in fact, 
in all cultures and in different historical periods man has always tried to establish a 
dialogue with the landscape, that is, that set of natural resources to which important 
aesthetic values are also recognized. 

Since ancient times, from East to West, artistic and conceptual elaborations on the 
landscape have been fundamental to knowing and appreciating the dialogue between 
man and nature. 

Questo dialogo si è concretizzato attraverso documenti descrittivi e rappresen-
tazioni artistiche che hanno cercato di dare un’interpretazione completa dei contenuti 
materiali e immateriali e quindi della natura scientifica del paesaggio. Con riferi-
mento all’Occidente fin dall’epoca greca, la pratica della sophia, cioè la conoscenza 
del paesaggio, è stata fondamentale per raccogliere informazioni e descrivere la 
diversità culturale dei territori. Proprio questa conoscenza è stata alla base della 
definizione del paesaggio culturale urbano nell’ambito della pianificazione delle 
città (Turri 2003; Venturi 2002). 

Meanwhile, only starting from the new Millennium, first with the European 
Convention on Landscape (2000) and then with the UNESCO Conventions of 2003 
and 2005, the concept of “Cultural Landscape” has been more established, which 
identifies a specific and unrepeatable identity of the places, the result of the interac-
tion between the individual good and the context, architecture, and the environment, 
art and society. It is called Cultural Landscape, as man has organized and shaped the 
space creating a fusion between nature and culture. In this way, the Cultural Land-
scape identifies spiritual values as distinctive features of a territory, characterized 
by a stratigraphic richness of settlements and cultures. In this way, it is possible to 
speak of “landscape heritage” because of the constant evolution of social and cultural 
processes that have determined the characterization of a territory, as a collective living 
space in continuity with historical traditions. 

Here the Cultural Landscape becomes a “living” and “active” element, an expres-
sion of the social and cultural actions of a constantly evolving territory. In fact, the 
landscape helps us to read the relativity and plurality of values that can be attributed to 
cultural heritage, and their variability in relation to different historical moments, and 
social and cultural contexts. Finally, the identification of the landscape as heritage is
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the result of a process of assigning values that cannot be defined in absolute form, 
but only in relation to the specificity of each place and each time (Venturi 2002). 

From all this, it is not difficult to understand that history is a fundamental reference 
that has always contributed to identifying that intangible dimension of the cultural 
heritage of the landscape and hence the affirmation of identities, creativity, and diver-
sity that have allowed to outline an innovative approach able to dialogue elements of 
the environmental context with factors of the historical and cultural context. For this 
reason, it is very much a city that has its own clear connotation when it is possible to 
clearly recognize the “Cultural Landscape” of this city and therefore it’s intrinsic and 
extrinsic values that conform to both its material and intangible heritage. When it is 
not possible to recognize this “landscape” then the city has assumed a configuration 
that is no longer identifiable and therefore is close to its own end (Norberg-Schulz 
1979). 

Precisely on these principles have worked many of the governments of Eastern 
Europe that after the dissolution of the USSR, starting from 1990, began a path of 
social and political regeneration and therefore of reappropriation of their cultural 
landscape with interesting feedback. The following paragraphs describe the case of 
Lithuania with important projects for the reconstruction and regeneration of cultural 
identities. With the war in Europe breaking out on February 24, 2022, now this theme 
returns to be very topical with reference to the reconstruction projects that will have 
to be implemented in all the cities of Ukraine. 

23.4 Vilnius, Capital of Lithuania 

In 1971 Jonas Glemja, a Lithuanian restorer architect stated that the preservation of 
monuments was a methodology applied and theoretically confirmed already to the 
beginning of the twentieth century (Glemja 1971). 

More than forty years after this interesting contribution to the state of monuments 
in Lithuania, new pages of history can be written today. But before dwelling on 
the news concerning this country that since 1991 has gained its independence from 
the Soviet state and has become part of the international community, let’s analyze, 
albeit briefly, the main interventions carried out. The case of Lithuania is certainly 
an interesting example to understand the meaning of history in the configuration of 
the “Cultural Landscape” of cities. 

In Lithuania, the first law addressing the problem of the protection of monuments 
is only from 1919 and is issued by the Provisional Government of Lithuania, born 
after the independence of the country conquered following the defeat of Russia in 
the First World War. But in 1940 the country was re-annexed to the Soviet state and 
in this same year law for the protection of monuments was enacted by the Soviet 
Lithuanian Government. In those years its capital, Vilnius, belonged to the Polish 
government which, unlike the Soviet one, was more attentive to promoting initiatives 
aimed at the conservation and enhancement of cultural heritage, even if the political 
conditions clearly poured the greatest resources on other socially and economically
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more urgent problems. In fact, it was evident that in the Vilnius Region in those 
years, unlike the rest of the country that was under the Soviet regime, restoration 
work was carried out on the main national monuments: especially in the historic 
center of Vilnius and nearby Trakai. With the Nazi occupation between 1941 and 
1943 the historic center of Vilnius, characterized by an interesting Jewish quarter, 
is divided into two ghettos called the “small” and the “big” and then destroyed by 
persecution against the Jews. 

The Polish writer Czeslaw Milosz (1911–2004) describes the Jewish quarter as a 
labyrinth of medieval streets, with houses connected by arches and sidewalks two or 
three meters wide but all bumpy. Currently very little of this situation survives also 
because the houses were mostly made of wood and the Nazi persecutions against the 
Jews had destroyed everything. Most of the neighborhood reduced to piles of ash and 
stones after the war was the subject of reconstruction with new buildings, and large 
open spaces, and therefore, if not a few cases, the original urban and typological 
connotation was lost. 

In 1945, with the end of the Second World War, Vilnius has proclaimed the capital 
of the Lithuanian Soviet Republic and therefore most of the Poles present returned 
to Poland, while what little remained of the Jewish quarter was repopulated by 
Lithuanians. Even the few surviving Jews in Vilnius no longer had their own ghetto, 
and even today only a few stone plaques recall a history erased forever. 

In the meantime, since 1950 in Lithuania, the indications given by some inter-
national documents for the protection of monuments and in particular the Athens 
Charter of 1931 have spread. For the first time, an Atelier was established consisting 
of a group of researchers who, according to precise scientific methods, dealt with 
interventions on monuments. This Atelier was established at the behest of the Lithua-
nian Government precisely to define criteria for conservative intervention. An Insti-
tute was then created within which the group of researchers was integrated, and 
which still operates on conservation issues. 

In 1967, again by the Lithuanian Soviet Government, a new national law was 
issued for the protection of monuments and works of art. But what emerges is above 
all the attention paid mainly to the theme of the search for compatible functions for 
the reuse of ancient monuments, many of which are used for public functions such 
as government buildings, town halls, schools, museums, etc. 

In general, there are four typological categories of reference: 

(a) military monuments (castles, towers, city walls, etc. …); 
(b) public buildings (government offices, town halls, churches of the different 

religious orders but with reference to Catholic ones); 
(c) private houses and historic buildings; 
(d) historic centers (in which interventions prevail mainly of reconstruction). 

Certainly, it is the military architecture on which the greatest attention is poured, 
both for the value as well as for the meaning that these monuments have always had 
in the memory of the Lithuanian people. 

In addition to the properly typological ones, it is then possible to identify in three 
other categories the principles and methods of intervention on monuments:
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1. monuments that are preserved as received and on which only maintenance inter-
ventions of the state of affairs are carried out (e.g., simple protection of the 
walls); 

2. monuments that have undergone partial reconstructions in order to understand 
their original styles and forms are now lost; 

3. monuments that have undergone a total reconstruction, with the reconstruction 
of the plants, facades, and roofs, and that have been used for new functions, more 
responsive to the needs of modern life. 

A significant example of the type of intervention that is aimed at preserving the 
monument as received without making changes is the case of Medininkai Castle, 
in the Vilnius region and about 30 km from the center of the capital (south-east 
side). The castle was built between the end of the thirteenth and the early sixteenth 
century but was completely abandoned in the following century. It is a large defensive 
quadrilateral that is spread over an area of about 185 hectares of extension. This castle 
was restored in 1951 to a design by the architect S. Lasaritskas and the direction of the 
architect E. Pourlis. Since these are mainly defensive walls, the restoration mainly 
concerned partial recomposition of the destroyed parts and the construction of wall 
protections with canopies that are completely reversible. The reconstructed parts are 
clearly legible thanks to the use of red bricks in contrast with the original gray stone. 

An example of restoration like Medininkai Castle (Fig. 23.1) is that of the fortress 
of Kaunas, the second center of Lithuania and located about 100 km west of the 
capital. The city is crossed by two rivers, the largest in Lithuania: the Neris and 
the Numenas. These two rivers meet precisely in this city and at the point where 
they converge forming a peninsula on which stands the historic center of the city of 
Kaunas and its castle. Few remains of the latter, only a tower and a few stretches 
of walls partly preserved with roofs with a completely reversible wooden structure 
(AA. VV. 1971).

Fig. 23.1 Kaunas, Medininkai Castle. Source Olimpia Niglio (2015) 
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The castle today is inserted within a very large and suggestive green area and 
from which you can see the beautiful fifteenth-century church of S. Giorgio, a gothic 
structure in red brick that has been in a state of total abandonment for over 50 years 
but whose external stylistic forms testify to its ancient splendor. The whole thing 
was completely looted. 

A completely different case compared to the case studies analyzed so far but closer 
to the second category of intervention is the example of the castle of Trakai, today 
a small urban center about thirty kilometers west of the center of the capital, but 
once a military garrison and seat of the Karaite community of which today remain 
some wooden houses whose main elevations are characterized by three windows that 
tradition wants to be destined one to God, one for themselves and one to Grand Duke 
Vytautas, son of Duke Kestutis, founder of the castle. 

The castle is spread over an island about 500 m from the coast in the middle of 
three small lakes Galvé, Totoriskiai and Bernardinai. 

The castle built between the end of the fourteenth and the early fifteenth century 
is completely abandoned around the seventeenth century (Fig. 23.2). It was built as a 
military outpost against the Crusader invasions. The first interventions were carried 
out only starting in1905. Some restoration work is carried out by some Polish scholars 
as the Vilnius Region was under the government of Poland, but the most important 
works were carried out only after 1950. 

In fact, it is precisely from 1956 that the reconstruction works of most of the castle 
began on a project by the architects B. Krouminis and S. Raoudonvaris whose pear 
ended in 1962, the year in which the castle was reopened to the public. 

The military structure is characterized by a large central keep separated from the 
body of the castle by a moat that encloses a courtyard with galleries. Today the castle

Fig. 23.2 Trakai castle in the early XX century. Source Trakai Museum 
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Fig. 23.3 Trakai castle. Source Mariusz Kluzniak (2010) 

houses a museum where in addition to furniture, ceramic objects, and clothes of local 
popular culture it is also possible to observe a section dedicated to the reconstruction 
of the castle, with models, drawings, and photographs (Fig. 23.3). 

The reconstruction of the castle is clearly linked to the principles emanating from 
the stylistic culture of the late nineteenth century and therefore to that French of 
Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc (1814–1879) but finds justification in that principle 
that Roberto Pane (1897–1987) rightly defines as “psychological instance” and that 
in a devastated and oppressed country like Lithuania can only find value precisely 
the reconstruction of a deleted historical memory. 

As shown by some of the relief drawings and watercolors made by landscapers 
at the end of the nineteenth century, there were very few remains of the original 
structure, if not the perimeter walls and part of the corner tower. Nothing remained 
of the roofs, of the horizontal structures that are made of wood had been the first to 
be destroyed. 

Respecting the use of materials typical of local construction techniques (where 
the use of wood prevails for the abundant coniferous forests) all the structures are 
made of wood again and those stylistic forms are restored, perhaps original but in 
any case, also derived from other castles of Lithuania better preserved. The use of 
red bricks used to reconstruct all the missing parts makes it now clearly legible, even 
to an inattentive observer, how much of the truly original is preserved and what has 
been made again. 

The studies also conducted by the Atelier, established at the behest of the Lithua-
nian Government, had highlighted the need to rebuild a national identity by restoring 
the two most interesting periods that had characterized the nation: the Renaissance 
for its military and religious architecture and then the nineteenth century for the 
palaces. 

Even the very harsh climatic conditions for long periods of the year made it 
necessary, to be able to take advantage of these historic spaces, to proceed with
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reconstruction works and above all coverage. Certainly, the religious buildings in 
these interventions have always occupied a place of primary importance. 

In general, we can say that the restorations carried out in Lithuania until the 
mid-seventies of the twentieth century mainly followed two directions. The first 
is essentially aimed at reconstruction and repair work, especially of the exteriors 
of buildings, therefore close to the stylistic vein; the second instead aimed only at 
partial repair works but mainly conservation. 

In fact, this last operational direction has made it possible to carry out historical, 
archaeological, materials, and construction techniques on the monuments and there-
fore has developed more of that so-called “scientific restoration” strand to which the 
Atelier itself and the subsequent Institute have increasingly approached and recog-
nized. But we are in the 60s when especially in Italy the theories of scientific restora-
tion were now past history, and the theories of Cesare Brandi (1906–1988) and of 
the so-called “critical” restoration found development, which lies precisely in the 
full historical awareness of the distinction between past and present, in the critical 
detachment that allows defining the ancient bringing it back to its real and historical 
dimension (Brandi 2000). 

The first of the Lithuanian monuments to have been the subject of a careful and 
“scientific” restoration was the Vilnius Cathedral which, although founded at the 
end of the fourteenth century, does not preserve anything of its original Gothic forms 
since it has undergone strong transformations up to the current nineteenth-century 
neoclassical appearance. Important studies were conducted in the 30s of the twentieth 
century following the floods due to the overflow of the Neris river that also involved 
the church. 

But among the examples of perfectly preserved Gothic-style churches that 
certainly should be remembered is the church of St. Anne whose beauty is said 
to have struck Napoleon Bonaparte so much that he wanted to transport it to Paris. 
It is a work dating back to the late Gothic period and the façade seems to have been 
finished only in 1582, at a time when In Vilnius the Baroque culture was taking ample 
space, as shown by many exteriors and interiors of churches. The thin red brick ribs 
support the vaults of the interior less interesting when compared with the façade. 
Next to this then stands the Cistercian church with an adjacent monastery now the 
location of the Vilnius Academy of Arts. The interior rich in medieval decorations 
is rather devastated due to the Nazi raids but is currently the subject of a restoration 
of all pictorial surfaces. 

Meanwhile, since the 50s of the twentieth century, the restoration of the numerous 
national monuments in the city of Vilnius has also been the subject of more stylistic 
than scientific interventions. As well as the case of the tower of the Upper Castle of 
the city, a large stronghold surrounded by a defensive palisade of the tenth century. 
The only section still standing today, which is also the symbol of the city, is the 
Gediminas Tower (1271–1341) founder of the city of Vilnius (Figs. 23.4 and 23.5).

It is an interesting octagonal construction in red brick but whose construction of 
a belvedere built at the end of the nineteenth century well placed has preserved its 
original structure, already largely tampered with even by reconstruction works of
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Fig. 23.4 Vilnius, Gediminas Tower (1838) before the restoration. Source M. Butkovskis

the early nineteenth century, as shown by an image by Mironas Butkovskis of 1838 
(AA.VV. 1995). 

In the meantime, many reconstruction and restoration works are carried out in 
the historic center of Vilnius of baroque churches such as that of St. Casimir where 
important internal and external interventions are still underway, the church of St. 
Catherine, the church of St. John of Vilnius University as well as the few Gothic-style 
houses remaining among the most historic districts of the city (Glemja, Jaloveckas 
1984). 

The historic center of Vilnius, in 1977, with a law of the Lithuanian State for 
the Protection of Monuments and Historical and Cultural Heritage is subject to a 
permanent protection constraint, but already a previous law of 1969 identified the 
value of the historic center of the capital, subsequently then reconfirmed in 1990 in 
a provisional law for the identification of monumental assets to be safeguarded.



480 O. Niglio

Fig. 23.5 Vilnius, Gediminas Tower after the restoration. Source Olimpia Niglio (2015)

Following the national independence gained in 1991 and studies carried out 
through international organizations such as ICOMOS (of which we recall the inter-
esting report drawn up, in January 1994, by Prof. Panu Kaila, president of Icomos 
Finland, following his visit to the Lithuanian capital) in 1994 the Historic Center of 
Vilnius is included in the UNESCO World Heritage List, to the progressive number 
427, with its 1487 buildings for a total area of 1,497,000 m2 (AA.VV. 1994). 

The signing in the UNESCO List of the historic center of Vilnius is also confirmed 
within the extraordinary session of the Office of the World Heritage Committee, held 
in Kyoto on 28 and 29 November 1998. 

In the same year the Lithuanian government decided to initiate an important 
intervention within the capital. It is a work of total reconstruction of a monument 
that was destroyed at the end of the eighteenth century at the behest of the tsarist 
authorities, whose methods and criteria of intervention place this work in the third 
category previously described, that is total remaking of the plants, facades, roofs and 
search for new functions more responsive to contemporary needs (Venclova 2019). 

This is the Palace of the Grand Dukes, a lower castle (Zemutinés pilis) wanted by 
Sigismund Augustus, King of Poland and Grand Duke of Lithuania who established 
his ducal court in Vilnius, making the city an important cultural center. The palace, 
located at the foot of the hill where stands the upper castle and the tower of Gediminas 
and behind the Cathedral, was completely abandoned at the end of the eighteenth 
century and from here demolished. Few and insignificant traces of the outer perimeter 
walls remain, so insignificant that even archaeologists have found very few traces to 
reconstruct its original appearance. A drawing made at the end of the XVIII century 
helps us to know the style of the castle (Fig. 23.6).

Meanwhile, in 1998 the Lithuanian government decided to make a copy of the old 
castle in the same place where it stood, inviting the architects to formulate hypotheses 
of reconstruction also using some prints of the XVIII from which the original stylistic
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Fig. 23.6 Vilnius. The ruins of the Palace of the Grand Dukes, drawn between 1785 and 1786. 
Source governmental archive, Vilnius City

and typological forms can be deduced. At the deconsecrated church of St. Michael, 
museum of Architecture of the city of Vilnius, you can see some of the models made 
to formulate hypotheses of reconstruction of the castle. 

Observing at the construction site it is rather difficult to define this as a restoration 
work but the reasons for its reconstruction are certainly to be found in the will of the 
people to revive the culture and history of the Lithuanian nation. In this regard, what 
Roberto Pane wrote in 1959 after visiting Warsaw devastated by Nazi destruction is 
entirely current. On this specific theme Roberto Pane affirms. 

[…] the reconstruction of the Polish capital, as it was before the Nazi ferocity decided to 
erase its face, so that there would no longer be any image of the past that could speak of 
culture and national history (...), finds its full justification as a denial of those same infamous 
reasons for which the destruction had been meticulously perpetrated” (Pane 1987, p.137). 

In fact, the devastating destruction wrought on Lithuanian monuments first by 
the tsarist, then the Soviet, and again by the Nazi government also find in the total 
re-construction certainly a strong nationalist motivation, as well as a clear socio-
cultural, will be aimed at restoring the memory of the past. Thus, as in the case of the 
total reconstruction of the Castle of Sigismund Augustus, everything is reproduced 
according to the possible original styles: stone jambs of windows and doors, frames, 
shelves, decorations, and after more than a century of good or bad restorations, Viollet 
le Duc has once again proved right. But in this case, rather than giving value to a 
method, reason and strength are given to the cultural needs of a nation that only tries 
to reconstruct a broken historical-cultural identity (Fig. 23.7).

This is what has happened and continues to happen in many of the realities not only 
of the countries of the East (Warsaw, Dresden, Leipzig, etc. …) but also of western 
Europe. Let us think in this regard of the current example of the reconstruction still in 
progress of the city of Jeper in Flanders or of the still operational construction sites of
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Fig. 23.7 Vilnius. The reconstructions of the Palace of the Grand Dukes. Source Olimpia Niglio, 
2018

the castles in the Loire Valley in France or of the most important construction site of 
the church of Notre Dame in Paris (Niglio 2004, pp. 27–30). This is just to mention 
a few examples but also to take the opportunity to underline how each nation has its 
own precise concept of heritage and conservation and being the monuments bearers 
of values, these can change over time and this variable must be kept in mind and 
recognized in respect of the plurality and cultural needs of the individual European 
communities and beyond. In this perspective, respect for the tools and methods of 
conservation that each nation develops and implements in relation to the different 
territorial, cultural and temporal situations. 

Today the reconstruction of Sigismund Augustus Castle in Vilnius represents 
a significant example of the reconstruction of the nation’s cultural identity and in 
fact, this place was a symbol of the rebirth of the city and celebrated during the 
numerous cultural events that took place in 2009 when the Lithuanian capital was 
named European Capital of Culture 2009. 

However, since 1996 numerous political and cultural initiatives have been under-
taken to define Vilnius, European Capital of Culture 2009, also participating in events 
organized by other European capitals. During these years, important architectural and 
urban renewal projects have also been carried out with the construction of new public 
spaces and buildings for culture. An example of good practice of how a city destroyed 
by war and colonization has found so much energy to rise again and become a very
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interesting case study to understand that at the base of rebirth there is always a cultural 
project and that without the support of culture it is not possible to imagine the future. 

23.5 The Labyrinth of Cultural Identity 

The Lithuanian experience opens new perspectives and observations on the theme of 
the reconstruction of cities, as well as territories, which in different parts of the world 
have been the object of destruction both of material values (monuments, residences, 
schools, public and private institutions, etc.) and of intangible contents (traditions, 
religions, knowledge, scientific development, etc.). 

The history of humanity, through migratory movements, wars, and devastation, 
tells the constant regeneration of local identities and how these roots do not die but 
survive and then be reborn because the history of a people cannot be erased. A city 
dies when these identity roots of the communities are eradicated and destroyed and, 
on these actions, we must now reflect to appreciate also the Lithuanian experience 
that helps us to understand that nothing is lost even when we think that everything 
is now destroyed forever. 

The identity of a community consists of multiple elements that are not limited 
to those that appear on the official registers such as the date of birth, the place of 
birth, the residence. Unlike this formal information, much more important identity 
principles follow such as belonging to a religious tradition, a nationality, an ethnic 
and linguistic group, a family, a community. All these memberships obviously do 
not all have the same importance, but none is totally insignificant. Each of these 
identities defines a person’s “soul genes” and never the same combination is found 
in other people. Here identity is a unique, unrepeatable, and irreplaceable information 
(Maalouf, 1998). These individual identities conform the reality that surrounds us, 
generate the transformations of the territories to adapt these to the specific needs of 
the communities but in many cases the conviction, that there are superior identities 
compared to others, generates processes of cultural colonization and mistreatment 
of the territories. 

In truth, these actions do not concern isolated cases; the world is full of wounded 
communities that suffer persecution destined to erase the identities of the commu-
nities. In fact, it is not known how it is possible to affirm the legitimacy of one’s 
identity especially when it is offended by other identities. 

All this opens up a labyrinthine scenario that helps us to observe reality from 
different points of view and to seek, in the multiple dimensions of society, an answer 
to the meaning of an often-ambiguous identity. In fact, the very word identity is an 
image of the legitimate existence of the person but at the same time, it is also an 
instrument of war and destruction. 

This happened in Lithuania as it continues to develop in many countries of the 
world. All the changes that have taken place in recent years for pandemic or war 
reasons are always linked to very complex identity dossiers that find their roots in 
the pages of history. Often the victims are always the same and above all the scenarios
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that lie ahead are always the same, namely the death of the communities and therefore 
the death of the cities. 

This ambiguity of the same identity now requires greater participation and public 
discussion capable of fostering the exchange of information and different opinions. 
In fact, in this labyrinthine social reality, it is necessary to implement constructive 
actions in which public discussion can play an important role in reducing cultural 
divergences represented above all by a lack of education and knowledge. The theme, 
therefore, has a cultural root that necessarily invests the ability of the individual to 
know how to relate to social multiplicity. When this relational capacity is questioned 
and people are invited to enter a perimeter, so that they can conform to a univocal 
behavior, then all those evolutionary processes that favor dialogue with diversity are 
canceled. Precisely this perimeter bond with the passage of time becomes a lethal 
weapon both for the individual and for the community to which he belongs (Sen 
2004). These observations allow us to understand the inapplicability of universal 
values and conformity to principles that everyone must pursue regardless of their 
respective cultures. In fact, it is precisely this universal bond that prevents us from 
knowing each other and therefore from relating to diversity. 

So, in analyzing the processes that have led to often irreversible transformations 
of our territories it is essential to refer to our respective cultures and from these 
understand the reasons for these changes both positive and negative, as well as the 
death of cities. In fact, our cultural roots have a strong influence on our behavior, our 
actions, and opinions. 

Even the quality of life we enjoy cannot but be influenced by our cultural system. 
The same principle applies to our sense of identity and our perception of affiliation 
to the groups of which we consider ourselves to be an integral part. Our cultural 
identities are extremely important, but they must never prevail over the construction 
of dialogue with other cultures. All this finds important diplomatic motivations even 
within a social system characterized by different cultures within the same country or 
region. Meanwhile, it is precisely this lack of willingness to listen to diversity that 
is now connected with the war that marked the history of the European continent on 
February 24, 2022, when Russia began the invasion of the territories of Ukraine for 
very complex reasons but difficult to understand in a millennium that is projected 
to confirm the development and value of different cultures and its communities. All 
reasons are important to analyze deeply the history of Lithuania’s periods of great 
transformation. 

The experience in Lithuania and the current experience in Ukraine allow us to 
highlight the value of cultural freedom that constitutes that creative energy capable of 
generating and revitalizing our territories through actions aimed at social, economic, 
and political sustainability. But when this cultural freedom is put at risk, this means 
that some identities do not allow other identities and therefore other communities to 
pursue a traditional and freely determined lifestyle. The social repression of certain 
lifestyles is common in many countries of the world, but these actions only facilitate 
conflicts and therefore the death of communities. 

Allowing individuals to live as they wish, and encouraging them to do so, can 
be a great stimulus for cultural diversity and the development of territories. In fact,
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only the freedom to pursue different lifestyles can make a society more culturally 
diverse, more economically prosperous, and more politically stable. The importance 
of cultural diversity will directly depend on the value of cultural freedom and this 
diversity will play a fundamental and positive role in the regeneration of urban 
spaces and territorial development. In fact, a culturally diverse society will bring 
only excellent benefits to others by providing them with a wide range of experiences 
useful for a fruitful and constructive evolutionary process (Sen 2000). 

All this must allow humanity to reflect on the values of its identities in order to 
understand that the world is both spectacularly rich and desperately poor. Contempo-
rary life is characterized by unprecedented opulence, and the control over resources, 
knowledge, and technology that we now take for granted is something that would have 
been difficult for our ancestors to even imagine. But the world in which we live is also 
a world of appalling poverty and terrifying deprivation ac-companied by desperate 
social contradictions that continue to create wounds in so many communities. 

For this reason, Lithuania’s experience is an interesting example of how the 
cultural will of a people can generate fundamental principles of rebirth to activate 
programs of social, economic, and political renewal of nations. 

23.6 Conclusions 

The application of new cultural paradigms has allowed Lithuania to start a path of 
cultural, social, economic, and political regeneration of great interest. In this context 
it is also useful to quote the words of D. Paul Schafer, Canadian educator, and 
UNESCO advisor, that affirms: 

There are many different ways to perceive and define development. 

However, most would agree that development is concerned with human needs and their 
fulfillment in the final analysis. Since people have a variety of needs that must be satisfied 
if they are to function effectively in society and survive—to breathe, bond, eat, love, create, 
procreate, recreate, work, and the like—this give rise to a complex set of social, economic, 
scientific, artistic, educational, recreational, spiritual, technological, political and environ-
mental requirements. How these requirements are dealt in specific situations and particular 
parts of the world is what development in general—and the development of culture and 
cultures in particular—are all about. (Schafer 1994) 

Therefore, starting from these cultural assumptions, the Lithuanian experience 
helps us to reflect on the difficult and complex compromises that communities, 
governments, and both national and international organizations face every day to 
implement development models that are capable of respecting cultural diversity and 
finding in these diversities the motivations for development. 

So it is easy to understand how development models are closely connected to the 
cultural specificities of communities and that we cannot imagine sustainable models 
without considering these peculiar characteristics of individual territories. 

In fact, as also promulgated by the 2030 Agenda and therefore by the Sustain-
able Development Goals issued in 2015 by the United Nations, the development
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of communities is guaranteed when programs are designed on the real needs of 
people and their needs: education, food, employment, health, security and much 
more. Otherwise, when everything is designed without taking into account the local 
cultural specificities and therefore the “genes of the respective identities” then only 
conflicts and revolutions arise. 

The reasons well expressed by the Lithuanian experience, and the current Ukraine 
crisis underline that no development and no peace is possible without a cultural 
project that is capable of addressing social, educational, commercial, technolog-
ical but also aesthetic, and spiritual issues. This shows that the economy is not the 
factor of development, but one of the many architects whose results will be posi-
tive if properly based on cultural principles. This principle is underpinned by the 
outcome of the economies of developing countries. When these countries think they 
are progressing by copying other realities and forgetting their cultural roots, then we 
are not witnessing progress but only a regression facilitated by colonization which 
in turn produces internal conflicts. 

So, a social system dies, and therefore the city dies, as the principles that govern 
its development are external to the needs and requirements of people. 

It is now necessary to work on the components of different cultures, on the 
enhancement of local cultures, and above all to enhance the uniqueness, creativity, 
excellence, integrity, and diversity of everyone, because all this favors the growth 
of the main financial resource represented by human capital without which it is not 
possible to achieve any goal. For this reason, the Lithuanian experience actively 
involves us in a local regeneration program thanks to which to activate programs of 
humanization and education to heritage and culture, fundamental for a sustainable 
future and based on the centrality of human heritage (Niglio 2016, 2021). 
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Chapter 24 
Lose the Memory, Lose the History, Lose 
the City 

Salvador Urrieta García and Veronica Zalapa Castañeda 

Abstract The built city remains in crisis and faces an eventual “disappearance” due 
to anthropic causes, in a process of urbanization that deconstructs the historical city, is 
the case of Mexico City. Some factors that combine and give rise to a phenomenon that 
transmutes the urban universe, these are: The social, cultural, economic, spatial, and 
built heritage transformations, product of the modernities that put cultural heritage 
in doubt. An “incontinent” urbanization that reveals itself not only in socio-spatial 
degradation, but also in a dematerialization and a deterritorialization that dislocate 
the inhabitants of their geography. The historical city represented by polycentrism 
and socio-spatial diversity is geographically dislocated, digital space comes into play 
and the urban heritage becomes disjointed from urban planning. The future of the 
urban heritage falls into a dichotomy around its benefit, in a dynamic that has tourism 
as its guiding axis-social benefit or mercantile benefit, that is, predatory tourism or 
responsible tourism. Living and dynamic urban conservation opens a possibility of 
mitigating urban mutations, through local urban projects, which nuance the future 
of neighborhoods, supported by citizen action. 

Keywords Urbicide · Urban heritage · Cities · History · Local project ·
Incontinent urbanization · Cultural tourism 

24.1 Introduction 

Since 2009 the United Nations reported that most of the inhabitants of our planet live 
in the urban environment, within it, numerous cities have faced various problems and 
inequalities that have been accumulating in recent decades translating into a crisis.
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The above can be considered a socio-spatial crisis that had already been manifested 
by Rene Shoonbrodt since 1987, the newly imposed process of globalization, the 
author spoke of the “destruction of the cities and the countryside,” and a critique 
of the neo-liberal model for the accumulation of capital, and because it tends to 
hoard the innovation, the research, the discoveries, to adapt it to the environment 
of consumption, concentrate the organs of production, also control the demand and, 
therefore, control the mode of life of the inhabitants; their morality, says Shoonbrodt 
becomes a collective morality (Schoonbrodt 1987, p. 9).  

The economic crisis of the 80s, derived from the oil crisis of the 70s, was revealed 
in the urban universe at an international level, which is why it is analyzed collectively, 
thus, in 1989 a book on Latin American cities in the crisis (“Las ciudades latinoamer-
icanas en la crisis”) was published, we are located in a significantly urbanized region 
of the world: Latin America. It is a collective work coordinated by Schteingart (1989), 
where different topics are addressed, such as the negative features of development 
models (supported by neoliberal policies), which are contrasting with the dynamics 
of each Latin American country. This text points out how the crisis affects urban life 
in different areas such as housing, public services, health, education, among others. 

The planetary diffusion of this phenomenon manifests itself only a few years later 
in the journalistic sector; “Le Monde Diplomatique” (1991) points out a kind of 
urban pathology, in a special issue of this newspaper entitled “Way of seeing: the 
city everywhere and everywhere in crisis”. 

Among other authors who give us their vision of this urban crisis we have Mike 
Davis and Oriol Bohigas. In 2006 Mike Davis published his well-known work called 
“Planet of Slums”, which tells us about a really pessimistic urban future, but at 
the same time realistic because it talks about world statistics that pose “a growing 
inequality between cities of different sizes and different economic specializations, 
within each of them” (Davis 2006, p. 12). It is about a demographic growth that does 
not go hand in hand with an economic growth, or “a superurbanization whose engine 
is the reproduction of poverty and not the creation of jobs” (Davis, Op. Cit., p. 20), 
is the neo-liberal model as a reproductive machine of “favelas, bidonvilles, or lost 
cities” (Davis, Op. Cit., p. 21) notes that in place of crystal cities that rise towards 
the sky, a good part of the urban world of the twenty-first century lives so sordid in 
pollution, excrement, and decay (Davis, Op. Cit., p. 22). 

Trying to point out some of the reasons for these uncontrolled growths, it is appro-
priate to refer to the architect Oriol Bohigas who in his work proposes an extremely 
suggestive title for our purpose, “Against urban incontinence: Moral reconsideration 
of architecture and the city (Contra la incontinencia urbana: Reconsideración moral 
de la arquitectura y de la ciudad)” (Bohingas 2004), in his analysis (in a European 
context, but applicable to other geographies) relates architecture and the city, makes a 
critique of architecture that occurs simultaneously as part of a social reality, pointing 
out: “This architecture has lost attributes that were its own” and that of course is 
revealed in the urban landscape. Meaning that, the production of the contemporary 
urban space, tends on the one hand, to magnify the architecture of the spectacle of 
a “Star system” and on the other hand, to stigmatize the architecture minor, taking 
it as “low quality”, due to the overproduction of a modest home in the cities and by
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“the pre-eminence of commercial and financial factors” with which it is produced. 
The latter is serious, given that as Bohingas (2004) himself mentions in his critique, 
this modest architecture gives consistency and congruence to the traditional city. 

However, Bohingas (2004) takes a position contrary to the “conservation of the 
extreme”, opens a way of analysis regarding the “historical heritage” and advocates 
the search for the continuity of the city, which we interpret as the articulation of the 
historical space with the new ways of inhabiting the city. 

We maintain that historical cities have lost socio-spatial qualities that refer us to 
the issue of the urban crisis, that is, the loss of urban heritage, the loss of the ancient 
city; this loss implies losing memory and history, then. Does the crisis of the historic 
city put us on the threshold of an urbicide? 

Certainly, the urban crisis is not new as already pointed out, and the urban problem 
is very diverse, it has to do with different countries and cities, according to their 
geographical location, political situation, social, economic, financial, and cultural 
conditions. Of course, there are rich and poor, solid, and vulnerable cities, all products 
of their history and contemporary realities, all this reflects an unequal world. At this 
point, how to approach the loss of the city? 

Among the scholars of the city who have written about the death of the city, 
we have Françoise Choay, who in 1994 on an exhibition on the “The city, art and 
architecture in Europe” wrote an article called “the kingdom of the urban and the 
death of the city”, referring to the European context, Choay seeks to answer one 
question: 

Is it not time, then, to admit without remorse the disappearance of the traditional city and 
also to ask ourselves about what has replaced it, in short, about the nature of urbanization and 
about the non-city in which the fate of advanced societies seems to have become? (Choay 
2006, p. 167) 

The reading (between the lines) of this author, who talks about the construction 
of “the new Babel”, of “a confusion of scales, which entangles the urban scene 
and makes indiscernible the difference of the interests at stake and the actors who 
confront each other here” (Choay 2006, p. 196). 

Almost twenty years later Choay takes up the subject in three texts produced with 
a difference of more than forty years (1969–2011). The first “Espacements” (space-
ments) addresses the role of spatial planning in different time periods: the Middle 
Ages as a space of contact, Classical (Renaissance and Enlightenment) as a space 
of spectacle, the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as a space of circulation and the 
current period as a space of connection; to remember the role of territory as a basis 
of human societies. The second text “Le De re aedificatoria et l’institutionnalisation 
de la société: Patrimoine: quel enjeu de société?1 L’évolution du concept de patri-
moine”; as a key element of a globalized society, which seeks to benefit from heritage 
in the life of historical cities. The other text alluded to is “La terre qui meurt” (Choay 
2011) (The land that dies), as an indication of the development of the built heritage 
in the new urban territories, with new technical and scientific knowledge and new 
social practices.

1 ¿Patrimonio que compromiso de la sociedad? Translations are our own. 
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We have taken these references from Françoise Choay to ask ourselves about 
the future of our cities, of the built universe, particularly about the so-called urban 
heritage, in the face of a globalized, commodified, and individualized world that 
requires another conception and practice of the territory. It is a social and historical 
heritage in jeopardy, with the risk of disappearing. 

To address this issue of an uncertain urban future and particularly of the historical 
city, we propose, first, to present a conceptual scheme that aims to synthetically 
explain the phenomenon of the loss of the historical city or of a possible preservation 
of the patrimonial wealth. To expand the analysis, five subtopics are analyzed: 

. The transformations of the historical city, starting from a fact, cities are trans-
formed over time, in this sense we take as a reference case the City of Mexico 
that has historically been mutating in its social and spatial components. 

. The arrival of “intense” urbanization that is phagocytizing rural and urban land, 
focusing on the latter, including its inherited spaces, that is, urban heritage. At the 
same time, we observe hypermodernity, with it cyberspace; a deterritorialization 
and a dematerialization of urban space that disturbs the ways of daily life in the 
city depending on various local factors. 

. The disconnection of urban planning with urban conservation, breaks with the 
principles of the latter and prescribes with this, an uncertain future for the inherited 
city. 

. According to the general trends in the historical sites, a disjunctive is presented 
in terms of the use of heritage spaces, in terms of use value or exchange value, in 
terms of tourism versus daily life and social benefit or tourist benefit. 

. In connection with the previous points, the issue of the treatment of heritage space 
based on conservation projects that are usually absent or have an inappropriate 
logic is addressed. 

24.2 Lose or Preserve the Historic City 

The loss of the historic city supported by its urban heritage has been the subject of 
the work of Françoise Choay (among other authors) who underlines, among other 
things, the loss in the competence to build (Choay 1992, pp. 187–198), which refers 
us to the trivialization of cities, without nostalgic tints this author shows under a 
humanistic perspective that this architectural production of the past with its historical 
and scientific values have proven the ability of the human race to create a spatial 
wealth, which affects the well-being of the inhabitants and from this fact the relevance 
of conserving that human production. It is about looking at the experience of cities, 
including their mistakes, but above all their values, for an opportunity for the future 
of the built city. That is, to work on the planning of the city supported by the politics 
of memory. 

On these premises we have built a conceptual schema to visualize with some 
optimism, a horizon on the urban future (Fig. 24.1).
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Fig. 24.1 Conceptual basis from the theories of F. Choay and G. Giovannoni. Source Own 
elaboration 

Thus, the scheme begins by pointing to the historical city, the one that carries a 
cluster of narratives and facts materialized in the inherited spaces. These spaces have 
been called ancient and/or historical sets and in general terms as architectural urban 
heritage. 

This heritage can be very diverse due to the spaces that accumulate or juxtapose in 
such a way that, over time, socio-spatial legacies are generated that are successively 
bequeathed in a transgenerational way, hence we see urban heritage as the city that 
inherits the city. 

The city as it grows contains differentiated spaces, meaning, historical sets and 
other pericentral and peripheral spaces that, without being equal, maintain socio-
spatial relationships, thus, historical sets cannot be conceived without their neigh-
boring and peripheral contexts, that is, the city must be seen as a territory that 
functions as a whole, although differentiated and with obvious inequalities. In this 
totality, different urban centers that create an urban diversity manifested in urban and 
architectural contexts are present. 

From this historical city, the natural and cultural heritage emerges; from the first 
we can point out, in the case of Mexico City, a landscape already lost, by losing 
its lakes and rivers; from the second we consider the social, historical, and built 
heritages; they are cultural heritages that one aspires to recover or preserve.
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Since the theory and practice of urban conservation began at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, the idea postulated by Giovannoni (1931) was to incorporate 
modern urbanism to the traditional city, in order to maintain the values of the organic 
city as its human scale, neighborhood contact; adding technical innovations linked 
to urbanism and other disciplines. 

What has happened has been the opposite phenomenon, meaning that, the ancient 
and historical complexes have been subjected to the neoliberal dynamics of an urban-
ization that does not stop growing, that is predatory of space and society, consumerist, 
supposedly homogeneous and monosemic, since the value that prevails and means 
the city is economic, where exchange value prevails over use value. 

From the patrimonial perspective, this type of wild urbanization tends to the loss 
of the natural heritage that is fractured vis-à-vis of the cultural heritage and all this 
is revealed in the loss of memory, the loss of history and finally of the historical city, 
with its landscapes and local cultures. 

To delve into the loss of the historical city or an eventual recovery of cultural 
heritages we present the following elements. 

24.3 The Transformations of the Historical City 

It is a fact that, as time goes by, cities change, although in the best of cases the urban 
tissue seems to remain the same. The truth is that the generations of inhabitants are 
inexorably changing and with it also the ways of life and spatial contexts. 

We have seen that in the history of cities, framed in urban revolutions, the first (in 
general terms) corresponds to a long period that Marcel Hénaff calls “the monument 
city” (2008), a long period that goes from the Neolithic period when the ancient cities 
began to form, both in the east and in the west. The above, up to the arrival of the 
industrial revolution that brings another urban revolution that the same Hénaff called 
“the city machine”, which, among other things, for its technical innovations will lead 
to the expansion of the old cities, but also the emergence of new cities that reveal 
the hand of modernity. In a second period that ends until the end of the twentieth 
century when another urban revolution will appear, accompanied by the so-called 
“new technologies” of information and communication (ICT’s).2 

In these first two periods, mainly the aforementioned cultural heritage would be 
generated. This is the story of the cities (Mumford 2012). 

Nowadays the issue of cultural heritage is a planetary issue, which has involved 
the official interest of many countries and the creation of international organizations 
such as UNESCO. And it is basically during the twentieth century, particularly in its 
second half, that the theoretical and methodological foundations are laid, as well as 
numerous interventions for cultural conservation.

2 See: To deepen in the relationship of modernity and urban revolution see: François Ascher, Las 
tres revoluciones modernas (“The three modern revolutions”) (2001, pp. 9–53). 
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With this logic, a movement called “New Urbanism” was born around 1980, 
which advocated an urban conservation policy in a letter called “Principles of the 
new urbanism” (“Principios del nuevo urbanismo”) (1993) aimed at revaluing the 
neighborhoods and their plural uses, prioritizing pedestrianization, collective trans-
port.3 It is worth highlighting the desire to value the local context with its climate 
and an architecture that preserves its traditional forms, materials, and construction 
systems. 

As can be seen, there is a whole movement that leans towards the principles of 
urban conservation instituted internationally; in this way there is a list of historical 
cities that, in principle, are protected by national and international organizations and 
legislations. Above all, those who signed the “Convention concerning the protection 
of the world, cultural and natural heritage” (UNESCO 1972) and especially those 
that make up the UNESCO list of “World Heritage Cities”, which are more than two 
hundred around the world. 

It should be noted that the degree of conservation of these cities is a function of 
their cultural, technical, and scientific resources. Among the cities that includes as 
world heritage cities is Mexico City. 

As it has already been documented, Mexico City has undergone many transfor-
mations in what was the ancient pre-industrial city, both social and spatial changes, 
product of the passage of time and different generations that adopted and adapted 
the inherited spaces according to the lifestyles of the moment and new customs; the 
city tended to systematically reproduce on the same surface. 

In order to illustrate these spatial transformations, we will point out some of those 
changes and destruction, which explain and contextualizes the inherited city, as well 
as lost spaces and monuments. At the end of the twentieth century, this historic city 
deserved to be declared a monument zone. 

The transformations took place at two important moments, in different senses and 
linked to modernity: the first occurs at the end of the eighteenth century, with the 
arrival to New Spain of the Bourbon imperial family that brings another ideology 
regarded to illustration’s current and form of administration for the viceregal capital 
and that has a significant socio-spatial impact on the urban context.4 The second 
moment of transformation occurs with the establishment of the Mexican Republic, 
which will imply the beginning of the end of an urban way of life and the disappear-
ance of religious hegemony signified by its monuments as well as an expansion of 
the Mexican capital city that grows exponentially in the twentieth century. 

Around 1778 the Viceroy Antonio María de Bucareli built and inaugurated “Paseo 
Nuevo” (which later became “Paseo de Bucareli”) that marked a social and spatial 
change in the mobility of the city. But above all it is necessary to emphasize the

3 See: Perspectives for a new urbanism (“Perspectivas para un nuevo urbanismo”) (Krier 2013, 
pp. 111–143). 
4 Regina Hernández Franyuti offers a broad outlook on this socio-spatial transformation in order 
to the ideas on the “new city” pursued through Ignacio Castera’s proposals (1794) and later in 
Independent Mexico, with the ideas of Ortiz de Ayala (1932) (Hernández 1994), Ideología, proyectos 
y urbanización en la ciudad de México, 1760–1850 (Hernández, pp. 116–160). 
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changes that took place at the time of Viceroy Vicente Güemes called de Revil-
lagigedo from 1789. Thus, with regard to urban services, after the failed attempts 
to illuminate the city at night, in 1790 Bucareli inaugurated the public lighting with 
“12128 glass lanterns with tin leaf lamps, supported by crow’s feet” accompanied by 
a regulation (Castellanos 1998, p. 22), for a city of about 80 thousand inhabitants in 
1753 (Santiró 2004, p. 36),5 also “forbids littering in the streets that he also paved, 
built sewers and increased the ditches and built gateways and jetties, with which the 
flow of people and goods was controlled” (Jiménez Vaca 2017, p. 133). 

The second moment in the transformation of the city marked by the “Ley Lerdo of 
1856”, on the alienation of the assets of the church, which would change the religious 
landscape with towers and domes that represented that religious life of the city.6 

For Guillermo Tovar y de Teresa, a prestigious specialist in New Spanish art, 
points out that: “although it is dangerous to make calculations, if we consider that by 
the 1770s there where about 80 churches, parishes, temples holders, hospital chapels, 
convents, and schools in the city… in Mexico City there should be more than 350 
altarpieces” (Tovar de Teresa 1992, pp. 12–13). This author tells us that, “given the 
lakeside condition of the city, it had to eat itself to grow…. Each year of the many of 
the 17th and 18th centuries, a church was demolished to build another one in the same 
site… The sets that were kept before the neoclassical and liberal destruction of the 
19th century, the monastery cities, were harmonious by motley, rich samples - veins 
forever lost - that if they had existed, they would have been occasion of astonishment 
for the public and of endless sight for the historian of art worried by the 17th and 
18th centuries” (Tovar de Teresa 1992, pp. 7–9). 

The heritage inherited by the viceregal city and subsequently lost, was not only 
physical but also socio-cultural, that is, it also deserves to take into account the New 
Spanish society and in particular the fraternities in Mexico City, which had a primary 
role in the city, in everyday social practices and on holidays. 

Although the economic power of the powerful fraternities had already been 
affected since the end of the nineteenth century, this involvement deepened in the 
first decade of the twentieth century, the dissolution of the different fraternities (of 
Indians, Spanish, guilds, African-Americans and mulatto), which meant the end of 
a very ancient form of social organization, which, according to Alicia Relying: 

Forged relationships between the established powers (civil, church, etc) and the civil society; 
the economic mechanisms of circulation and accumulation of capital; the history of the 
religious forms and rituals, expressions of everyday life, as well as the formation of the first 
systems of social assistance and mutual assistance in Mexico. (Bazarte Martínez 1989, p. 15)

5 La población de la Ciudad de México, en 1777, Ernst Sánchez Santiró, Secuencia, 60, septiembre-
diciembre, 31–56, Instituto Mora, 2004. There is a different data on the of Mexico’s city inhabitants 
in 1811 found in the document referred of Sánchez Santiró vs Ma. Dolores Morales (En: Ma. 
Dolores Morales La distribucion de la propiedad en la Ciudad de México, 1813–1848, Ensayos 
Urbanos. UAM 2011, p. 67). 
6 The religious communities of both sexes comprised: fraternities, confraternities, congregations, 
brotherhoods, parishes, town halls and schools (Bazarte Martínez 1989, pp. 129–137). Dolores 
Morales refers in regard to the confiscation and its influence in the structure of the property and the 
building permit changes. In Ensayos urbanos, Morales op. cit. pp. 80–231. 
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These social groups had a freedom of management with respect to the church and 
also “contributed to the conservation and aggrandizement of the artistic heritage” 
(Bazarte Martínez 1989, pp. 191–193). As Mexico City has been described, it was 
transformed in its physical and social forms, with what has been called, modernity. 

So far we have referred to the city that according to Mexican laws would belong 
to the historical order, that is, until the end of the nineteenth century (Diario Oficial 
de la Federación [DOF] 1972), but what about the transformations of that “other city 
that made history during the twentieth century? 

As Adolfo Gilly (1990) said “The first modernity arrived in Mexico as a catas-
trophe, it was the destruction of the pre-Hispanic world, the destruction of the old 
and the coerced and forced implantation of the new. Urban modernization came a 
short time later” (Perló Cohen 1990, p. 13). 

In this regard, we cannot omit the post-revolutionary and modern city that emerged 
between the 30s and 80s of the last centuries, of which only reminiscences remain. 
That is five decades of a city with a new architecture and an urban infrastructure 
that became “obsolete”, according to the socio-spatial dynamics that “modernity 
and postmodernity” would demand. 

During the period from 1930 to 1980 the city not only grew exponentially 
(geographically and demographically), but also had important transformations in 
various areas. As happened in Europe in the nineteenth century with the arrival 
of modernity, which came on wheels. Thus, the increasingly intensive use of cars 
changed the landscape of Mexico City, both on the rolling surface, and in all those 
places susceptible to parking cars. 

During this period, the morphology of the city underwent important transforma-
tions. In the architectural field, some styles emerged, namely: Academic (Neoclas-
sical, Republican and Porfirian) and post-revolutionary (Nationalist, Art-deco, Func-
tionalist, Emotional, and International) (De Anda Alanís 2019) and others referred 
to as eclectic and Californian. 

With regard to streets and avenues of the old city today the Historic Center, new 
roads were opened (Pino Suarez, Leandro, San Juan de Letrán, Izazaga, Leandro 
Valle, November 20, May 5, etc.), for this, buildings had to be demolished and the 
old urban fabric modified. 

Another aspect that needs to be pointed out regarding the transformations of the 
city is the toponymy, which changes with the arrival of modernity. Thus, by referring 
only to the ancient city, along with the buildings and socio-spatial practices, the names 
of the streets that at the time identified the city with its inhabitants left, the names 
of the new heroes replaced the names that occupied those roads according to some 
religious buildings. This change of urban nomenclature will be intense throughout 
the twentieth century and will extend, for example, on fast roads where the names 
of old streets will be replaced by “functional” and anodyne names such as axis 1 
south, axis 3 north, among many others. We wonder, does modernity imply the loss 
of memory and the city? 

Beyond the Historic Center, in the early 70s there was also a transformation in 
the road structure of the city with the creation of the “road axes”. It should also be 
noted the disappearance, modification, or reduction of gazebos.
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In relation to facilities that had an important social life, we will mention an entire 
cinema park that housed large theaters, which disappeared or became, at best, “mul-
tiplexes” (set of small theaters), but no longer fulfilled the social role of before, 
especially in many neighborhoods of the city, which enjoyed this local entertain-
ment. The neighborhoods were the object of social practices, which made the use of 
local space something more organic, which brought neighborhood contact closer. 

As if it were necessary to mark a date in the transformation of the city, on 
September 19, 1985, an earthquake came to change the picture of the city, especially 
in the central city, which survives with the sign of the dispute. 

It is necessary to recognize that urban spaces have their temporalities in terms of 
the creation and use of urban spaces, however, these temporalities do not necessarily 
have the need to destroy to build, although this may be valid in some cases, for the 
collective benefit that it may entail. 

24.4 Incontinent Urbanization and Urban Heritage 

Since the different types of towns were created in Mexico City in the second half 
of the nineteenth century, the city showed a heterogeneity in them, due to the socio-
economic differences of the population. This heterogeneity continues as the city 
grows; in the post-revolutionary period, particularly from the 40s, the exponential 
growth of the city begins, the first housing complex, called “German President”, 
emerges, this prelude to the housing units of the mass city, a city prone to losing all 
kinds of scale, especially the human. 

Urban growth has to do with two substantive elements that make up the city: 
the urban fabric, and the social conglomerate (civitas) that gives reason to be to the 
physical space, thus also establishing a social heritage. 

It is necessary to consider the entire city as heritage, and so, urban heritage 
over time is what the city inherits to the city, including the narratives that the city 
produces, a universe of stories that give meaning to the city. Thus, the historical city 
is produced. In this way, the history of the places can also be considered, within 
which the neighborhoods are counted, their open spaces and monuments, main or 
contextual. 

In Mexico City, in addition to the growth of the city that had been taking place for 
decades in an intense way, it presents a socio-spatial metamorphosis; with the advent 
of neoliberalism and globalization, the aim is to homogenize the city and its citizens, 
especially from the consumption driven by the large chains of stores that inhibit 
the local trade, with this type of consumption the neighborhoods are blurred (many 
had already been disturbed by the tertiary sector), their daily use and their social 
cohesion, with the above, also begin to dilute places and trivialize the monuments 
that signify to the urban space by providing it with symbology and memory. We are 
facing an urban mutation of heritage. 

In the incessant growth of cities there is a rupture between the city and nature, this 
brings to mind what Berque (1987, p. 16) tells us: modernity gradually created an
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abyss between culture and nature. A rupture of the “Homo urbanus” (Thierry Paquot 
dixit) with its environment, it generates a kind of shipwreck of the human being 
in that sea of asphalt that we call a city, but which in reality has become an urban 
magma, where the time-use of individuals is accelerated or distorted, especially with 
the use of electronic devices that become the prosthesis of the “hypermodern” human 
being. 

With these devices the time is measured according to the duration of the messages 
issued or received, the rhythm of life is subject to the rhythm of the phone, to its 
sounds or alerts. The conversation is possible with several groups in a short span 
of time, you can also have the “gift of ubiquity” on the planet; all this relativizes 
time. At the same time, we enter the dematerialization of places, previously created 
by people, places are no longer necessary to communicate face to face. A romantic 
date takes place in the same space as a business date, an online purchase, a theater 
performance, or a football match, that is, in cyberspace. 

This dematerialization of the city had already been visualized by Melvin Weber 
since the 60s, as stated by Choay (2006, pp. 199–217). According to this author, 
Webber’s position is based “on his relationship with technology … as a global social 
fact linked by a spiral of feedback to all the physical and mental dimensions of 
our societies” (Choay 2006, p. 202) and with these dimensional transformations, 
Webber (year) estimates the obsolescence of the city and advocates “a new kind of 
urban society of vast scale … increasingly independent of the city” (Choay 2006, 
p. 207). 

Within Webber’s ideas, he also advocates the “erosion of localism” along with 
the “de-spatialization” of the city, the latter leads us to review the value of the local 
in our cities. But also, the values of the human being with the environment that 
surrounds him, meaning, his local geography. In this regard Berque links ontology 
to geography to affirm that: 

The place is necessary to the being for it to exist, it is not a simple place or simply chartable: 
this place supposes an indivisible relationship between two parts: the topos and the chora. 
The first would be a physical envelope, limited and totally identifiable; the second, which 
corresponds to the dark mass of astrophysicists, would be of the order of the symbol, even 
more of the feeling of things. (Bouteille 2005) 

For Berque “the human being is a geographical being” (Berque 1987, p. 10), 
hence claiming that the inhabited world is fully the abode of the human being, which 
establishes a relationship to the ecological, technical, and symbolic of humanity 
in the land (Berque 1987, p. 17). So the inhabited world represents every human 
environment, but it is first and foremost, the geography of the, there are things where 
our existence begins (íbid.). 

The work of Berque refers us to the thought of Alberto Magnaghi, who presents 
a territorial approach with the perspective of sustainability that seeks to “heal the 
human environment”, to put the value characteristic of each place, this with the idea 
of a local self-sustaining development (coming from below), thus, the territory could 
“experiment with new forms of communities, economies of solidarity and public 
space” (Magnaghi 2000, p. 7), which would go beyond a simple localism. All this 
would have, a very different vision from Webber’s.
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Magnaghi, takes a position contrary to the figure of the metropolis, because he 
says, denies and destroys the city and maintains that: 

Since the second half of the 20th century, the metropolis differs from the historic city in all 
its forms, it has an absolute contempt for the constitutive rules of the identity of places, to 
which replaces an abstract, artificial rule, different from the relationship with the territory, 
to which, with different modalities, the city always conformed. (Magnaghi 2000, p. 14) 

This author tells us about the morphogenesis of the contemporary metropolis in 
terms of hypertrophy and “topophagy”, given that in the long term the metropolis lives 
and grows destroying the reproductive capacities of its own environment, but also 
engulfing the resources of more remote territories. Is this another side of urbicide? 

The deterritorialization seen by Magnaghi disturbs the relationship of human 
settlements and their environment and leads to a territorial amnesia before the indif-
ference of the places in which to live, which results in the rupture with the memory 
and the history of the places. Faced with this vision, it is opportune to remember that 
history and memory are at the base of the conservation of the historical city and its 
places. The incontinent growth of the city dislocates us in time and space and with 
this we will really know that it is being well inherited to future generations. 

24.5 The Disconnection of Planning with Urban 
Conservation 

Urban planning constitutes one of the substantive elements for safeguarding and 
enhancing cultural heritage; at the international level, since the 70s, the importance 
of urban planning plans has been established, where the principles of integrated 
conservation, already expressed by Giovannoni (1931), precursor of conservation 
and author of the term urban heritage, are taken up. In fact, the basic principle is 
the integration of the new urban building to the old city, with all that this implies 
according to the character of each historical ensemble (function, size, formal value, 
land use, technical state for its conservation and degree of animation) (Ostrowski 
1976, p. 99). 

The growth of the city, the appearance of new centers of gravity or new centralities, 
make it necessary that the plans for the rearrangement of the city take into account 
the values of the historical sets or inherited fabrics. 

To the extent that the practice of urban conservation becomes an institutional-
ized international phenomenon, multiple associations arise that defend the social 
and spatial values of the inherited, even producing from recommendations laws and 
norms that seek to consolidate this conservation of cultural heritage. But this “her-
itage legislation” does not always have an empathy with local urban legislation, or 
they may even have conflicting or outright irreconcilable positions. The different 
historical cities of the Western world have kept different urban policies, logics and 
temporalities, according to their resources.
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With regard to the relationship between urban planning and heritage conservation, 
it arrives belatedly in Mexico City with the 1979 Federal District Urban Development 
Plan that spoke of “recovering and protecting the sites and buildings of the urban 
cultural heritage” (Garza Villareal 1987, p. 404). In 1980 the Historic Center was 
declared a “Monument Zone” and in 1987 (the year in which the Historic Center and 
Xochimilco were named a World Heritage Site), a last version of the General Program 
of Urban Development of the Federal District (PGDUDF its acronym in Spanish) 
was published, based on a “public consultation” carried out in 1986. Here eight urban 
sectors were established corresponding to the Urban Centers and differentiating the 
Historic Center that corresponded to the Metropolitan Center. The version of the 
PGDUDF 1987–88 in its instrumentation provided for two types of special programs 
the ZEDEC (Zona Especial de Desarrollo Controlado) in certain spaces of the city and 
the Program of Improvement of the Historic Center translated into a “Revitalization 
Program” conducted by the “Subdepartment of Heritage Sites” (Departamento del 
Distrito Federal [DDF] 1989). 

In general terms, urban planning obeyed the centralist logic of the state for the 
benefit of the ruling classes. The process of expansion or metropolization led to a 
degradation, both in the quality of the physical space of the central area of Mexico City 
and in the quality of life of its inhabitants. This area lost some functions, particularly 
that of housing for the benefit of the nearby periphery or inner city and distant or 
metropolitan, expelling population. At this time, François Tomas maintained that 
“the expulsions and the suppression of certain economic activities from the central 
city, did not obey a natural and inevitable evolution of the metropolis but the capitalist 
will to eliminate all obstacles and to allow a high profitability function” (Tomas 1990, 
p. 13). 

At the end of the 90s, a democratizing process took place in Mexico City and 
the citizens were finally able to choose their authorities, this allowed to approach 
the planning of the historical complexes from another perspective, the new head of 
government stated that the Historical Center of Mexico City represented a priority 
for his administration. Before this event, the protection of the built heritage was 
given more at the level of listed buildings than the whole. The new administration 
proposed the “Program for the Integral Development of the Historic Center of Mexico 
City”, which had priority areas and was structured based on four strategic lines of 
action, namely: (a) Rescue of centrality, (b) Housing regeneration, (c) Economic 
development, (d) Social development. 

The integrality was postulated as the main objective and inescapable requirement 
in the historical complex, so it became part of the Planning Law of the Federal District 
(OGDF 2000b). In this administration the partial programs of the “Historic Center 
and the neighborhood of La Merced” came out. 

During the twenty-first century efforts have been made by the City Government 
to order the planning of the Historic Center, through the agencies that the city has 
counted on for these purposes such as the Historic Center Trust and the Historic 
Center Authority, the latter has sought to coordinate the resources and interests of 
the public administration through Management Plans. Also, important actions have 
been undertaken by the Historic Center Trust to give it greater functionality and
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better habitability to it, however, the degradation suffered by its monuments has not 
been resolved, or also, the repopulation of the Historic Center, where many spaces 
are uninhabited or used as cellars. The social problems of the vulnerable population 
are still to be solved and economic interests prevail as hegemonic in the use of land 
and in the general functioning of this patrimonial space. 

About the urban heritage-polycentrality relationship in Mexico City, the planning 
task expands beyond the Historic Center or “hypercentre”, at least in the 175 Heritage 
Conservation Areas (ACP) that the city has, formulated by the Secretariat of Urban 
Development and Housing (SEDUVI, for its acronym in Spanish). 

If already taking the guardianship of the Historic Center generates enormous 
difficulties and challenges for its preservation, even more so with its Management 
Plan and its Partial Plans7 as instruments of regulation. This administrative entity 
does not have sufficient and efficient instruments for the management or of the ACP. 
However, the Law on the Safeguarding of the Architectural Urban Heritage of the 
Federal District of 2000 (OGDF 2000a) it extends its “protection” to other areas of 
the city (neighborhoods, colonies, complexes, monumental open spaces, and urban 
monuments), which already implies a recognition of the heritage diversity, including 
the “centers”. It is necessary to have rules and regulations that are the vehicle of 
understanding and operability between the guardianship authorities of the urban 
heritage and the citizens who live the space on a daily basis. 

Regarding this category of centers, the relationship of polycentrality and urban 
planning arises, which is taken up by Coulomb (2021) to point out the importance of 
centrality depending on the elements of urban dynamics present in spaces with this 
unobjectionable category. In these spaces, the role of public space is fundamental, 
according to Coulomb “they are a centrality par excellence, due to their multifunc-
tional character and collective appropriation… the public space is centrality because 
it fully assumes the attribute of heterogeneity, both of uses, functions and users” 
(Coulomb 2021, p. 12). 

Contrary to the benefits entailed by the centralities shown in heritage spaces 
(centers, villages, and traditional neighborhoods), their deterioration implies the loss 
of space, of encounter between generations, between genders and social classes. “The 
new shopping “centers” would be assuming, for certain sectors, a falsely socializing 
role: the socialization of the ghetto” (Coulomb 2021, p. 8).  

For this author, the preservation of heritage must be seen with a general vision, not 
sector-based because they move away from urban problems, hence the importance of 
public space, which can federate the different historical and social centers of the city, 
including central and metropolitan peripheries. That is to say, a good management of 
the various centers can make the substantive public spaces of the city more accessible 
and articulated. It is not only about the return to the central parts of the city for an 
eventual compaction, but as proposed by Coulomb:

7 The Historic Center of Mexico City, in addition to its World Heritage status, has some instruments 
such as tax “incentives” or the “transfer of potentiality” program. In addition to the Law on the 
Safeguarding of the Architectural Urban Heritage of the Federal District, which certainly has a 
broader spatial spectrum, but lacks sufficient rules that make the law efficient. 
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The return to the existing city would imply an important change in the forms of production 
of the city, and in particular of housing production. (Coulomb 2021, p. 5)  

The return to the consolidated city implies a good collaboration between urban 
planning and the existing urban fabric, particularly with the ancient or historical 
fabric that may be dispersed in the contemporary city, as is the case of Mexico City. 
From the foregoing, we underline the importance of the ancient public space in the 
composition of the city as a whole, assimilating the old. 

24.6 The Logics for Urban Conservation (Local Daily Life 
or Tourism) 

The diversity of cities is part of the urban wealth, related to the function of these, for 
example, the cities of industrial, administrative, commercial, as well as those who 
have accumulated various riches as its built heritage and historical significance that 
contribute to make the city, a space full of narratives, constituting the “substance 
of the historical cities”. They are expressions of the inhabitants and the built space, 
evoked to constitute a socio-spatial reference in each geographical territory. Thus, 
this historical space faces dynamics of socio-spatial change. 

As its own history shows, urban heritage demands the need for economic support 
both for its preservation and for its management, which leads us to investigate where 
do the resources that are destined for such purposes come from? 

The privilege of having a heritage has a cost, so sites and monuments are likely 
to be valued, not only culturally and socially, but also economically and politically. 
Some historic cities make use of this cultural resource as a source of economic 
support for its preservation or for profit. 

For more than five decades, the creation of bodies, guidelines, instruments, 
oriented to the protection and conservation of heritage has been manifested. This 
task arises from the interest of those groups and institutions that protect the heritage, 
underlining the value that this cultural and natural wealth supposes for the local 
inhabitants. In this sense, the document called the Quito Norms (ICOMOS 2005), 
can be mentioned, it is one of the texts in which a clear position is expressed regarding 
the recognition of the social benefit that the economic value of heritage should have. 

In this always diverse relationship between the economic, cultural, and natural, 
represented by heritage, the figure of tourism arises as a vehicle of financing and 
economic benefit, so we ask ourselves: who benefits from tourism?, tourism for 
what and for whom?, is tourism the way of development, progress and economic 
growth of historical cities? 

In the world of the conservation of historical sites (which has become a plan-
etary interest), many cities finance their interest in the cultural industry and the 
resources represented by tourism activity. In some cases, that is the main interest 
about the heritage, which explains the labels about some ancient, historical, or simply
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picturesque ensembles. It is for this reason that the tourism management of the built 
heritage is revealed as a cultural industry. 

As part of the questions that we raised earlier about the benefit of preserving 
heritage, two areas seem to arise: one, the benefit for local inhabitants; and two: for 
all actors who are involved with tourism practices in certain heritage sites. 

In the second case, the matter seems to derive in two directions, the first towards 
wild and predatory tourism, which ignores the rights and interests of local inhabitants; 
and a second is that which presents itself as a “reasoned, responsible, respectful” 
tourism of sites and monuments. It is towards the latter that we refer to in order to 
grant or not the benefit of the doubt as to its social will. 

Among the instruments that promote responsible tourism, there is the International 
Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) that operates internationally. 

As a result of the ideas and intentions of the members of this institution sponsored 
by UNESCO, there have been some letters that point to instruments that cater to 
this economic circumstance, such as the International Charter on Cultural Tourism 
(tourism management in heritage places significant) (ICOMOS 1999), in her, the 
estate is under the perspective of their value in both economic benefit to the local 
level, that is to say, through tourism tempered by the sustainability. There is talk 
of a bidirectional tourism—economy benefit referred to as the sustainable tourism 
industry (ICOMOS, Op. Cit., p. 2), which can provide the inhabitants who act as 
hosts, in addition, important means and motivations to care for and maintain their 
heritage and living traditions (ICOMOS, Op. Cit., p. 2). 

24.7 Tourism for What and for Whom? 

The previous question will have a variability of answers, in both approaches, contexts 
and temporalities. On the one hand, it is undeniable the presence of interests from 
personal (interests of the technicians who carry out the project proposals) coupled 
with the interests of the administration in turn, who seek to add to electoral political 
ends, which reduces the benefit that the local community could eventually have (Prats 
2003). 

This leads us to talk about the commodification to which the patrimony is 
subjected. We propose two paths to such a panorama, related to tourism; the first, 
“responsible or sustainable tourism”; the second, “predatory” tourism. 

According to Carlos Hiriart, tourism can be both the best friend and the worst 
enemy of economic development […] irrefutable premise (Hiriart Pardo 2012, p. 18).  
The position of this author, specialized in tourism and heritage, converges with that 
expressed by ICOMOS. 

Responsible or sustainable tourism obeys a logic that seems to point to the local 
scale, demanding the social benefit that entails a favorable management and devel-
opment for the conservation of heritage and local development. That is, it seeks the 
consolidation of an ethical direction of tourism (Hiriart, Op. Cit.), which agrees with 
the institutional discourse.
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On the contrary, the tourism predator is associated to an exploitation of the heritage 
on a plane which puts the value in use versus value in exchange, much of the soil as 
well as of their qualities, what Choay (1992) refers to as perverse effects, in which is 
immersed the dynamic ejection of the native inhabitants with the input of real estate, 
which leads, in some cases, the blurring of identity social as well as the venue itself, 
flanked by a series of trivialization. 

Faced with such effects, the action, and the relative effectiveness of the interven-
tion of existing international organizations is questioned, around the heritage issue 
and the consequences that a recognition of a site as part of the World Heritage List, 
a UNESCO instrument, can have for the space and its inhabitants. 

On the one hand, it activates a certain awareness around the value, protection 
and conservation of the heritage, but on the other, awakens a sort of fashion for 
the heritage, recognition and legitimacy, by attracting attention to places somewhat 
unknown in which, as a good tourist attraction, sees parade both domestic and inter-
national tourists, a fact that adds to the factors that contribute to the commodification 
of heritage under the banner of the support granted by the UNESCO (Delgadillo 
2014). 

Faced with what is being said from the institutional field of heritage, Delgadillo 
(2016) takes a different position from ICOMOS. When studying housing in histor-
ical centers, he puts patrimonial wealth in front of social poverty (Delgadillo, Op. 
Cit.) and points out that in the case of Mexico City, urban conservation is selec-
tive and exclusionary, so it would end up privileging turistification and somehow 
gentrification (Delgadillo, Op. Cit.). 

However, not all the territories and their societies allow them to be involved in 
such a homogenizer process, due to the resistance of the inhabitants, combined with a 
proper management of the policies that regulate the exploitation of heritage, tourism-
related, which is conducive to such homogenization so accentuated that tend to be 
made invisible to the peculiarities of each one of the sites that are confronted with 
this phenomenon, making them similar in such a way that both the tourists as well 
as multinationals feel at home there (Choay 1992, p. 207). 

Then, another opinion arises that suggests the future to us in terms of a dichotomy, 
that is, social heritage or touristification. Among the intellectuals who imbricate 
tourism with cultural heritage is Llorenç Prats, who debates the adoption and indis-
tinct use of terms such as “sustainability”, “development”, among others, intro-
duced in a quasi-fetishistic way in political and social discourses related to the 
heritage-tourism phenomenon (Prats 2003). 

Prats, points out that heritage responds to a social construct that appears in the 
beginnings of modernity, as a kind of secular religion, which serves to sacralize 
discourses around identity (Prats 2006, p. 72). It is there that temporalities and inter-
ests intervene, according to the historical, political, social, cultural and ideological 
moment, the heritage is constituted and instituted. 

These two sides of heritage lead us to ask ourselves: what can be expected from 
tourism and its effects? 

Prats (2003) coincides with Choay (1992) in stating the existence of what he refers 
to as perverse effects and practices that also have counterproductive results in tourism
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activity that would harm the local economy. So, there is a kind of tendency to the 
generalization of tourism accompanied by forced visitors, an excessive patrimonial 
schooling that far from implanting interest, will generate a certain antipathy in the 
attendees, as well as the tourism of elderly and seasonal visitors (Prats 2003). 

The above factors can lead to a patrimonial distortion in the local inhabitants, who 
may eventually fall into practices of identity theatricalization aimed at the economic 
purposes represented by the tourist introduction in their communities, in a kind of 
scenic invention that gives tourists what they want to see according to their expecta-
tions. On the other hand, it is possible to implement an adequate tourism and heritage 
management that is a participant in the local benefit. 

So, who benefits from such tourism practices? Strictly speaking, it should be the 
locals who receive the greatest benefit, both economically and in their quality of life, 
taking care of the effects that are aggressive for their daily life, their culture, identity, 
and their economy. Since heritage is a fundamental element of cities, it contributes 
to the narrative of the world’s cities, so it is necessary to prioritize its uses, and 
experimentation. 

It is necessary to rehabilitate the housing function, instead of supporting real estate 
speculation that seeks to make urban land more profitable (Coulomb 2021). 

24.8 The Lack of Local Projects 

The concern and desire to safeguard the building heritage and its population, led 
since the 60s to the authorities of the City of Bologna to generate an urban project 
that marked a milestone in the history of urban conservation. This urban project has 
continued for decades but adapting to new contexts “making new nuances of the use 
of the city”, critically requalifying the city and the territory and developing a living 
and active preservation. Emerges a conscious around the limits of the built envi-
ronment’s physical development regarding the availability of the built territory; and 
the urban expansion tent is questioned. Starting from idea that the monuments are 
not an obstacle for the development, there is adopted new politics of built space “re-
transformation” (as an only space available resource). Therefore, based in the conser-
vation criteria (restauro, restructuration and reconstruction, it is critically requalified 
the territory and the city); and the social meaning is highlighted as well as the collec-
tive use of the ancient monuments through the time and they are defined such a 
“historical content”, that explains and bases its reuse and restorative recovery (cfr. 
Scannavini 1998, p. 333). 

The case of Bologna is inspiring to think about a local urban policy, which 
considers the memory and history of the places. 

Local urban projects seem to offer an alternative for cities that have been consti-
tuted as an urban palimpsest, as is the case of Mexico City. The traces of other 
generations in the city are social and spatial contributions of a city that survives in 
the midst of the various crises of these times, oblivion contributes to the disappearance 
of the city, by losing the values that memory fixes in time and space.
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One of the experiences we have been able to study (Urrieta García 2018, pp. 173– 
193), is the case of the district of la Medeleine-Champs de Mars in the town of Nantes, 
in western France, has allowed us to verify the importance of the urban projects that 
seek to reconcile the traditional city, with its values of social and spatial modern life, 
even with the idea of digital innovation. As a project, it was an urban recomposition 
in the continuity of pre-existing urban forms, to reassess the urbanism by which the 
neighborhood has been governed and to promote a contemporary architecture that 
dialogues with the historical and contemporary components (Urrieta García 2018, 
p. 174). The result of this project is in the current quality of life of its inhabitants. 

In Latin America, the wide cultural richness of its historical sites, its urban 
dynamics, the economic interests at stake (such as the rent of the land), make urban 
heritage tend to dilute, this is the case of Mexico City. This loss occurs especially in 
those well-located places or neighborhoods, with a “minor” or contextual architec-
ture and neighbors who do not have an economic solvency and who do not want or 
fail to organize to defend their cultural heritages, which are disappearing over time. 

The action of preserving the urban heritage occurs in a differentiated way from 
city to city, from set to set and from neighborhood to neighborhood. This has its logic 
because in the case of historical centers, even with their similarities, all historical 
centers are different. In this sense, the contrast becomes more evident between the 
Latin American and European historical centers. At the international level, European 
references (due to their interest and long experience) are basic and illustrative; but 
as Paolo Ormido de Azevedo, who analyzes the Historic Center of Bahia in Brazil, 
points out: “European solutions do not apply to our reality. We have to look for 
solutions right here, depending on our specificities” (Ormindo de Azevedo 2009, 
p. 109). 

Given the experiences in the conservation treatment of historical, ancient or tradi-
tional spaces, it is evident that those places where a rehabilitation project was gener-
ated, the socio-spatial heritage is maintained through memory, history and its forms 
that enrich the whole city. Hence, the current demand for these spaces in terms of 
neighborhoods or areas of the contemporary city. It is not only their location that 
makes these spaces attractive, it is the environment and the degree of habitability 
they offer. 

24.9 Conclusions 

In one way or another, socio-spatial transformations have occurred in historical cities 
and with them local ways of life have been changing, however, since the second 
half of the twentieth century these mutations have been more severe and even more 
predatory. The difference between one and another city has been the local exercise of 
urban planning that has been given to the historical sites by the heritage guardianship 
bodies, coupled with the support of citizens. 

Against an possible “urbicide” that would imply the loss of memory and history 
that entails the loss of the historical city in its monumental and contextual or
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“minor” dimensions, it is necessary to propose an urban vision that is not neces-
sarily pessimistic. One possibility to mitigate the degradation and loss of heritage is 
to use the city’s memory policy. It is for this reason that we propose the creation of 
local urban projects, of urban spaces considered as heritage; projects where neighbors 
are present, as fundamental actors in the preservation of their place of daily life. The 
idea is to propose a strategy, where the urban project is not the last planning action. 
The intention of the local project, based on citizen action, allows managing the scales 
and temporalities of the projects, making the policies, strategies, and actions of the 
preservation of urban heritage flexible. In this way, the idea of a possible urbicide 
could be diluted. 
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Chapter 25 
Revolt and Destruction. The Public 
and Monument Landscape in Latin 
American Cities 

Francisca Márquez 

Abstract Thinking about the violence and destruction of the city and its historic 
centers after social uprisings requires placing oneself at the crossroads between the 
historical construction of these public spaces and the practice of vita activa (Arendt 
in La condición humana. Paidós Ibérica, Madrid 2005). In other words, making us 
think about and discuss the urban condition (Mongin in La Condición Urbana. La 
ciudad a la hora de la mundialización. Serie Espacios del Saber Nº 58. Editorial 
Paidós, Buenos Aires 2006). The premise of this article states that the destruction, 
the rubble, as well as the bodies in motion during revolts are a material expression 
of the social bond that binds us and unties us from the memory of past time; but 
this is also, the material expression of struggle, dispute, and will that hides in our 
present-day cities. It is at this crossroads, between the past and the present, where 
new paths for urban transformation projects are built. Given that since the revolts 
the historic center has, for the most part, been undergoing a harsh transformation 
from its original vocation. The reactualization of its public calling demands to be 
rethought and redesigned in light of what has happened here. Hence the importance of 
reading historical and cultural cues, the actions, and expressions of the destruction 
and de-monumentalization of public spaces in our Latin American cities. A first 
working hypothesis developed throughout this chapter puts forward that, even though 
destruction and debris may dominate in protest, they also merge as expressive signs 
of subjectivities and desires for vita activa. These deep impressions contained in 
the revolts lead to rethinking the nature and quality of public spaces as places of 
dispute, resistance, and debate. In this same way, a second working hypothesis shows 
that revolt processes and being present are processes that may reverse agoraphobia 
(Agoraphobia: a concept that refers to the fear and anxiety of being in open places, the 
fear of crowds or being alone in public spaces.) and are progressive in an opposing 
direction to urbicide, paving a way for new public spaces and historical centers 
where decolonial processes (Decolonial processes: the Latin American epistemic,
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theoretical and methodological proposals to understand the relations of power and 
dominance in space-time, as well as to overcome the historical-colonial matrix of 
power and the liberation of subaltern subjects from that matrix.) and the celebration 
of the urban condition may prevail. In terms of the ethnographic work, the protests 
that took place in the historic centers of Latin American cities were analyzed: acts 
of demonumentalization; performances and barricades; and finally, the fate of the 
insurgent monuments. The chapter has two central conclusions. Firstly, the common 
space of the different. After the revolt and the landscapes of disorder that are left 
behind, all that remains is to protect and secure those common spaces, spaces of 
the vita activa of “us” and of the “others”, from identification principles and also 
distinction and difference principles. Because public space is not necessarily the 
place where the inhabitants of a city exercise their equality, but perhaps where they 
exercise their enormous differences. Secondly, public squares that safeguard the 
urban condition. Overwhelmed by urban aesthetics, the city becomes a blackboard 
whose complex text will have to be unraveled and questioned in order for it to 
be interpreted and (re)thought. The form, shattered, twisted, fragile and displaced 
from its original site, then appears as a new way of structuring the social and its 
intelligibility within the framework of overwhelmed democracies. Transforming the 
minefields of the “patrimonial heritage” in our cities requires being open to the 
possibilities of intercultural coexistence that, instead of neutralizing our affective or 
moral disagreements and our ontological, ideological, and epistemological conflicts, 
allows us to explore everything that is in dispute or friction. In short, in the words of 
the anthropologist Claudia (Briones in Antropología Contemporánea. Intersecciones, 
encuentros y reflexiones desde el Sur Sur. Ed. Universidad Católica de Temuco, 
Temuco, pp 83–103 2020), lose the fear of living in friction to find ways of being 
together while being different. 

Keywords Protest · Heritage · Historic city ·Monuments · Public space 

25.1 Introduction 

Latin American cities are born broken; since the management and foundational 
design of conquest, everything stems from an order built from death, erasure, segre-
gation, and the expulsion of their first inhabitants. The Latin American city is a 
product of overlapping plots and the remnants imposed by what has preceded them. 
However, despite this imposition on conquered territory, the image and shape of the 
city is irretrievably immersed in historicity woven by the practices of urban life. This 
is what we have been able to observe throughout urban history and more specifically 
in the recent revolts that have occupied and “assaulted” the historic and monument 
centers of our cities. In them, the dispute for the right to the city—as a collective
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right and action by organized subjects (Carrión and Dammert 2019)—is imposed 
and superimposed on the historical form of public space and its historic centers.1 

Thinking about the violence and destruction of the city and its historic centers 
after social uprisings requires placing oneself at the crossroads between the historical 
construction of these public spaces and the practice of vita activa (Arendt 2005). In 
other words, making us think about and discuss the urban condition (Mongin 2006). 
The premise of this article states that the destruction, the rubble, as well as the bodies 
in motion during revolts are a material expression of the social bond that binds us 
and unties us from the memory of past time; but this is also, the material expression 
of struggle, dispute, and will that hide in our present-day cities. It is at this cross-
roads, between the past and the present, where new paths for urban transformation 
projects are built. Given that since the revolts the historic center has, for the most 
part, been undergoing a harsh transformation from its original vocation. The reac-
tualization of its public calling demands being rethought and redesigned in light of 
what has happened there. Hence, the importance of reading historical and cultural 
cues, the actions, and expressions of the destruction and de-monumentalization of 
public spaces in our Latin American cities. 

A first working hypothesis developed throughout this chapter puts forward that, 
even though destruction and debris may dominate in protest, they also merge as 
expressive signs of subjectivities and desires for vita activa. These deep impressions 
contained in the revolts lead to rethinking the nature and quality of public spaces as 
places of dispute, resistance, and debate. 

In this same way, a second working hypothesis shows that revolt processes and 
being present are processes that may reverse agoraphobia and are progressive in an 
opposing direction to urbicide, paving a way for new public spaces and historical 
centers where decolonial processes and the celebration of the urban condition may 
prevail. 

Together with the protests, revolts, and popular insurrections, the historic center— 
as a progressively uninhabited public space—thus acquires an imprint transforming 
it into a tool for political expression in the city, opening ways to activate memory 
to build a more inclusive society project. The protest reflects and reuses the historic 
center, its main squares, buildings, and monuments, but the question on how the new 
certainty in the destruction of the old prevails. After the uprising, what is now at 
stake is how to rethink the historic center from its centrality, that is, to encounter and 
represent an imagined community as a public space in the city (Anderson 2000). 
Overcoming heritage and monumentalism paradigms—patriarchal, military, and 
colonial—relies on the ability of urban policies to meet these demands.

1 Anibal Quijano estimated that 65 million native people were exterminated in America in a period 
of less than 50 years: “Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality”, Cultural Studies, 2007, 21.2, 168– 
178. An extermination that is estimated to be the equivalent to 95% of the native population existing 
before the conquest. 

Like many qualitative studies, we begin with the formulation of one or more assumptions— 
working hypotheses—on possible answers or solutions to the problems considered. They are, by 
the way, assumptions based on empirical evidence that serve as reference points for further research. 
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Clearly the insurrection, multitudinous and sometimes violent expressions have 
left their mark on the materiality of these historic centers that form a protest landscape. 
Defending its infrastructure, boarding up and barricading free transit, the closure 
of local businesses, as well as the burning and destruction of heritage buildings 
and the interventions to its monuments and statues, make us fear not only for the 
destabilization of the forms of representation, but also the market forces and public 
services toward safer neighborhoods. During the social revolution, businesses, banks, 
pharmacies, and multinational companies that were in the city center were destroyed 
and many of them had to be protected, relocated, or simply abandoned. The protest 
challenges the historic center’s priorities and drives out the symbols of the capital 
projecting the fight for a new awareness of the city. The functions inherent to urban 
centrality (goods, services, and information) are clearly under threat; and in many 
sectors, fear and desire for safer policies and police control prevail. The risk of 
whitewashing or safe citizen policies lurks and struggles under its principles of order 
and regulation prior to mobilization and protest on its return to this historic center. 

Within the context of these mobilizations—under a State in crisis and the weight 
of neoliberal policies in terms of urban development decisions—urban planning and 
the founding center face not only the question of social integration, but also an 
understanding of the remnants left by the protests in the public space. There are 
many tensions and doubts: How to resolve and guarantee the (dis)encounter in the 
common space? How to ensure the diversity of symbolic representation in urban 
landmarks? How to guarantee the much-needed political processes and debates to 
all polis and the realization of the urban condition? 

Without ignoring depopulation processes, increases in the price of land, segre-
gation and the gentrification that affect historic centers today, in this chapter we 
will look at the transformation of the urban and political condition of these founding 
centers since the recent protests. In fact, the thesis that is developed is that simultane-
ously with these depopulation processes and the weakening of historic centers, there 
has been increased occupation of these places for citizen demonstrations and insur-
rections in recent decades. As a result of the protests and mass expressions that have 
taken place there in recent decades, the historic centers have been visibly destroyed. 
However, paradoxically they have regained their status as spaces of public domain 
where collective will is expressed by society representing its rights and duties (citi-
zenship) and these places have become diverse meeting and representational spaces 
(Carrión 2019). 

In summary, the thesis that is developed reveals that what is being demanded with 
the ongoing social revolts that have taken place in our Latin American cities is the 
right to the city in terms of a collective right. The massive and sometimes violent 
occupations of public space are the best expression of the desire for appropriation and 
revitalization of public space as a space for vita activa, and in Arendt’s words, where 
work, labor, and creation (action) have a place in the design of a just city. Hence 
the importance of carefully observing these destructive processes of cities and their 
historic centers, both from a material perspective and from the urban imaginary that 
the protests disperse. Destruction as we have seen expels, but at the same time,
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Fig. 25.1 Santiago, Chile 2019. Source Alvaro Hoppe (2019) 

persistently attracts demonstrators and citizens eager for new social and political 
horizons (Fig. 25.1). 

25.2 Unrest, Revolt, and Rights 

Reading on revolution and social explosion in Latin American cities at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century entails analyzing its link with neoliberalism, acute 
inequality, and urban segregation. An erosion of the fantasy of a fairer and egalitarian 
society is imposed everywhere in Latin America. Inequality indicators, which have 
been dragging on since the mid-twentieth century, confirm that economic growth 
alone is not enough. Increasingly, within Latin American societies the perception of 
the unforgiving living conditions within the lowest socio economic and middle-class 
sectors is shared. The daily awareness of a hard life is imposed on the illusions and 
promises of the imaginary of quality of life and social mobility (Martucelli 2020, 87– 
109). Expectations that are increasingly strained by working conditions, inequality, 
and mistreatment. In fact, the overwhelming, discontent, and the excess of a social 
and economic system defines the experience of society in Latin America (Araujo 
2019). 

At the Panorama Social de América Latina (Social Panorama of Latin America) 
2019, ECLAC warned that “not only have various advances in social matters slowed 
or stagnated in a non-dynamic economic context, but there are also important signs 
of regression. After a five-year period of slow growth, the structural deficiencies of 
the region have become more evident, and their solution is part of the demands of 
widening social groups in particular of the new generations. These demands include 
the rejection of the persistence of the culture of privilege in its multiple dimen-
sions, those linked to the concentration of wealth, segmented access to quality public
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and cultural services, and the lack of recognition of the dignity of individuals and 
communities. This is what many actors express under the demand to end the abuses.” 

Poverty reduction and extreme poverty rates in the region between 2000 and 
2014 resulted in the improvement of living conditions and an increase in social 
expectations and demands for a significant proportion of the population, but at the 
same time, they were not able to meet the expectations and eliminate a cycle of 
vulnerabilities. ECLAC confirmed that the middle-income strata continue to face 
a number of vulnerabilities such as low educational levels, low quality of labor 
insertion, low coverage, and insufficient benefits in the pension system. 

Likewise, despite this sustained reduction in poverty, inequality continues to be 
a historical and structural feature in Latin American and Caribbean societies. An 
inequality based on a highly heterogeneous and little diversified productive matrix 
and in a culture of privilege that is a historical constitutive feature of Latin Amer-
ican societies. In them, inequalities of socioeconomic origin intersect with gender, 
territorial, ethnic, racial, and generational inequalities.2 

This inequality and erosion of a common social imaginary finds its clearest expres-
sion in segregated and latticed cities. Violent and unsafe cities, where the confronta-
tion between social groups has intensified since the last decades of the twentieth 
century. Disillusionment with the state apparatus and its institutions, with access to 
opportunities to improve the quality of life, with the ability of families and neigh-
borhoods to contain sociability increasingly translates into a series of criminal life 
patterns based on consumption. This explains why, beyond national differences, indi-
viduals feel alone, unprotected, and compelled to their own efforts in Latin America 
(UNDP 1998). 

During the social revolution this growing unrest was at the center of the revolt, 
raising the question about and demand for equal rights, human and non-human, 
women’s, dissident, indigenous peoples’ rights, the right to affection, the right to 
nature, among many other rights. The unrest connected with the human rights revo-
lution and established citizen demand for the right to have rights (Martucelli 2020). 
However, in this search for one’s own rights, the conviction for other knowledge 
also arises, knowledge subjected to centuries of “epistemicide”3 by a culture of 
domination; rage and fury towards “cognitive imperialism”4 is echoed in every cry, 
performance/act and the graffiti marking the city’s walls (Fig. 25.2).

25.3 Protests in Historical Centers 

Revolts at monument bases, in the historic squares and centers of our cities is nothing 
new in Latin America. To name a few from the twentieth century, Mexico City on

2 Income distribution inequality shown in household surveys has continued its downward trend, but 
at a slower pace than observed in the past decade. Between 2014 and 2018, the Gini income index 
per person fell in six countries. In some, however, the reduction of this indicator has not prevented 
the absolute income gap from widening between groups at the extreme ends of the distribution. 
According to the most recent household surveys available, the Gini index reached an of average
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Fig. 25.2 Bogotá, Colombia 2019. Source Jefferson Ortiz Cala–Adepto Captura (2019)

August 27, 1968, stands out where the students seized the Plinth demanding the 
release of their imprisoned comrades. Also, the counterdemonstration on August 
28 of that same year, organized at that very plinth but by the government with the 
surprising disobedience of its public officials who shouted, “We are the sheep of the 
administration!” In Buenos Aires, Argentina, the Madres de Plaza de Mayo (Mothers 
of Plaza de Mayo) who every Thursday since 1977 have held the “circle” around the 
Pirámide de Mayo in the city in protestdemanding news of their disappeared rela-
tives. In Plaza San Martín Lima, Peru, the massive demonstration in November 2020 
protested against the presidential vacancy of Martin Vizcarra and the swearing-in of 
Manuel Merino as the new head of State. Examples are numerous and confirm that 
the historic and foundational center, despite the evident discredit of our democracies 
and government, continues to summon the people in terms of its symbolic power. 

This happened again in October 2019 with the social revolution in Quito, Ecuador, 
a prelude to mobilizations that took place in parallel in cities in Chile and then 
Colombia. In Ecuador, its protagonist was the indigenous movement, voiced by the 
Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador (CONAIE); in Chile, it was 
the student movement following years of protest and demands for free and quality 
education; in Colombia it was sectors grouped into the so-called National Strike 
Committee called for the “National Strike #21N”. In all three countries, the trigger

0.4651 in Latin America. The lowest values, under 0.400 were recorded in Argentina, El Salvador, 
and Uruguay, while in Brazil and Colombia they exceeded 0.520.
3 Epistemicide: a concept that refers to the systematic destruction of the system of knowledge and 
knowledge of an ethnic group, especially to assimilate these to a European and colonial worldview. 
A term coined by Boaventura de Sousa.
4 Cognitive Imperialism: a concept coined by Boaventura De Sousa Santos in The End of the 
Cognitive Empire. It alludes to the domain of Eurocentric thought versus an epistemology that 
guarantees global cognitive justice.
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was the rise in the cost of public transport. However, the roots are much deeper and 
more complex. In all cases, despair with the model of inequality and abuse is the 
consistent reason (Durán 2021; Martucelli 2020). 

In these three cities, just as in so many other cases, the center stage of the protest 
was the historic center of these capitals. In the case of Quito, the location was El 
Arbolito Park, an old stadium that is part of the nostalgic heritage image and consti-
tutes a kind of border between the monumental colonial city and the modern city. 
In Santiago, the protest lasted for five long months in Plaza Italia, now re-christened 
Plaza Dignidad by the people, thus summing up in one word the collective voice 
at the trigger point that divides the city in two: those with and those without. In 
Bogota, the protest was violently felt in the historic center, especially in Plaza de 
Bolivar and its surrounding avenues which were was the nerve center of the large 
urban demonstrations. 

In these three cities, public transport and its infrastructure was brutally damaged. 
However, how should we comprehend these historic centers, the monumentality, 
patrimonial architecture and the city squares that have been so destroyed and affected 
in these revolutions? To respond to this question and provide answers to our working 
hypotheses, two protest devices were investigated: The destructive violence and 
demonumentalization. As we will see from the description and interpretation of 
these two devices deployed in the historic centers, the protest landscape covered 
everything, not only revealing the depth of social unrest, but also the refoundational 
and politically creative character of the acts of urban destruction (Fig. 25.3). 

Fig. 25.3 Quito, Ecuador 2019. Source Eduardo Sánchez de León Herencia (2019)
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25.4 Barricades, Fires and Acts 

From the first day of the protests, violence and destruction quickly transformed the 
historic and heritage center into a battlefield; ground zero as it was called in Santiago. 
In Quito, the daily use of public spaces was disrupted for about two weeks by the 
might of the bodies, the sounds from historical slogan chants and the spontaneous 
artifacts of the struggle: barricades made out of rocks and cobblestones extracted 
from the park itself, metal and cardboard shields, tires, fires and pots. All under the 
scenario of excessive force from the repressive state power (Durán 2021). Days and 
weeks later the center continued to be boarded-up and secured with barbed wire by 
the authorities to defend the heritage buildings. 

In Santiago, something similar happened days later. On the night of October 18, 
2019, the city’s metro stations, and large supermarket chains began to be burned 
down. The public space was filled with gritty metallic noises like war drums filling 
the air and nightscape. “We are at war!” announced President Sebastián Piñera. In 
response to this provocation, bodies crowded onto the streets on mass banging pots 
and metal spoons. Barricades, fires and looting, just as in Quito, stripped the city 
of its glow and shine in a few days. From that night, the riots, dust and ash did not 
cease. Twisted fences, looted pharmacies and supermarkets, burned banks and metro 
stations and fallen monuments left the city demolished. 

A few days later on November 21 large mobilizations erupted in Bogota and 
throughout the country. Clashes in Plaza de Bolívar, between encapuchados (hooded 
protesters) and the ESMAD of the National Police Force resulted in homemade bomb 
attacks on the Mayor’s Office of Bogotá, the Palace of Justice and the Congress 
of Colombia. The demonstrators, in never seen before acts, called for a day of 
cacerolazos (banging pots in protest) in all the country’s main cities, and Plaza 
de Bolívar was the main point of concentration. 

The police forces used their riot gear, weapons and tear gas as a way to suppress 
the social protests in all the cities, resulting in hundreds of wounded and dead. 

Notwithstanding, along with the violence inflicted on the bodies of the demon-
strators and urban architecture, solidarity practices sprung up in the cities by groups 
of students, women and neighbors created peace areas, improvised meeting centers, 
soup kitchens, first aid and help strategies for the injured demonstrators (Durán 
2021). The so-called young people of the first line with their improvised shields 
and elaborate fighting strategies who created a certain heroism on the battlefield 
were given special prominence. From the different frontlines, acts of spontaneous 
solidarity were being organized despite the evident violence from the police forces 
inflicted on the protesters. The destruction of the city and its monumentality must 
in part be understood as part of this confrontation, which left behind dozens of dead 
and hundreds injured. 

As in any performance, in manifestations in the public space the bodies speak 
of memories, traditions and claims for one’s place in history. In each dance and 
movement of the bodies demands for cultural agency are established (Taylor 2015). 
A playful dramaturgy in a collective and liminal scenography; collectives are each
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Fig. 25.4 Bogotá, Colombia 2019. Source Jefferson Ortiz Cala–Adepto Captura (2019) 

of the movements, collectives are the rhythms, collectives are the cries and the acts 
of representation. Knowledge embodied, alive and always inescapable and for that 
reason, politically heterotopic. Practices of the body indomitable to tear gas bombs 
and repression, where the only thing that seems to matter is to destabilize the social 
frameworks of memory (Halbwachs 1970). 

Cities and their historical centers—both as a metaphor and a mirror—provide 
accounts through the depth of the disorder of revolt and unrest, as well as the irre-
versibility of social demands. As in any social revolt, it is these moments of protest 
and violence where the masses on the street oppose their own order against the State 
apparatuses and the city’s daily use. Moments that interrupt and divert the temporary 
flow of the city, and then—with some delay—a certain air of normality is recovered. 
But the truth is that, after the revolution, the city is not same anymore, its land-
scape and chromatic are mutated. In Quito, for example, in the face of disorder and 
destruction, the same actors who had participated in the mobilization returned to the 
park to collect their debris. Hundreds of citizens joined together in this shared and 
peaceful feeling to paint and repair the enormous damage to the walls, sidewalks and 
cobblestones in the historic center (Durán 2021). In the terms of Ranciére (2010), 
all possible world transformations take place in the historic center. And these traces 
are still present in the materiality of the streets and buildings, but above all in the 
memory and record of those who were there (Fig. 25.4). 

25.5 De-monumentalizing the Public 

In cities and their public spaces, symbolism overflows. This is often built on the ruins 
of previous buildings and monuments. In the terms of Adrian Gorelick; lessons from
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the statues would be nothing without the political and cultural effect of this spatial 
organization. Although as Castoriadis points out (1983), often the form overcomes 
the rigid link to a precise meaning and can lead to imaginaries and unsuspected 
actions. This has happened historically. In the centuries of republics, not only have 
the meanings cracked, but also the illusion of social consensus around that public 
space and its monumentality (Pizarro 2021). 

In Latin America most of the monuments erected in cities in the nineteenth century 
were inspired by the neoclassical and civilizational spirit from European political 
and sculptural traditions. The historic centers, built with profits from moderniza-
tion, the avenues, public buildings, squares and monuments constitute the privileged 
scenography for the rituals of power. However, this representation of the public of 
the first national and republican monumentality was built with obliviousness to the 
indigenous, black and Creole populations, and under the principle of silencing those 
differences. The metaphorical and allegorical resource of this monumentality and 
urban aesthetics always refers to that silencing, even when it uses powerful visual, 
spatial and temporal resources to impose its authority on the public space of the city 
(Masotta 2021). 

However, in the twenty-first century, the monumental and elitist character of such 
urban devices has been dramatically confronted by social protest and multitudinous 
demonstrations by the historically silenced. Until that moment, the monumentality 
of heroic deeds seemed to fulfill the function of reifying the past into the promise 
of eternity. Patrimonial monuments were trapped in their own Pater-Patria-Patron 
etymology (Masotta 2021; Vignolo 2021). Indeed, together with the destruction of 
the historic centers of the cities, recent decades allow us to verify that the icono-
clastic inventory of the monuments fallen historically in Latin America is vast and 
seems to continue growing. In recent decades, sculptures, busts and heritage build-
ings have been subjected to a certain ritual anthropophagy5 by angry masses of 
citizens (Metraux 2011). Among this list of toppled and demolished monuments 
are statues of Christopher Columbus; the beheading and offering of the head of the 
aviator Dagoberto Godoy (believed to be Pedro de Valdivia the conqueror) the statue 
of Caupolicán, in the city of Temuco; the demolished monuments of the entrepreneur 
José Menéndez the exterminator of Fuegians that was deposited at the foot of the 
statue of the Patagonian Indian in the Plaza de Armas in Punta Arenas and the iconic 
statue of Sebastián de Belalcázar de Cali by indigenous communities, among many 
others.6 

5 Ritual Anthropophagy: Métraux conceived the anthropophagic ritual as an active cultural process, 
which cannot be restricted to the aesthetic sphere alone or limited to the Latin American experience. 
The myth lives in the heart of the modern. 
6 Although the debate proposed here mainly addresses events that occurred in Latin America, we 
cannot ignore the series of events that have occurred historically on other continents. After the 
death of George Floyd (2020) by a white policeman in the United States, a series of other statues 
were torn down: the statues of Christopher Columbus in Boston, Miami, Baltimore, Richmond, 
Minneapolis, among other cities; in Bristol, UK the statue of the seventeenth-century slave trader, 
Edward Colston, and many more. This should include the removal of statues by authorities, as a 
form of official de-monumentalization to avoid public backlash; or by simply making uncomfortable
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These are some of the iconoclastic acts that respond to and oppose iconoclasm 
“from above” (Gamboni 2014) through their anthropophagic rituals (Metraux 2011). 
It should be noted that the power of the demolished and re-dressed monument seems 
to have little to do with the value of antiquity or historicity contained in any block of 
stone, marble or bronze. All of them are part of the spoils of war of the revolts and 
insurrections of the twenty-first century that are toppled from the public space, the 
reminders that in the name of progress and civilization, establish the colonial, patri-
archal, racist and classist powers. The dismemberment, impaling and decapitation, 
like acts of war that are, after 500 years of Hispanic and national-state colonialism, 
offered back to us as a symbolic shift in the pagan reappropriation of the metonymic 
act in part for all (Allende 2019). 

The monument’s enduring time, which seemed to be its main promise, is then its 
greatest weakness. The deconstruction and resistance to the monuments topple the 
society that has erected them placing doubt on their eternity (Masotta 2021). 

Added to these iconoclastic acts are sprayed on stencils, graffiti and protest posters 
thus building an archive—a protest blackboard on the cities’ walls (Góngora 2021; 
Molina 2021; Márquez et al. 2021). The walls, as well as the fallen and re-constructed 
statues cry out and denounce not only a defiant attitude and position, but also a way 
of knowing and being in the world that asks us to re-think and un-learn some of 
the principles and devices imposed by hegemonic thought. Protests and revolutions 
condemn the recognition of these Others as subjects of knowledge and citizens in 
social, political and intellectual construction processes (Krotz 1993; Restrepo 2012). 
No longer conquered, enslaved and excluded beings, but as active opponents of a 
colonialist project that nullifies reciprocity and relationality. In these writings on the 
walls, burned heritage, headless sculptures, generals dragged from their horses and 
the mutilated eyes and dismembered bodies of presidents, what is being denounced 
is the annihilating power and exclusive cognitive categories and classifying white 
Western heterosexuals. The de-monumentalizing processes are then offered up as 
processes that break with and disrupt the so pleasant monocultural order and safe 
patrimonial estates (Taylor 2021: 50). De-monumentalizing choreographies that have 
become a privileged space to dispute the heroic narratives of the nation. 

To paraphrase Freedberg (2007) we should question what is it about this monu-
mentality and in these statues that people want to destroy, damage or mutilate? For 
Freeberg, all iconoclasm poses the issue of “embodiment,” or more specifically, the 
thought or perceived reality that is “embodied” in these images. Iconoclastic acts of 
destruction, elimination or mutilation suggest that they are identified as real phys-
ical aggressions to a living prototype (the image). The first iconoclastic instance is 
rejection (De Nordenflycht 2001). There is fear not only of the representation of the 
body, but of the threat that it could be living or come back to life. However, creative 
and destructive acts are not two sides of the same coin but are the same: to create is 
to destroy and to destroy is to create. In this sense, one reacts critically and contro-
versially to the reality of all iconoclasms, but often to change them because to create

symbols disappear, as was the case with the José Martí bust in the right-wing municipality in Santiago 
de Chile. 
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you have to want to destroy something—including the past—and to destroy means 
to create something new. 

This “something new” is, in fact, one of the most relevant aspects of the questions 
at hand. In unequal and segregated cities, destroying the public space and the historic 
center, to the point of making it similar your own neighborhood, your own slum or 
favela, may certainly be a democratizing act of the public space by creating an 
aesthetic and an urban form similar to one’s own. However, according to Latour 
(2018), we should also think about and admit that iconoclasm not only destroys 
an image, an icon, a representation that produces rejoicing or indignation, it can 
also simply generate doubt, restlessness and uncertainty, leaving the future horizon 
hanging in the balance. 

But what should we do with these disgraced statues and monuments? Perhaps 
repair them, clean them and put them back in their place. The truth is that even 
when this restorative act takes place again and again, the persistence of the de-
monumentalizing and iconoclastic act does not seem to end. The restoration of the 
statue of Columbus in Buenos Aires or the police protection of the statue of General 
Baquedano in Santiago, in contrast to the iconoclastic interventions of the anti-racist 
demonstrations of that year in other countries, seem to suggest that the dispute is 
still open-ended, says anthropologist Masotta (2021). And it is—he argues—that all 
monumental iconoclasm, when it cancels on itself, can confuse the symbol with the 
symbolized thing. 

25.6 Uprising Monuments 

Cómo hacer para que los pueblos se expongan a sí mismos? 

Didi-Huberman, 2014 

If some statues have been removed from the historic centers of cities, temporarily 
from the epistemic cages and the interpretive chains that link them to an offi-
cial reading, perhaps they can be protagonists and allies of the social and polit-
ical transformations that take place there (Vignolo 2021). This is the case with 
counter-monuments, uncomfortable or negative monuments, which remind us that 
a nation’s history includes subaltern pain; and that history, even when less violent, 
engulfs memories. On the contrary, history may always be revisited, subverted and 
updated not only to remove the horrors from the pedestals but also to build its 
counter-monuments and honor the victims of that power. 

Some examples are seen in the destruction and burning of the monument of the 
Spaniard Francisco de Aguirre who decimated the Diaguita people, this space was 
later replaced by a monument to Milanka, a Diaguita woman in the city of La Serena, 
Chile. The sculpture of Isabel la Catolica in La Paz, Bolivia, was dressed in a skirt, a 
yellow shawl, an aguayo (woven cloth used to carry babies) and hat like an altiplano 
chola (indigenous person) by activists from the Colectivo Mujeres Creando. The 
monument of the Inca Cahuide resisting the Spanish at the Battle of Saqsaywaman
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in Maca, Peru. The bust of Comanche, the great Afro-descendant leader of the El 
Cartucho slum in Bogota, Colombia. The Afro wigs that the Afro-Caribbean Nelson 
Fory placed on the statues of protagonists such as Christopher Columbus, Pedro 
de Heredia or Sebastián de Belalcazar in Cartagena, Cali and Bogota. Something 
similar happens with the “cross-re-dressing” of the General Baquedano statue and 
three wooden sculptures of Mapuche, Diaguita and Selk´nam peoples turning their 
backs on General Baquedano in Santiago de Chile. 

As Doris Salcedo points out in terms of counter-monuments, these commemora-
tive acts fly freely, no case is made for a political leader, government, or conforming 
to an ideology. It is the agency of the multitude that makes way for fragmentary and 
heterogeneous ways of community living. 

Certainly, in these counter-monument movements, as far as the materiality is 
changing, the works take on a fleeting and ephemeral transient value. Where tradi-
tional monuments were destined to endure and perpetuate over time overcoming 
their own physical death under the conservationist principle, the counter-monument 
has an intransitive character by mutating from one state to another which may even 
lead to its own evanescence. In this way, memory is not housed in the object and its 
materiality, but in the community on whom its transmission now depends. 

The counter-monument reverses the classical relationship between builder and 
observer, between creator and audience. If traditional monuments are fundamen-
tally designed by a principal (State, Church) to teach new generations, the counter-
monument delegates the task of elaboration and commemoration to the collective. 
It is the public intervention and observer that legitimize the existence of the work 
producing an active and communal relationship with the historicity of the monument. 

Far from the spirit of traditional monuments whose commemorative nature ends, 
washes away and petrifies the past, depriving a motherland history of conflicts and 
updating, one of the characteristics of the counter-monument is being antiheroic, 
and therefore, to constitute non-submissive spaces against twentieth century total-
itarianism and colonialism. This implies new ways for memory and commemora-
tion that far from seeking to chronicle time and providing single answers, look to 
experience the ambivalence and uncertainty of memory by always actively merging 
them. The counter-monument seeks to account for absences, hybrid identities and 
disputed memories, its cause is always unresolved and dynamic rather than stable 
and monolithic (Bustamante and Márquez 2022) (Fig. 25.5).

25.7 Notes for a Democratic Public Space (Or How 
to Avoid Urbicide) 

It was proposed at the start of this chapter that within the mobilization context, which 
have taken place in our Latin American cities, urban planning faces the challenge 
of understanding the feelings and opportunities that the protest installs in the public 
space. We certainly cannot deny the paradox that these uprisings leave behind. Along
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Fig. 25.5 Santiago, Chile 2021. Source Alvaro Hoppe (2021)

with the violence that has been part of the revolts in the city and the great devastation 
of infrastructure, architecture and monumentality, it has also been observed that the 
historic center reclaims its prominence as a place of political expression. In this sense, 
we point out that the protests open the possibility to reverse the prevailing agoraphobia 
in our cities. However, in order for public spaces to secure their prominence as 
places of expression and encounter they should: safeguard the diversity of symbolic 
representation in urban landmarks, and above all guarantee political processes and 
the realization of the urban condition for encounter in the common space. In these 
conclusions we seek to respond to our unease and the two working hypotheses that 
were raised at the beginning of the research. 

25.7.1 The Common Space of the Different 

A first working hypothesis that is developed throughout this chapter states that, 
although destruction and debris dominate in protest, they also merge with expres-
sive gestures of vita activa subjectivities and desires. We share the thesis by Didi-
Huberman (2017) when we ask ourselves what the reasons are for the uprising, when 
he points out that behind every revolt lies the strength of memories and the strength 
of desires, when they are inflamed. It should also be mentioned, that according to 
Butler (2010), no uprising is worthy of the name without “a certain radical inner 
experience” in which desires are fed by one’s own buried memories. It is hard to 
imagine revolts with such violence and anger. Anger and such deep discontent that 
when it exploded exposed generations of the long brewing and enduring inequality.
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Hence, it should not surprise7 us that it is young people, women, indigenous people, 
Afro-descendants and sexual dissidents that planned the assault on the present with 
rebellious performances in the street spaces. In the words of Didi-Huberman (2017), 
an assault that thus reverses the heaviness that nails them to the ground. 

In this question about public spaces, we should not forget that many of those who 
march, organize, resist the tear gas bombs and disobey the state of emergency carry 
the banners denouncing the abuse and calling for the emancipation of the “coloniality 
of power” understood as the deep asymmetries that characterize the structural aspects 
of our Latin American societies (Quijano 2000). It is this depth of feeling within the 
revolts, which forces us to rethink the character and quality of public space. It is clear 
that the force and violence seen during these de-monumentalizing processes in the 
public square does not mean the citizens really know who the figures being damaged 
are or why they should be toppled. What is clear is that we are facing gestures of 
anger, pain and deep political meaning. Gestures that chastise the res public and its 
works located in the public and monumental space where the civilizational ethos 
of the project of nation unfolds. Insurrectionist gestures that confront the poetics of 
exclusionary power (Geertz 1999) to dismantle the apparent consensus and regimes 
of representation (Durán 2021; Márquez 2020a, b, 2021). Gestures that remind and 
teach us that history can always be revisited, subverted and updated. It is there, 
in the space of the public, that the protesters oppose the government agenda to 
their own order. Apparently ephemeral interruption of the temporal flow, but where 
progressively changes in the landscape, in the decibel, in the perceptible and in the 
thinkable are visible (Rancière 2010). 

Whether or not the historic centers and their monuments are restored, moved or 
made to disappear, the dispute that iconoclastic and creative practices provoke in the 
monumental-homeland-narrative always questions the definition of what deserves 
to be remembered and protected. Cleaning the statues, monuments and streets will 
not erase the depth of feelings and demands for a more diverse and just society. 
The question is then, how to rethink monuments and public spaces based on this 
diversity of gestures and voices. How and who defines what is worth being protected 
and preserved? How do we make a living memory of these demolished and absent 
monuments? 

For some the acts of de-monumentalization (destruction, mutilation and toppling) 
are a problem limited to public order, and therefore they put all their efforts into 
mitigating their material effects (De Nordenflycht 2001). For others, the underlying 
problem lies in how the iconoclasm and counter-monumentality that stems from 
here contributes to accounting for these damaged subjectivities and therefore the 
decolonization and democratization of our cultures. And with it, the redefinition of 
common spaces in cities. The debate asks the question not only for the presence

7 In the case of Chile, it has been pointed out that the rebellion must include the “excessiveness” 
of a neoliberal model that was built on the principle that every subject is responsible for their own 
destiny (and capital); that the principles of generalized competition are those that govern the day to 
day; and that the promise of integration is always via consumption and credit (Araujo 2019: 19). 
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that fits diverse heritages, but also in terms of the forms of participation for the 
expressions, decisions and occupations of that public space. 

After the revolt where the unrest landscape is left behind, what remains is to protect 
and secure these vita activa common spaces of the “us/we” and of the “others”, 
from identification principles and also distinction and difference principles. Because 
public space is not necessarily the place where the inhabitants of a city exercise their 
equality, but perhaps, the place where they exercise their great differences. In an 
orderly or chaotic way. Chaos as the principle of order (Del Sol 2022). Therefore, 
the city and its public spacesas the revolution teaches us—will be made and nourished 
by these moments of expression and rebellion, always in a complex conversation as 
befits the vita activa. The democratic and contemporary construction of the civitas 
in these terms demands the articulation (and not the elimination) of the landscape of 
protest in the urban landscape, so that the desires for expression and conviviality of 
those who inhabit and come to express themselves and make their political demands 
visible may live together in a more diverse and just city. 

But whatever the answers to these challenges are, the planning and design of our 
public spacesthe mirror of the society we want—can no longer be only sanctioned 
by experts and officials sitting in a governmental or real estate office. Learning to 
read, listen and safeguard these insurrectionary and iconoclastic gestures as black-
boards and creative manifestos of the society we want is an urgency to guarantee the 
(dis)encounter in the common space. 

25.7.2 Squares for the Protection of the Urban Condition 

A second working hypothesis suggests that the revolt and being present processes 
may allow to reverse the agoraphobia and move in the opposite direction to urbicide, 
while opening a way forward to new public spaces, where the decolonial processes 
and celebration of the condition of the urban would be imposed. If at any time in 
Latin American history cities and their historic centers were thought of in an orderly 
manner, the untamed and creative nature of the revolt arrived to break down and 
question these imaginaries. 

“Be Present!” may be a war cry, but it is also an act of solidarity, a testimony, 
or just a positive cry when walking and talking with others. “Be Present!” some-
times expresses a political movement, being together, even if the “other” has been 
disappeared or hides their face. Being present in the public space is always a call 
for mutual recognition to talk about injustice (Taylor 2021). Hence the relevance of 
safeguarding these gestures to Be Present! in each of our cities. 

The philosopher Humberto Giannini pointed out that the cultural history of 
peoples begins, if it ever begins, with movements that are concrete, literary, pictorial 
and musical. First is the experience, the aesthetic experience, as a solid and expres-
sive practice. Then comes philosophy, Giannini said, as a later grace, as a reflection 
that is placed behind this experience (1992: 36). If we apply this premise to the 
revolution, we may say that experience and creative expression is first and foremost.
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Therefore, to paraphrase Rodolfo Walsh, we must never forget that the walls are 
the printing presses of the peoples and sheltered there is a language of many layers 
and coats, leaving the door open to multiple and contradictory readings. Politics and 
public order come later. 

Richard (2007) asks how  to  read  the  conflict of speech between, on the one hand, 
the knowledge qualified from power and, on the other, the unarmed and angry knowl-
edge of subalternity. Indeed, integrating other knowledge into the dialogue and under-
standing of the dis-order and dis-concertation of our cultures is part of the dialogue 
to be built. In times of revolt and pandemic, these other knowledges have their own 
modulations, on the streets, burning monuments, looting supermarkets, marching 
indefatigably, shouting, singing and also creating. In all these embodied gestures 
there is other knowledge that demands sovereignty, that is, the right to a place in the 
construction of culture and decision-making. But re-thinking public spaces means 
above all crossing the limits, binding and merging into and with this knowledge 
in motion. Because in these expressions “cultural agency” is not individual, but 
collective; it is neither institutional nor structured, but rhizomatic and flexible. The 
administration of difference and critical otherness are woven hand in hand with the 
historical production of “the others of the nation” (Segato 2007). Hence, the redefi-
nition of history and urban life today inevitably has to deal with the spatial, temporal 
and symbolic redefinition of the social relations that are woven here, between the 
center and subalternity. Hence the urgency to ask ourselves how do we read these 
worlds from distant horizons so that we dare to lose our fear of them? 

Overflowing with urban aesthetics, the city becomes a blackboard whose complex 
text must be translated and questioned in order to interpret and (re)think it. In the 
context of democracies, the twisted, fragile and displaced form rises as a new way of 
social structure. In some way, the alterations, interventions, and overthrows constitute 
a call to rethink and revisit new ways of commemorating in the urban space (Mora 
et al. 2020). To guarantee the political processes and the realization of the urban 
condition is in this sense offering promises and conditions that may be installed 
in the public space as a space of diverse and shared emotions. In this sense, one 
square—the main square—is not enough but many squares, so that the expressions 
can be diverse, local and from the territories that are inhabited. Wide and dignified 
spaces filled with demonstrations, rituals, markets, fairs, parties and protests. This 
was urban history in Mesoamerica and South America before the arrival of the 
Spaniards. The cities had large squares or ceremonial centers for organizing and 
shaping the urban and political culture developed there. As in the Inca cities, where 
the kanchas (squares) were political, administrative and religious centers, modeling 
a conception of urban life where everyday culture interacted with the market space, 
ceremonies and political work. Thinking about our Latin American cities after the 
revolts and unrest, requires recognizing that within the disorder of the bodies and 
souls that inhabit them, resides and will reside the poetic force of that noise that the 
kancha installs in our modern urbanity. 

In short, to transform the “patrimonial-homeland” minefields in our cities will 
require opening up to the possibilities of intercultural coexistence that, instead of 
neutralizing our affective or moral disagreements and our ontological, ideological
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and epistemological conflicts, may let us explore everything that is in dispute or 
friction. In short, in the terms of the anthropologist Briones (2020), losing the fear 
of living in friction to find ways of being different together. 
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Chapter 26 
Trends of Urban and Territorial 
Reconfiguration in Metropolitan Buenos 
Aires 

María Carla Rodríguez 

And I learnt that the memory has to be reinvented. 
Only then is it capable of lasting and going through time. 
Liliana Bodoc. Los días del Fuego 

Abstract The chapter explores the urban and territorial reconfiguration trends of the 
metropolitan Buenos Aires in pandemic times. It identifies the effects of the symbolic 
and symbiotic operations inherent to the metabolism of capital in its neoliberal phase 
considering: the signature urban policies, the treatment of public spaces, and different 
modalities of the popular habitat. In the face of the urbicide scenario—the death of 
an exploded and fragmented city in divergent and walled up territories—it presents 
a transduction exercise, which gives visibility to material and symbolic practices of 
a self-managed urbanism where the dividing wall becomes a transitional space that 
connects, combining the horizon and the right to beauty. 

Keywords Urban transformation · Neoliberalism · Urbicide 

26.1 Introduction: “Cities of Walls” in Pandemic Times 

In 2020, most of the world’s population dwelled in cities that, as Henry Lefebvre 
predicted in the early 1970’s (1972), have become “urban developments”. In Latin 
America, the new human settlements, promoted by the State, the market or, to a 
great extent, self-built, are located in outskirts that are increasingly further away and 
geographically segmented. Historical centers depopulate and become tourist areas, 
turned into objects of consumption for wealthy groups. Telecommunications have 
radically changed the way we experience space and time. Borders are reconfigured 
and, as Peter Marcuse stated in the mid 1990’s (1995), gaps, barriers and walls of
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different textures—tangible and intangible—increase between those who can and 
cannot afford material and symbolic goods. 

The covid-19 pandemic quickened the pace of transformations in an unprece-
dented way, strengthening the capitalism of digital platforms: the expansion of home 
office, remote education, the consumption of information and communication tech-
nologies, and the viral spread of all kinds of delivery services for those who have 
a home and can afford to stay there and pay. Meanwhile, millions of people have 
been forced to be on the front line of essential services to earn their living or because 
they lack proper housing. During 2020, the public spaces in the cities depopulated, 
and, through the screens, we watched clear skies, clear-looking waters, animals 
boldly wandering about the concrete jungles in different parts of the planet. We also 
witnessed massive human outflows from major cities, such as New York, London, 
and Lima, some of them looking for better quality of life, and others looking for 
survival. The central areas of the cities stressed their “zombie” pattern: neither living 
nor dead, drained from the functions that have been abruptly taken from them and 
decentralized in other locations. 

Sennet (2004) points out two distinct qualities that mark the configuration of 
sociability and the spatiality in the current stage of the financialized capitalism: 
flexibility and indifference. Just as flexible production leads to shallow and short-
term relationships, which increase labor inequalities and an environment that is the 
opposite of democracy in work places, capitalism has also created a regime of shallow 
relationships with the city, underscored by the standardization of the urban setting. 
Work and consumption spaces have become neutral, and they fight against the local 
history of cities and the common stories of their inhabitants. Even though, on the one 
hand, at the turn of the twenty-first century, examples of decolonial, feminist, youth, 
ethnic identities, and environmental, etc., resistance emerged non-stop, on the other 
hand, their political coordination has been highly difficult and uncertain. 

To sum up, the city that integrated and brought together the different ones, favored 
the social heterogeneity, convergence, gatherings, and urbanity as the mediation 
of conflict, is now facing a metropolitan and globalizing dynamic in which the 
supremacy of profit divides, scatters, pulls apart, privatizes, decentralizes, and creates 
new urban and territorial hierarchies. (Delgadillo 2021). 

The “creative destruction” of the capital rationale (Polanyi 2007) underlies this 
dynamic that metabolizes matter, culture, and subjectivity. It partly recycles them; 
it partly shreds, destroys, and/or deserts them, depending on the reproduction and 
growth of profit. Cities, in particular metropolis, acting as the secondary circuit of 
the capital accumulation process (Harvey 2007), have been a privileged object of 
these dynamics (Berman 1989; Caldeira 2007). 

Carrión (2018a) defines this multidimensional and complex process as “urbi-
cide”,1 referring to the massive and selective destruction, carried out with overt 
premeditation and planning in the cities, and which encompasses their different

1 It revisits the conceptualization suggested by Marshall Berman (1989) to account for the urban 
impact of the capitalist modernization in his hometown neighborhood, the Bronx, in the city of New 
York. 
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dimensions: as agora (squares, libraries, monuments), urbs (infrastructure and 
services), civitas (citizenship and vicinity bonds), and polis (administration capacity). 
This murder of the city, considered as a whole, stems from varying situations, which 
Carrión organizes in three types: natural, anthropogenic, and symbolic. 

This conceptualization, in turn, exposes the sensitive nature of “facts”—as some 
pearls that change their color and shine in different hands, as said by writer Ursula Le 
Guin in The Left Hand of Darkness (1968)—articulating productively the narratives 
that question a key aspect of the complexity inherent to the experience of urban 
life: getting together with others, starting off the recognition of the unfathomable 
abyss of differences. On the contrary, the equalizing naturalization of capital, and 
its consumerist illusion of mandatory happiness, builds the planned production of 
oblivion, which sweeps away the material basis, the institutional frameworks and the 
citizen experiences. 

In Latin America, the biggest imaginary in the cities is fear (Silva 2004), turned 
into an urban principle that eliminates the public space (agoraphobia), produces 
the gated, or walled, community (Caldeira 2007) and leads to the loss of commu-
nity lifestyles. Carrión (2018b) adds that the weight of urban violence and crime 
contributes to the legitimization of different punitive policies of public safety. A 
“habit of fear” is naturalized, bred in the outskirts and pervading all the social sectors 
(Rodríguez 2014). However, during the covid-19 shutdown, crimes on the street and 
burglaries decreased, and at the same time, domestic violence went up, especially 
against women and children (Delgadillo 2021). 

Even though toward the end of the 1990’s, the public space seemed to be residual, 
in the first decades of the twenty-first century, and even in the midst of the pandemic, 
some countertrends were seen. The street was once again taken in different ways: by 
graffiti, wall paintings, installations, or big urban parades of different nature. Popular 
vindications of massive protests, such as the ones spearheading the constitutional 
process in Chile after the fuse sparked by the student outrage of the “penguins”, 
the strike started in 2020 in Colombia or the great parades for the legal abortion in 
Argentina, events that drive the masses whose representation nobody can assume or 
channel politically, together with the emergence of the worrying novelty of right-
wing traditional and conservative forces taking to the streets and the formation of 
militias, with the clear, but not exclusive, example of Brazil. 

In this chapter, I will explore these symbolic and symbiotic operations and trends 
of the urbicide metabolism of the capital in my hometown, the City of Buenos Aires. 
From a qualitative perspective, I will analyze the territory reconfiguration trends at 
different scales, locations, and typologies of the habitat of the metropolitan region 
of Buenos Aires.2 It is in part an autobiographical memory exercise, pierced by 
the implications of my citizen and activist experience as related to the processes

2 The definition of Metropolitan Region of Buenos Aires (MRBA) is considered to be the most 
adequate description to capture the territory reconfiguration processes analyzed here. It is a contin-
uous geographical area which includes a population of approximately 14 million inhabitants, 
according to the latest census, and it combines national, provincial and municipal governments. 
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considered.3 Lastly, the analysis brings forward a transduction operation4 —the epis-
temological device suggested by Henry Lefebvre—which postulates the emergence 
of the “right to beauty” as a political and theoretical response to the contemporary 
urbicide, as a discourse and material practice projected from the self-managed resis-
tance urbanism anchored in the praxis deployed from everyday life, which politicizes 
anew the symbolic, territorial, and incarnate dispute for the right to the city, weakened 
in its institutional, juridified and technified reinterpretations. 

26.2 Buenos Aires, Neoliberal City: Territory and Symbolic 
Reconfigurations in Dispute 

I will start the journey through the central city of the MRBA, Buenos Aires, which 
is undergoing an urban renewal process with different turnarounds, whose conti-
nuity may be recognized since the early 1990’s and its foundational conditions, the 
coup d’état of 1976. By and large, the regional transformations on a metropolitan 
scale in these decades included the broadening of the central area (started with the 
Puerto Madero operation), the regional urbanization of the riverside (with milestones 
such as La Boca, Puerto Madero itself and Costanera Sur in the City of Buenos 
Aires, and the costal urban developments in the districts of Avellaneda and Quilmes 
toward the South) and the northern riverside, started in the district of Tigre with 
the Nordelta project. The construction of highways, feeder roads, and major works 
of the metropolitan mobility system with regional and macro-regional importance 
accompanied the changes. The progressive realization of these operations led to the 
permanent dynamization of the process of valuation and the sustained increase in the 
price of land (Herzer 2008). 

The alliance between culture and tourism represents another focal point in the 
transformation of the City of Buenos Aires. In a progressive and sustained manner, 
some actions were added, such as the scheduling of cultural events in the city, tradi-
tional tourism exhibitions, and the growth of the city’s cultural tourism agenda in 
the offers of travel agents. The successive administrations boosted several neighbor-
hoods of the city in terms of tourism. The flagship cases were the more traditional

3 In particular, related to the development of self-managed cooperativism in central areas of Buenos 
Aires city by the Federation of Self-Managed Cooperatives MOI, Movimiento de Ocupantes e 
Inquilinos. Methodologically, I combine the review and analysis of records and field notes of these 
activist experiences with the results of a longitudinal research that I have directed in the context of 
the Area de Estudios Urbanos del Instituto de Investigaciones Gino Germani de la Universidad de 
Buenos Aires referring to the territorial transformations of the metropolitan area of Buenos Aires 
and the role of housing policies implemented under different designs and locations in that territory 
(within the framework of UBACYT UBA programming from 2002 to the present). 
4 Traduction, from information related to reality—everyday life—as well as an issue stated by this 
reality, elaborates and makes up a theoretical object, a possible object. It entails a balance between 
the concept framework used and empirical observation. It presents thoroughness in the invention 
and knowledge of utopia. (Lefebvre 1972). 
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neighborhoods of La Boca and San Telmo in the South, and Palermo and Recoleta 
in the North. The idea of “current” culture was promoted, which is evident in vital 
functions attributed to the urban entity: “culture is breathed in”, “tango is lived”, 
“Buenos Aires lives in all the corners of the city”. 

Simultaneously, a scenario of many houses without people and many people 
without houses has exacerbated. The right-wing political force that took office in the 
city after the demise of the local progressivism in 2008, and has stayed in power up to 
now,5 has systematically upheld the decision to weaken or destroy institutional and 
legality frameworks promoted and useful for popular sectors, which had been created 
after the return to democracy in 1983 and, in particular, with the political autonomy 
of the city, expressed in the constitution of 1996. It was enacted in the context of a 
process of participation and gathering in the local public arena between progressive 
political forces and a broad range of urban social movements and organizations of 
civil society.6 

The strategy of local neoliberal governance (Theodore et al. 2009) included the 
violation of certain laws, such as article No. 31 of the Constitution of the City7 the Act 
148 and the Act 341, which establish guidelines and instruments that have a strong 
public and decommercializing element to approach the different situations of the 
urban public habitat: slums, tenancy, hostels, squatting, overcrowding, unoccupied 
buildings, and building deterioration (Rodríguez 2009). The flipside to this is that, 
according to a survey conducted in 2019, 9.2% of porteño housing for residential use 
were empty, twice as high as the average in other Latin American cities, and which 
is concentrated in the neighborhoods with the highest m2 value (Puerto Madero, 
Retiro, Recoleta, and Palermo) (IVC 2019). 

With the continued increase of the value of land and the lack of alternatives 
provided by public policies for access to habitat, the “slums” were the fastest growing, 
self-produced form of habitat, and it has become visible in the urban fabric of the 
city in the last decades. In 2008, the PRO wanted to eradicate them, but as of 2015, it 
has redefined an “integration” policy that is an example of the neoliberal governance 
operation, guided by the rationale of creative destruction at an institutional and terri-
torial level. This dynamic determined the four big interventions in the slums, which 
were chosen according to their importance for the objectives of the overall urban

5 In spite of the national electoral failure in 2019, the PRO kept its local stronghold, to a great extent 
based on its urban policy. 
6 A progressive experience that, when it was expanded at a national level, as the Alliance (Alianza), 
collapsed during the 2001 crisis. 
7 ARTICLE 31. The City acknowledges the right to decent housing and a proper habitat. To that 
end: (1) It gradually solves the housing, infrastructure, and service deficit, prioritizing the people 
from sectors in critical poverty and with special needs of scarce resources. (2) It sponsors the 
incorporation of empty housing, promotes self-managed plans, the social and urban integration 
of marginalized inhabitants, the restoration of precarious houses and the land-title and cadastral 
regularization, with the criterion of permanent establishment. (3) It regulates the facilities that 
provide temporary lodging, making sure to leave out those that conceal leasing (Constitution of the 
Autonomous City of Buenos Aires. 
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policy of the PRO for the southern area of CABA as of 2015: the historical neigh-
borhood 31, Rodrigo Bueno (both on the riverside of the central area), the Playón de 
Chacarita (Chacarita Lot), and slum 20 (Villa 20), in Lugano, a historical district of 
popular houses and housing funded by the State, that the PRO set out to “seduce” in 
their quest for popular hegemony).8 Those interventions intended to create positive 
effects on the renewal and valorization operations in the consolidated urban settings. 
(Rodriguez 2018). 

Planning by projects, slowly but surely, created and reinforced social and spatial 
segregation effects, both at an urban scale and a micro, neighborhood one. New 
retaining walls, barriers, and screens appeared in the mediated slums, which wors-
ened the segregation of these popular neighborhoods from their urban settings. Each 
project intervention led to new sets of works on the borders, intended to relocate 
part of the inhabitants. Highways or avenues fenced and limited their expansion and 
took the self-built blocks out of sight, like the Manchester of young Engels. Facades 
were painted in pretty and quaint colors; lightning was placed; some public spaces 
were improved, and new works of strong symbolism were built, emulating the urban 
model of Medellin.9 

At the same time, new borders were reconfigured in its inner fabric. Improvements 
conceal the deterioration hidden in the heart of the housing structures where construc-
tions have become steadily higher… Energy, water, access to Internet, lighting, and 
ventilation of houses are conspicuous by their absence, but the price of the m2 of the 
room for rent—true and thriving market whose capital is not controlled by anybody— 
always gets higher and is expressed in dollars. This type of rent accounts for up to 
60% of the income of those who can afford it, determined by the position of the 
monopolistic leasing on a public mostly made up by female heads of household, 
migrants, and youth, always under the threat of the possible “express eviction” that 
is not controlled by anybody either (CESBA 2018). Likewise, in some housing struc-
tures, the authoritarian methods of despondency are currently being used again; they 
are typified by Oszlack (1991) with practices such as breaking drinking water pipes 
or leaving mountains of debris that get filled with vermin, so as to make everyday 
life more complicated for those holding on, who cannot or do not want to leave the 
stockade of debris surrounding their habitat. Finally, in some occupations taking place 
in 2021, people are evicted, and everything is burnt (with the social, psychological, 
and environmental effects that this selective violence breeds). 

Repairs were dismissed, and the organizations linked to the community lifestyles, 
and in the name of civil law and contractualism between individuals—ignoring the 
nuance of the original public property of the land intervened—the circuit of the 
informal commodification was encouraged: a “motley crew” mixing capital coming 
from drug and other trafficking to families that have an additional room to improve

8 In the primary elections (PASO) of 2021, Juntos por el Cambio won in the city with 63% of votes, 
but it lost in the commune 8 and in the slums of the city. 
9 The social urbanism of the Medellin model entails (1) a production practice of governable spaces 
(2) that it creates spaces for citizens’ control and standardization, and (3) the productive adaptation 
of the city (Quinchía Roldán 2013). 
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their income. The storyline of the drug dealer relies on the poverty setting and has 
territorial force, under this urban policy that is virtuous for their operation flow. 
Thus, the historical, social, organizational, and cultural characteristics of popula-
tions are subordinated, selectively promoting the implicit acknowledgement and the 
whitewashing of the informal commercial dynamic together with the pastoral ode to 
micro-entrepreneurship (Rodriguez 2018). 

In the same years, also in a systematic and planned manner, the local government 
choked in the budget the housing operations generated in popular organizations, 
such as Act 341/964 for the Housing Self-management, a program that allowed 
the purchase of 118 lots in consolidated neighborhoods between 2002 and 2007, 
and the construction of 1261 houses in 46 projects currently inhabited in centric 
areas of the City of Buenos Aires, with an average surface of 71 m2, through the 
self-management of public resources by cooperatives and other social organizations. 
These processes, focused on individuals’ development, are rooted in the stage of the 
return of democracy, and they led to the resilient installation of territorial milestones 
of a self-managing urbanism that is still active in the city and has a national outreach 
(Rodriguez and Zapata 2020). 

However, urban neoliberalism operates at symbolic and material levels, in the 
invisibility and delegitimation of the popular and decommodificating alternatives 
for the production of habitat. A paradigmatic example was the active boycott to 
the building restoration of the former Padelai, in the heart of the historic center, an 
action carried out by its occupying dwellers together with the professional teams 
of the Architecture School of the University of Buenos Aires and housing NGOs at 
the end of the 1980’s. At present, one of the buildings of the property was used for 
the Neighborhood Management and Participation Center. However, little is recalled 
about the long history and the fight for the use of that public venue, nor about 
the original content of the proposal passed by the City Legislature in 1990, which 
included the construction by the cooperatives of 118 houses and an extensive program 
to provide equipment for the neighborhood and stores, whose income should be 
reused in popular housing in the neighborhood of San Telmo. Additionally, the way 
the city government got rid of these regulations, implemented a variety of strategies 
to break up, selectively co-opt and displace the target population of this project, and 
how it cleared its judicial standing (the property was registered in 1991 under the 
cooperative’s name as co-owner with the city government, which owns 25% of the 
total surface) have been pushed into oblivion. 

The former Padelai is the foundational experience of the urban paradigm supported 
by Act 341/00, in whose executed projects it currently lives, through the concrete 
restoration of the urban heritage with a substantial participation of its inhabitants 
to exercise their right to the city. It is an urban restoration model opposed to the 
one promoted by the PRO administrations, which goes beyond the local scale. In 
this sense, in 2009, the Urban Development Minister back then, pointed out that 
their renewal policies “are part of a transformation process”, which “goes beyond 
the achievements of a specific administration and should be taken as a State policy”. 
It is about the “assimilation of the South to the North”, formulated in 1998 by the
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then City Mayor De la Rúa10 , with expressive symbols in the relocation of the City 
Hall to the neighborhood of Parque Patricios and the decentralization of different 
ministries, among them Education and Social Development, which were relocated to 
the slums 31 in Retiro and 15 in Lugano, as icons of the social and urban integration 
achieved. 

Other individuals made invisible by this urban policy were the dwellers of hostels, 
tenement houses, and squatters, the housing forms of the scattered urban poverty. 
The dispute dealt with in the void of urban centrality had led, in the midst of the return 
of democracy, during the 1980’s, to massive processes of occupation of hundreds of 
public and private buildings, around 250,000 inhabitants, and surrounded by an insti-
tutional context (partisan youths, Human Rights agencies, organizations emerging 
from the buildings themselves, university groups), who advocated for many of the 
contents that were later materialized in the constitution of the autonomous city of 
1996 (Rodriguez 2009). All along the twenty-first century, that memory has tended to 
be eradicated and exorcized. Nowadays, a rerun of the Argentine TV series Okupas 
can be seen on Netflix. Made in the early 2000’s, its plot romanticizes marginality 
and draws a veil over the survival efforts of thousands of families of squatters who 
actually try to escape it. 

Moreover, temporary lodgings “concealing leasing” (article 31 of the Constitu-
tion) have been overlooked; on the contrary, they have been selectively subsidized 
by means of different mechanisms of the local housing emergency policy, currently 
through modern “vouchers” for recipients, which go to certain hotel landlords oper-
ating in the formal urban fabric, as well as, increasingly, rental inside the slums, as 
a local expression of the growing financiarization of informal real state markets in 
Latin American cities. 

Whenever it was possible, the powers that be resorted to some illegal practices 
associated with direct repression, such as the creation of “units for the protection 
of public spaces” aiming at ousting homeless people and, sometimes, pushing them 
toward the slums, which faced the novelty of having people sleeping in their narrow 
corridors. The urban and housing policy thus strengthened the exclusionary nature 
of the city, naturalizing the political decision, actively transformed and reinforced as 
common sense that “you can live where you can afford it”. 

Additionally, it is important to highlight that the national administration in the 
period 2005–2015 was not alien to these trends. A clear example, involving federal 
fiscal property in the South, was the land of the then called “Barrio Huracán” (Huracán 
Neighborhood), bordering the slum 21, in the neighborhood of Barracas, which 
was already the most densely populated one in the city. The land comprises 19 
hectares and was managed by the National Administration Agency for State Property 
(ONABE). After the eviction of 1500 people who had built precarious houses there, 
in 2008, one hectare was given to the University of Buenos Aires, another hectare to 
the Argentine Industrial Union, and the rest was allocated to a great public housing 
operation for middle-income sectors, now called “Estación Buenos Aires”, which

10 Fernando de la Rua, Argentine President between 2000 and 2001, and head of the Alliance. The 
2001 crisis was also the first major crisis of progressivism. 
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Fig. 26.1 Map of AMBA (Area Metropolitana de Buenos Aires) and main cases referenced. Source 
Own elaboration 

involved building 2476 houses and about 900 parking places. In early 2021, two 
thirds of them had not been assigned yet, that is to say, they were empty. The urban 
operation, funded with resources of the ANSES within the context of the PROCREAR 
program, occupied the area that should have been used for the swelling of the slum 
21–24, where the densification, degradation of dwellings, and the informal room-
renting market had reached unprecedented levels in those same years, together with 
the lack of basic water, sanitation, and infrastructure services (Fig. 26.1). 

To sum up, the sustained creation of new quality public spaces led to losing sight 
of the intensification of spatial segregation and the growing barriers against wide 
social sectors to inhabit this renewed city. Constitutional rights have been distorted 
and violated, and collective memories of popular struggles have been weakened. The 
flexible planning and the market culturalism, persistently activated by means of the 
urban, touristic, and cultural policy along the decades, make up an economic and 
ideological aspect that aimed strongly at the production of hegemony, blurring the 
perceptions and classifications of the benefits and damages unequally produced and 
distributed. 

26.3 Old and New Trends in the Urban Segregation During 
the Pandemic Present 

Sometimes you just want to have a glass of water to drink, you can do it anywhere in Buenos 
Aires, except in slum 31 and the rest of the slums in the city. 

One neighbor who cannot stay home.
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In the pandemic, the urban renovation policy promoted in the City of Buenos 
Aires continued the previous trends, supported by the political force of the local 
executive power with a majority. In this stage, there was an attempt to revitalize 
those areas particularly affected during the pandemic (downtown) by means of tax 
exemptions, public lands continued to be given away (Costa Salguero, Parque de la 
Ciudad), 16 new urban consortiums were approved, as well as the feasibility of a 
major urban project on the riverside, boosted by the developer IRSA, by means of 
its rezoning (former Sport City of Boca Juniors). With a rhetoric that stresses the 
possibility of generating public spaces for all citizens, the disposal of public lands and 
the passing of specific legislation for developers of big lots are advanced, achieving 
the convergence of two seemingly opposing processes. 

The executive power in CABA also worked on a plan to renovate the downtown 
area, which seeks to give a new function to the zone by recovering the residential use 
of the land11 , as a response to the sharp decline of activities and traffic, given the close 
of offices and stores. The granting of financial and tax benefits is proposed “(…) the 
intention is to turn the downtown area into a residential neighborhood with a mixture 
of uses, public spaces, and vicinity stores. The spirit of the plan is the creation of 
a “15-min city” or “proximity city”, where citizens’ commuting times are reduced 
when it comes to labor or leisure activities, following the Colombian-Parisian urban 
model12 . 

Meanwhile, the housing policy continues to be underfinanced, and investment for 
2021 was 25% lower than in 2016, in values updated according to inflation (ACIJ 
2020). The pandemic arrived in the context of a hegemonic market rationale, where 
the extended and growing process of formal and informal tenancy underscored the 
condition of residential alienation13 . Although evictions were suspended by decree 
(No. 320/2020) for a year in March 2020, rent prices continued to go up (67.2% 
during this year), and properties were taken off the market. Tenants in slums saw 
their pre-existing vulnerable conditions become more exacerbated: as the economic 
impact of the quarantine was greater in the informal labor market, those households 
that were not able to pay the rent faced a greater risk of eviction. (ACIJ 2020). 

“Come and see the desperation at not having water and the fear of catching the 
virus”, said Ramona Medina, a neighbor and leader in the slum 31, at the end of a 
video that went viral on May 3rd, 2020. A few days later she died of coronavirus. 
Ramona lived with her family (seven people), overcrowded in house 79, block 35 of 
slum the 31, and she was insulin-dependent. Many of the members of her family also

11 LA NACION 11-08-2021. 
12 From the need to decarbonize cities, given the environmental crisis of the climate change, a 
planning that resumes the proximity city as a solution is proposed, driven by the Mayor of Paris, 
Anne Hidalgo, reelected in 2020 for a second, six-year term, and Carlos Moreno, a mathematician, 
an expert in urbanism, scholar and entrepreneur (Mayorga 2021). 
13 As Madden and Marcuse (2016) point out, the idea of “feeling at home” is opposed to residential 
alienation. The concept of alienation, applied to the residential field, helps understand the experience 
of the struggles for housing and shed light on the connections between the housing crisis and personal 
crises. The residential alienation happens when a capitalist class captures the production process of 
dwelling and exploits it for its own benefit (Madden and Marcuse 2016, p. 59, own translation). 
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caught the virus. During her funeral, the new house was allocated. The organization 
where she belonged, La Poderosa, stated: 

“Gritting our teeth, hitting the keyboard, containing our rage and spitting tears, we have to 
write this shit, to tell you all the things that Ramona said in the past, all the things we were 
tired of yelling for two months, all the things they didn’t want to hear…”. “Ramona did not 
die! Ramona was killed…!” 

La Poderosa. Public statement. May 2020 

On https://www.instagram.com/tv/CASnNDugc6B/?utm_source=ig_embed 

They exposed that the relocation of her family was postponed during four years, 
that the request to be included in the risk group was ignored, that the health posts 
did not have the necessary basic supplies, that the first cases in the slum were not 
isolated in time, that the neighborhood lacked water during 12 days in the midst 
of the pandemic, and that reality was camouflaged with ghost programs that were 
outside of the territory. 

Ramona’s commitment was echoed in the sanitary brigade that was named after 
her, in the University of La Plata, and it replicates that line in their epidemiological 
work in the popular neighborhoods in the periphery of the capital city of the province 
of Buenos Aires. In 2021, in one of the narrow streets of the slum, Ramona’s face 
appears impressive on a wall, painted a few meters from the place where her house 
used to be, and now only a pile of debris remains. Just as Ramona’s house, hundreds of 
houses were demolished after the relocation. The Government of the City of Buenos 
Aires left the debris in situ, up for grabs for anyone who wants to take it. 

“Honestly, there isn’t much urbanization. The block where Ramona lived is totally 
filled with debris, destroyed, with rats, full of stuff and garbage”, said Pamela 
Andrade, a leader in the House of Women and Gender Variance Groups, also renamed 
“Ramona Medina”, a space where Ramona assisted in a health post. “In this block, 
there are families living that have to coexist with the concern to not get covid or 
any other illness created by these conditions”. This way, the self-built housing struc-
ture continues with irregularities and marked by inaccessibility to basic services. 
During all of 2020, with no salaries or rest, the community cooks, as well as gender 
and health workers, among others, kept the neighborhoods together, sharply impov-
erished, such as the slum 31. The same situation of vulnerability made visible by 
Ramona Medina’s death is faced by so many other community workers that, even 
though they are the first one to leave to provide care, are the last ones in the lines of 
the State.14 

Living in poor conditions on the street was another hot topic in pandemic times. 
Homeless people were particularly vulnerable: apart from the risk of catching coron-
avirus, many places that helped them with food closed, and the possibility of having 
little jobs disappeared. It is a risk group, as 38% have existing health conditions and 
over 10% are 60 years old or older, the age with the highest mortality rate for covid-
19. Data from the latest popular census carried out in 2019 estimated their number in

14 http://anccom.sociales.uba.ar/2021/05/17/un-ano-sin-ramona-Y-la-villa-31-sigue-sin-agua-pot 
able/. 

https://www.instagram.com/tv/CASnNDugc6B/?utm_source=ig_embed
http://anccom.sociales.uba.ar/2021/05/17/un-ano-sin-ramona-Y-la-villa-31-sigue-sin-agua-potable/
http://anccom.sociales.uba.ar/2021/05/17/un-ano-sin-ramona-Y-la-villa-31-sigue-sin-agua-potable/
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7251 people (ACIJ 2020). This vulnerability became tragic, with criminal, violent, 
and fascist reactions, such as the case of a woman who was intentionally set on fire 
and burnt alive in July 2020, under the 25 de Mayo Highway, in the centric neigh-
borhood of Constitución. After setting her on fire together with her belongings, the 
murderer-neighbor walked away undisturbed, as registered by surveillance cameras 
nearby. The video became viral and in many centric neighborhoods, such as San 
Cristóbal, Balvanera, and Monserrat; the mattresses and belongings of the homeless 
were intentionally set on fire. Although the context of health, housing, and socioe-
conomic crisis made the situation worse, the budget for 2021, as compared with the 
one in 2020, does not increase the amounts for that population. (ACIJ 2020). 

26.4 Guernica and Nordelta: Divergent Peripheries 
of the MRBA 

Sow pesos and reap dollars 

Real Estate advertisement of Propiedades SA. 2021 

The crisis is huge because two different worlds are being created: a ghetto locked up in the 
slums and another one in the private neighborhoods. These worlds are increasingly further 
apart, not only in terms of income. They do not share codes. They have very different dialects 
and aesthetics. The government and the powerful cannot or do not want to bridge the gap 
between those two worlds. 

Rodrigo Zarazaga. Jesuit priest15 

Buenos Aires is an example of the way the peripheries of Latin American cities 
have tended to a growing socioeconomic polarization and fragmentation, intensified 
at a small scale. Since the 1990’s, high-income sectors were involved in a scat-
tered, low-density urban expansion that was juxtaposed with the historical precar-
ious popular urbanization, self-built from irregular divisions into plots and informal 
settlements on degraded and flood-prone lands, so far undisputed (Pirez 1994). Gated 
communities, country clubs, and sailing clubs were deployed ignoring the negative 
impact on the local and regional environmental conditions (Pintos and Narodowski 
2015). 

At present, there are about 600 gated neighborhoods in the metropolitan area 
of Buenos Aires that occupy approximately 50,000 hectares (two and a half times 
the surface of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires, but a third of its population, 
about 300,000 inhabitants). (Venturini et al. 2020). Data collected between 2006 
and 2016 show that 46% of the surface added to the conglomerate of the Greater 
Gran Buenos Aires belonged to these gated neighborhoods, as opposed to the 14% 
of the informal settlements (Lanfranchi et al. 2018); 28% of this surface belong to 
168 neighborhoods developed in the expansion strips of the second and third belts

15 La Nación, 1-9-2019. 
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between 2001 and 2020, and 55% of them were settled on wetlands and decapitated 
soil (Apaolaza and Venturini 2021). 

In the middle of the pandemic, this expansion model by means of gated neigh-
borhoods unfolded together with the construction of the Presidente Perón Highway, 
which shapes the third beltway ring of the City of Buenos Aires16 , and continues 
the Camino del Buen Ayre up to Provincial Route 2. This road project changes radi-
cally the accessibility conditions and the land value trends in districts on the SW of 
the MRBA (for example, Ezeiza, Esteban Echeverría, San Vicente, and Presidente 
Perón), where gated neighborhoods projects have multiplied. 

The opposing side of the gated communities is the massive phenomenon of land 
occupation, which, over time, is consolidated as self-built settlements. This process 
started at the same time and with more visibility than building squatting in the 
central city, in the early 1980’s, as a consequence of the growing impoverishment 
and the exclusionary policies carried out by the civic-military dictatorship. From then 
onward, with its cycles and fluctuations, land occupation has not stopped. Between 
2001 and 2015, 300 plot occupations were recorded, which were later consolidated 
as neighborhoods, involving approximately 400,000 inhabitants. Most of them, 24 
out of 25 attempts, fail and end up in evictions. 

The complement of these divergent spatial forms is a deeply unequal division and 
ownership of the economic, social, and environmental benefits and costs, with strong 
income transfers to the private sector and the generation of scattered, low-density, 
privatized and segregated peripheries (Apaolaza and Venturini 2021, Ciccolella 
2014). According to Smith, a key component of gentrification is the construction 
of the border myth, with the idea of “taking the city to the countryside”, to enjoy 
the urban comforts in a setting infused with an idyllic rural context and an alleged 
environmental high quality (Pintos and Narodowski 2015). 

Far from the fictional storytelling, the peripheries of the MABA are settings 
of contradiction and disputes between the concentrated real estate capital and the 
popular sectors that fight for the access to land and housing. The conflict that arose 
in July 2020, in the pandemic, in the district Presidente Perón, between the gated 
neighborhood San Cirano and the occupation of land known as Barrio Guernica 
Unido, is a clear example of it, and evidence that behind this tension there are also 
different city models at stake (Venturini et al. 2020). 

In the town of Guernica (Pesidente Perón district), on the South of the Metropolitan 
Area of Buenos Aires (MABA), 98 hectares were occupied between July and October 
2020 by approximately 2500 poor families in need of access to land and housing. 
The owners of the land, a firm ironically called El Bellaco (Rogue) S.A., focus on 
real estate enterprises, and they plan to build the gated community complex of the 
San Cirano Rugby Club there, and they have not been able to reliably demonstrate 
ownership of the land with the corresponding documentation. However, the intricate 
process of negotiation and factual pressure involving the province and local govern-
ments and the Justice, ended up in a huge operation with 4000 police officers and

16 After General Paz and the Camino de Cintura, and before the Provincial Route 6. 
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the violent eviction of the resisting families, the burning of shelters made with sticks 
and plastic, and scenes of rage and panic.17 

Thus, it was evidence of a State that, through Justice and a repressive instrument, 
operates as guardian of the speculative private ownership of the land, which strives 
to preserve that privilege to take ownership of the social surplus at all costs. This is 
opposed to the popular self-managed housing. During the period that the retrieval 
of the Guernica lands lasted18 , the neighbors also recovered popular organization 
schemes and memories of resistance, assigning delegates by block, zone, and neigh-
borhood. In addition to sustaining the immediate everyday life, accompanied by 
organizations, students, and professionals of the public university (in this case, from 
the Schools of Geography and Architecture of the UBA), they started an emerging 
urbanization process through the division into plots, laying out streets and squares, 
or access to services such as electricity. The made surveys onsite and designed a 
unified neighborhood project, in agreement with the assemblies of delegates and 
organizations. A product of urban quality was prepared in a participatory manner, 
which considers the integration of the new neighborhood to the existing urban fabric, 
within the provisions of Act 14,449 for the Fair Access to Housing. 

It was not enough… legislation, as is the case with Act 14,449 for the Fair Access 
to Housing, is harmless and insufficient. Its implementation is very limited, and it 
depends on the criteria of the towns, which, in this instance, show their agreement 
with real estate interests and a lack of critical sense in terms of the effects of the city 
model that they call for. 

Therefore, one year after the swift eviction operation19 , only now does the urban 
proposal promoted by the province take shape, involving 860 land plots for the 
families surveyed that, to a great extent, have scattered and live crowded where 
they can… On the other side, the Country & Club San Cirano, projected over 361 
hectares with 1600 plots of 950 m2 each divided into five neighborhoods. Among 
their amenities, the project includes three artificial lagoons for water sports. 

This urban model was launched by Nordelta (district of Tigre) in the 2000’s, and 
it has all the elements of the neoliberal urban planning. As Janoschka (2006) points 
out, the change of hands of 1600 hectares was made as state payment to two private 
companies that were very important in the construction of social housing at that time. 
As a result of the regular flooding and the heavy investment needed for its condi-
tioning, that surface bordering on the urbanized limit of the district of Tigre was 
unused and empty. In order to comply with regulations (Act 8,912/77) and urbanize 
it, it was necessary to lift the embankment four meters in all, which required consid-
erable investment to dig great surfaces for artificial lakes and significant blindness 
regarding degradation and adverse effects—flooding—both for the people from the

17 (Source) https://www.dw.com/es/argentina-violento-desalojo-en-predio-de-barrio-de-guernica/ 
a-55442116. 
18 The symbolic dispute was expressed between “usurp” (private), “occupy” (political actors, a 
more expanded term), and “retrieve” (social organizations with a rights perspective). 
19 Led by the Security Minister of the Province, who has a long history of intelligence activities 
regarding picketer organizations, and who has political aspirations to become the governor of the 
province, showed up at the place dressed as Rambo and carrying war weapons. 

https://www.dw.com/es/argentina-violento-desalojo-en-predio-de-barrio-de-guernica/a-55442116
https://www.dw.com/es/argentina-violento-desalojo-en-predio-de-barrio-de-guernica/a-55442116
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adjacent popular neighborhoods and at a regional scale (lower basin of the Luján 
River) (Pintos and Narodowski 2015). 

Initially, the project, with a modernizing drive, proposed building a new urban 
center with a social mixture. It was designed in collaboration with the Societé des 
Villes Nouvelles, the state-owned French association responsible for the develop-
ment of the new cities in the Parisian outskirts (Paris is always present). The master 
plan was approved in 1991 by means of a decree of the province governor, but with 
a substantial modification, stating as the maximum occupation limit possible the 
proposed occupation density. This maneuver opened the door to the interest of real 
estate investment. The company Nordelta SA was created, and Eduardo Constantini 
made an appearance, becoming the president of the society, with a majority stake. 
The project transformed drastically its concept and took the shape of a setting with 
about twenty gated neighborhoods that operate independently, with a separate secu-
rity service. Each neighborhood was assigned, through selective marketing, its own 
identity, segmenting groups and profiles of high and upper-high income. Each neigh-
borhood in particular is coordinated in smaller units by means of physical barriers 
and their own security checkpoints, the layout of streets and the lot division that 
currently accommodates approximately 40,000 people. 

Nordelta is consistently present in major newspapers. As of late, in 2020 during 
the pandemic crisis, it has been so because of the proliferation of capybaras, which 
the popular imagination has translated on social media as processes of taking and 
recovering their habitat. These small animals are, lucky for them, treated by the 
public opinion more kindly than homeless families. 

Nordelta residents are used to living together with these animals, but the conflict 
arose because their number has grown in the last months, and they have been involved 
in different attacks to pets, traffic accidents, and damage to gardens. This overpop-
ulation happened because in the last years, there has been an important destruction 
of areas that were not intervened, and they were deforested to build, and this pushed 
capybaras to venture into the areas with houses to look for new spaces and food. 
Among the proposals to address the conflict, one of them was breaking the rela-
tionship between neighbors and animals, and fencing houses to avoid their access. 
“Then, we would obtain a reduction of the population by their own will” (one of the 
residents, who is a biologist). An eradication plan that reminds us of some eviction 
protocols “with rights” suggested for human populations. 

In fact, the audio message of one of the residents had become viral, where she 
complained about the presence of some neighbors who were drinking mate on the 
riverside: “They don’t seem to be bad people, but they come from neighborhoods 
that are not very good visually”. “I want to rest visually, because I have moral and 
aesthetic values”. 

The capybara debate gave voice one more time to those who claim for a Wetlands 
Act to stop the advance of the neoliberal capitalist urbanization over these ecosys-
tems, vital as fresh water reservoirs, regulators of flooding and home to great biodi-
versity. In the Paraná delta, the second most important river in Latin America after 
the Amazon River, wetlands are jeopardized by the real estate business, in addition to 
the fires provoked to get lands for cattle or agriculture. This way, the discussion about
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the environmental impact of the advance of big urbanizations came to the forefront, 
as well as the other discussion regarding wealthy people who self-isolate in exclusive 
areas, disrespectful of the environment: people and nature are objectified. 

26.5 Between Urbicide and the Right to Beauty: Walls 
that are Murals and Landmarks of Self-managed 
Urbanism 

It is not to stay home, 

That we make a home… 

Juan Gelman 

On the margins and urban interstices, resistance and resignifications arise in the 
face of these urbanicidal trends. Re-ownership of the walls that become murals and 
landmarks of a self-managed urbanism built from small circles, among the symbolic 
material debris of our cities. Fragments that rewrite the right to the city and come 
from the need to regain history, to banish the oblivion of destruction and build the 
citizen memory, typical of the city‘s self-government. 

In the city, there is a myriad of interventions on walls, facades, and even blinds. In 
historical neighborhoods, in gentrified neighborhoods and in popular neighborhoods. 
Urban art in its diversity, and mural art in particular, is taking over the streets; there 
are mural art meetings and congresses, and murals that were painted just months, 
weeks, or days ago, that converse with architecture and the sense of belonging of 
the communities that contain them. An interesting example, to invite to walk about 
the neighborhood and fight insecurity, fifteen artists20 intervened the blinds in the 
centric commercial area commonly known as “Once”. The blinds of the stores tell 
the story of the neighborhood, since Plaza Miserere was a slaughterhouse until the 
present, reviving highlights such as “La Balsa”, written in the legendary bar La Perla, 
birthplace of local rock ‘n roll. The intervened blinds are displayed once stores close, 
and the restlessness of the streets gives way to the possibility of a poetic excursion. 
In the neighborhood of La Boca, a current muralist, Segatori, contributed with the 
longest mural in the world (2002 m2) to pay homage to the great muralist of the first 
half of the twentieth century, Benito Quinquela Martín, who captured in his murals 
the everyday lives of the port city and its migrant workers, thus giving continuity to 
the historical narrative of the working-class neighborhood. Mural artists also seek to 
“make the invisible, visible” and raise their voice in public about vital topics, such 
as climate change, as can be seen in the mural along Juan B. Justo Ave., near the 
revamped Palermo Hollywood. Sometimes, they go along neighbors’ participatory 
decisions, as is the case of the mural tribute to the Argentine musician Gustavo 
Ceratti, leader of Soda Stereo, connecting the neighborhoods of Agronomía and

20 Some of the participating artists were Alfredo Segatori, Nora Basilio, Ignacio Pomilio, and Darío 
Parvis. 
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Fig. 26.2 Mural in the 
neighborhood of La Boca. 
Source Own elaboration 

Villa Devoto, and whose theme was chosen by popular voting. Murals and the wider 
spectrum of urban art reclaim stories, biographies, and symbols, and they outline 
another urban geography, more or less ephemeral and diverse, reliving the sense of 
public space. Self-managed, driven by the public sector—because its contribution is 
increasingly valued in cities—or also by companies, which deem it a communication 
tool. In the pandemic, routines have been more strongly linked to the places where 
we live, and that seems to have encouraged the connection with the activities in the 
neighborhoods of urban artists (Fig. 26.2). 

The fight for the realization of the right to the city has also created milestones 
of a self-managed habitat (Jeifetz 2012), which revealed the significant differences 
when addressing the covid pandemic, as could be acknowledged in the cooperative 
associations of the MOI Federation. The participatory research21 made it possible to 
learn the following characteristics: 

(a) Having a proper and beautiful habitat as a trench for resistance. 

Where residential complexes were built, with their community equipment and catered 
for with infrastructure and services that materialize the right to the city (such as 
the cooperative La Fábrica in the neighborhood of Barracas, or the cooperative El 
Molino in Constitución), people and families have been able to adopt the isolation,

21 Carried within the framework of UBACyT Project 20020190100082BA. Urban territories in 
transformation: public policies of habitat and infrastructure and dynamics of living in the AMBA 
(2010–2022)—directed by María Carla Rodríguez. The analysis of the emergency conditions of this 
particular type of organization and resistance to neoliberalism, which differs from other predominant 
responses configured from the condition of subalternity, is expanded in Rodríguez (2020). 
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hygiene, and care measures because the materiality is there (housing, its size, the 
infrastructure). This was also verified where there are Temporary Housing Programs 
self-managed by the members of the cooperative societies. It is important to point out 
that the families of the cooperative are mainly part of the same social sector, made 
up by informal workers, with unstable jobs of self-employed who, given the absence 
of appropriate public policies, become the customers who rent rooms in the slums 
and bad hostels, or else have devotedly created the self-built popular neighborhoods 
themselves (Rodríguez and Zapata 2020). 

(b) Having common “savings” and its community use in the emergency. 

Creative and efficient methods were also observed, in which resources previously 
created as permanent and everyday practices developed by the self-managed cooper-
ative organizations of the entire country were used (with their raffles, their fairs, their 
“saving installments”, their “ice cream sales”, their fixed accounts, surplus carefully 
put aside in the context of the planning of works done). The collective capacity to 
generate and manage some community and work capital has functioned as “safety 
savings” available in the crisis, which is very different from the situation of isolated 
families completely indebted. Cooperatives were able to determine the use of those 
common resources to address the most pressing needs of some of their partners. 
This capacity for action, which is not infinite, and would need the State and public 
policies to gather support and volume, also shows powerfully the virtuous aspects of 
the potential of the popular economy with a self-management perspective. 

(c) Coexistence and care in self-managed cooperation. 

There is also a set of virtuous immaterial effects of the existence of the community 
and organizational bond under the principles of self-managed cooperation. 

The management capacity acquired has been translated into small and meaningful 
actions, for example, people who can do digital procedures to help those who have 
a harder time, support to manage the delayed subsidies established by the national 
administration to face the emergency, collective claims to service companies, and 
a connection that is even more subtle to share takes place between the families 
themselves. Each cooperative has displayed some capacity for action toward their 
associates, as well the network of inter-consultation mechanism within the framework 
of the MOI and with others. 

Living together for years, implementing collective organization practices, 
strengthened another capacity, which became relevant in the context of the emer-
gency: carefully looking at and listening to children, women, the most vulnerable, 
to crying and disruptions, setting up an alert collective agency, supported within the 
framework and the guidelines of the federation to stop domestic violence. This way, 
the network of the cooperative has also been discussing collectively their coexistence 
with small, big conflicts, and cultural risks regarding topics such as respecting the 
shutdown, common payments, and the challenges of everyday proximity commuting. 

This local community capacity, in turn, is boosted by the organizational construc-
tion network, with its specific devices and environments, especially kindergartens, 
a space that is watchful of children’ education in the current context, their food
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needs, the relationship with the neighborhood, the dialogue and support to the most 
vulnerable people and families, a physical nutrition, but also subjective, cultural, and 
spiritual. At the same time, popular artists of the cooperatives, who were confined, 
found time and space to deepen their creative production, popular painters and educa-
tors embarked on new expressive projects and share their works on social media 
(Figs. 26.3 and 26.4). 

Fig. 26.3 Cooperativa La Fabrica. MOI Federation. Source Nestor Jeifetz 

Fig. 26.4 Cooperativa La Fabrica. MOI Federation. Source Nestor Jeifetz
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26.6 Colophon. In the Face of Urbicide, the Right to Beauty 

Among the debris of this civilization crisis, I would like to give visibility to the emer-
gence of a resilient and proactive self-managed urbanism, focused on the recreation of 
what is common, the neighborhood interaction and the reordering of the public space; 
all of them are aspects opposed to the hegemonic discourse flexibility/indifference, 
repeated in all the urbicide processes of creative destruction inherent to the neoliberal 
urban rationale, and the obsession of the urban project. 

Its main characteristics are: 

. The reasoning of participation, both individual and collective, focused on people’s 
development, opposed to the rationale of profits. 

. The production of habitat as a fixed asset, opposed to the production of 
commodities. 

. The transfer of resources to popular organizations to carry out productive 
processes of habitat. 

. The practice of individual-collective construction of rights against the assistance 
mentality and the establishment of public–private monopolies to manage poverty. 

. Comprehensive vision of habitat as opposed to a sectoral vision that is “a roof”. 

. Historical approach, oriented toward practices and processes that nurture senses 
of life compared to an ahistorical idea. 

. Right to the city understood as the universalization of access to the urban centrality 
(full access to all the flows, networks, services, and structures of opportunity 
typical of the urban life) as opposed to the exclusionary social-spatial rationale 
(you can live where you can afford it). 

. City architecture as a party that interacts with urban neighborhood collective 
settings as opposed to the object architecture in the materialization of habitat. 

. Democratization of knowledge, gathering of wisdom and access to “design”: 
beauty as a right. 

. Dispute and transformation of the state, regulatory, and programmatical institu-
tionality in keeping with previous criteria. 

The development of unique and collective subjectivization methods related to 
these practices starts off the acknowledgement of other forms of sensitivity, an 
intersubjective relationship with the other, creativity, production; of an existential 
uniqueness that seeks to agree with a desire, an enjoyment for living, a will, all that 
aimed at making changes and/or openings in the pervasive subjectivity system. That 
is why, at the symbolic and cultural levels, the self-managed collective practices 
for the production of habitat tend to put a strain on and pierce the binary cate-
gories that make up organization aspects of the hegemonic common sense or objec-
tive knowledge: feminine/masculine; normality/madness; public/private; productive 
work/reproductive work, formality/informality. 

History is regained in its role as a shared and intergenerational experience that 
gives identity and sense to the subjectivization process. That is why the circle, as 
in dances of old, is a permanent figure of the layout of bodies in the spaces of
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self-management organization. Mediator of the recreation of social space, it rede-
fines the transitional continuous from the intimate to the public, providing it with 
a democratizing political nature, where we see each other’s faces, and the collec-
tive and personal energies are interwoven and channeled. This is expressed in the 
programmatical and project definitions, that is to say, by means of the treatment of the 
different residing spaces and the treatment of their transitions. The transitional spaces 
(the gradient of unveiled spaces of private use, streets, and common yards, settings 
such as empty plants, covered, and uncovered equipment open for neighbor use.) 
arise as an alternative against the walls of neoliberal urbanism and its dichotomous 
violence. 

From there, the transduction operation, following the epistemological model 
suggested by Lefebvre in the 1970’s, which propounds the emergence of the “right 
to beauty” as a theoretical and political response in the face of the contempo-
rary urbicide, as a discursive and material practice projected from a self-managed 
urbanism, from everyday life, which updates and repoliticizes the dispute—symbolic, 
territorial, and incarnated—for the right to the city. 

The urban architecture programs, whose material expression is born in the inter-
action with users, materialized through the control of its inhabitant producers, owned 
and recreated on a daily basis all along the housing cycle, who channel smoothly 
the complexity, allowing shades and diversity, in growing scales and complexities, 
is what we call a “beautiful habitat”. 

Therefore, beauty means the spatial expression that is appropriate to shelter and 
allow the development of the different needs of inhabitants’ everyday life, in a spec-
trum that goes from the intimate environment to the different hues of private, commu-
nity, neighborhood and the urban and public coordination. The intersubjective and 
negotiated treatment and recognition of transitional spaces, always open to the inter-
action and negotiation at these scales of greater complexity, is Ariadne’s thread, the 
alchemy to transform the walls and regain the city and citizenship. 

References 

ACI (2020) Derecho a la vivienda en ciudad de Buenos Aires. Baja presupuestaria para el déficit 
habitacional. On https://acij.org.ar/informe-derecho-a-la-vivienda-en-caba-baja-presupuestaria-
para-el-deficit-habitacional/ 

Apaolaza R, Venturini JP (2021) Cambios de usos del suelo en la periferia del área metropolitana 
de Buenos Aires. Aportes para una teoría de la rent gap periurbana. Geograficando 17(1):e087. 
https://doi.org/10.24215/2346898Xe087 

Berman M (1989) Todo lo sólido se desvanece en el aire. La experiencia de la Modernidad. SXXI 
Editores, Buenos Aires 

Caldeira T (2007) Ciudad de muros. Gedisa, Barcelona 
Carrión F (2018a) Urbicidio o la muerte litúrgica de la ciudad. Occulum Ensaios (online) 15(1):05– 
12. University of Campinas, Brazil. https://doi.org/10.24220/2318-0919v15n1a4103 

Carrión F (2018b) Urbicidio o la producción del olvido. Observatorio Cultural 19(1):28–42

https://acij.org.ar/informe-derecho-a-la-vivienda-en-caba-baja-presupuestaria-para-el-deficit-habitacional/
https://acij.org.ar/informe-derecho-a-la-vivienda-en-caba-baja-presupuestaria-para-el-deficit-habitacional/
https://doi.org/10.24215/2346898Xe087
https://doi.org/10.24220/2318-0919v15n1a4103


552 M. C. Rodríguez

CESBA (2018) La ciudad de Buenos Aires inquilinizada. Un análisis acerca del mercado formal e 
informal de alquiler como estrategia de acceso a la vivienda en CABA. Consejo Economico de 
la Ciudad de Buenos Aires 

Ciccolella P (2014) Metrópolis latinoamericanas, más allá de la globalización. Café de las Ciudades-
OLACCHI, Buenos Aires 

Delgadillo V (2021) La muerte simbólica y material de la ciudad: una aproximación sobre el 
urbanicidio. RevistArquis (online). https://doi.org/10.15517/RA.V10I1.45258 

Harvey D (2007) Breve historia del Neoliberalismo. Editorial Akal, Madrid 
Herzer H (2008) Con el corazón mirando al sur. Transformaciones en el sur de la ciudad de Buenos 
Aires. Espacio editorial, Buenos Aires 

IVC (2019) Report on the occupation condition of housing in CABA. Instituto de Vivienda de la 
Ciudad. Gobierno de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires 

Janoschka M (2006) El modelo de ciudad latinoamericana. Privatización y fragmentación del 
espacio urbano de Buenos Aires: el caso Nordelta. Revista BA deriva 04(1):80–117 

Jeifetz N (2012) Reflexionando sobre la autogestión del hábitat. Desde una mirada de las contradic-
ciones. Contribution to the 1st module of the 2nd cycle of the Escuela de SELVIHP. Quito. In 
www.moi.org 

Lanfranchi G, Cordara C, Duarte J, Gimenez Hutton T, Rodriguez S, Ferlicca F (2018) ¿Cómo 
crecen las ciudades argentinas? Estudio de la expansión urbana de los 33 grandes aglomerados. 
CIPPEC, Buenos Aires. Retrieved from http://www.cippec.org 

Lefebvre H (1972) La revolución urbana. Península, Barcelona 
Madden D, Marcuse P (2016) In defense of housing. Verso, New York 
Marcuse P (1995) Not chaos, but walls. In: Watson S, Gibson K (eds) Postmodernism and the 
partitioned City. Blackwell, London 

Mayorga M (2021) París: la Ciudad de los 15 Minutos. In: Ruiz-Apilánez B, Solís E (eds) A pie o 
en bici. Perspectivas y experiencias en torno a la movilidad activa. Ediciones de la Universidad 
de Castilla-La Mancha. https://doi.org/10.18239/atenea_2021.25.17 

Oszlack O (1991) Merecer la ciudad. Cedes-Humanitas, Buenos Aires 
Pintos P, Narodowski S (2015) La privatopía sacrílega. Efectos del urbanismo privado en la cuenca 
baja del río Luján. Imago Mundi, Buenos Aires 

Pírez P (1994) Buenos Aires metropolitana. Política y gestión de la ciudad. Centro Editor de América 
Latina, Buenos Aires 

Polanyi K (2007) La gran transformación. Crítica del liberalismo económico. Quipu editorial, 
Madrid 

Quinchía Roldan S (2013) Discurso y producción de ciudad: un acercamiento al modelo de urban-
ismo social en Medellín, Colombia. Cuadernos De Vivienda y Urbanismo De La Universidad 
Javeriana 6(11):122–139 

Rodríguez C (2009) Autogestión, políticas del hábitat y transformación social. Espacio editorial, 
Buenos Aires 

Rodríguez P (2014) Santiago de Chile y el hábito del temor a la periferia: la precarización de lo 
urbano en una ciudad neoliberal (1973–2010). Thesis for the Doctorate in Social Sciences. UBA 

Rodriguez C (2018) Políticas de hábitat, villas y ciudad. Tendencias actuales y futuros posibles. 
Occulum Ensaios (online) 15(3):495–517. https://doi.org/10.24220/2318-0919v15n3a4179 

Rodríguez C (2020) Desafiando la alienación residencial. Producción autogestionaria del hábitat y 
comunes urbanos en ciudad de Buenos Aires. ACME. An Int J Critic Geograph 19(3):647–664 

Rodríguez C, Zapata C (2020) Organizaciones sociales y autogestión del hábitat en contextos 
urbanos neoliberales. ICONOS Revista De Ciencias Sociales 67(29):195–216. https://doi.org/ 
10.17141/iconos.67.2020.3964 

Sennet R (2004) El capitalismo y la ciudad. In: Martín Ramos A (Comp) Lo urbano en 20 autores 
contemporáneas. ETSAB 

Silva A (2004) Imaginarios Urbanos: hacia el desarrollo de un urbanismo desde los ciudadanos. 
Convenio Andrés Bello; National University of Colombia, Bogotá

https://doi.org/10.15517/RA.V10I1.45258
http://www.moi.org
http://www.cippec.org
https://doi.org/10.18239/atenea_2021.25.17
https://doi.org/10.24220/2318-0919v15n3a4179
https://doi.org/10.17141/iconos.67.2020.3964
https://doi.org/10.17141/iconos.67.2020.3964


26 Trends of Urban and Territorial Reconfiguration in Metropolitan Buenos Aires 553

Theodore N, Jamie P, Brenner J (2009) Urbanismo neoliberal: la ciudad y el imperio de los mercados. 
Temas Sociales, Ediciones SUR 66(1):1–11 

Venturini JP, Franchicchia A, Apaolaza R (2020) La ciudad que se pierde: autopistas, countries y 
desalojos…Revista Ignorantes(s/n) In https://rededitorial.com.ar/revistaignorantes/especial-gue 
rnica 

María Carla Rodríguez Sociologist (UBA) and Ph.D. in Social Sciences (UBA). Full Professor 
of Urban Theory in the School of Social Sciences at the University of Buenos Aires. Researcher at 
CONICET and the Research Institute Gino Germani of the UBA. Activist for the right to habitat at 
the MOI (Squatters and Tenants Movement of Argentina) since 1991, the SELVIHP (Latin Amer-
ican Secretariat of Popular Housing and Habitat) since 1992, and the HIC (Habitat International 
Coalition) since 2000.

https://rededitorial.com.ar/revistaignorantes/especial-guernica
https://rededitorial.com.ar/revistaignorantes/especial-guernica


Chapter 27 
Anatomy of an Urbicide. Social Housing 
in Santiago 1980–2006 

Alfredo Rodríguez and Ana Sugranyes 

Mit einem Haus kannst du die Leute erschlagen wie mit einem 
Beil. (Heinrich Zille, Berlin, ca.1895 ) [You can kill people with 
a house just as with an axe (Heinrich Zille, Berlín, ca. 1895).] 

Abstract The article describes the case of an urbicide, the social and urban effects 
of the production of low standard social housing in the city of Santiago between 
1980 and 2006. This process had a paradoxical result: on the one hand, many units 
were built in large housing complexes, reducing the quantitative housing deficit; on 
the other hand, the qualitative deficit increased, leaving a footprint of precariousness 
in the city, which persists. The text presents elements of the origin, take-off, rise 
and fall of the housing subsidy, the public financing instrument delegated to the 
private sector for the location and construction of housing for low-income families. 
The complexity of the city shows that housing production cannot be reduced to a 
macroeconomic strategy, a growth machine or a financial capital instrument. 

Keywords Urbicide · Social housing · Urban development 

27.1 Introduction 

Building a lot of houses does not always solve an urban problem. To illustrate this 
point, in this book on urbicide we review the massive construction of social housing 
in a city, Santiago de Chile, during a given period: from 1980 to 2006.1 

This housing policy only contemplated financing the construction of housing 
developments for low-income families. A policy that disregarded, i.e. the structure

1 Period marked by the recommendations of Harberger (MINVU 1978) and closed by the statements 
of Poblete (El Mercurio 2006), as pointed out in the text. 

Translation: Clemen Talvy. 

A. Rodríguez (B) · A. Sugranyes 
SUR, Corporación de Estudios Sociales y Educación, Santiago de Chile, Chile 
e-mail: arsur@sitiosur.cl 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023 
F. Carrión Mena and P. Cepeda Pico (eds.), Urbicide, The Urban Book Series, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-25304-1_27 

555

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-25304-1_27&domain=pdf
mailto:arsur@sitiosur.cl
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-25304-1_27


556 A. Rodríguez and A. Sugranyes

of the city, the specificity of each place, the architecture of the housing complexes, 
let alone the livelihood of the families who were going to live there. The political 
interest was limited to the abstraction of the number and the amount of the granted 
subsidies. 

While this financial process built fragments of non-city, the authorities, interna-
tional organisations and their consultants were spreading the word about the success 
of Chile’s housing policy throughout Latin America. Dazzled either by the successful 
figures of the new housing units, the development of economic and financial activities 
associated with construction, or by the reduction in the number of families living in 
land invasions, the authorities did not take into consideration the material products 
or their urban impact; only figures and statistics. 

As critical observers of this process and its subsequent effects, we were shocked 
to see that as more housing was built, new urban and social problems appeared. 
So much so that, by the end of the period analysed (2006), the main housing 
problem in Santiago was not that of the families “sin casa”,2 as it had tradition-
ally been. A new housing problem appeared with families “con techo”3 (Rodríguez 
and Sugranyes 2005), i.e. families with inadequate new housing, in neighbourhoods 
without services, with impossible to pay mortgage debts, and deprived of the city. 

This public housing policy has left destruction footprints on the city that persist 
up to now and are difficult to erase. This is the issue that we study in Santiago since 
late nineties up to date, and which Raquel Rolnik picks up in Urban Warfare (2019) 
by emphasising the greed of real estate capital in what she calls the “laboratory of 
Chile”. 

27.2 Housing Policy 1980/2006 

27.2.1 Origin 

The origin of this housing policy is precisely traceable. In 1978, in the context of 
a strong process of privatisation and deregulation promoted in Chile by the civil 
military dictatorship, Arnold Harberger, then director of the School of Economics at 
the University of Chicago, gave advice to the officials in charge of the Ministry of 
Housing and Urban Planning (MINVU 1978). He laid the foundations for the urban 
and housing policies of that time, which are still in force today. 

The message he established was that cities grew in a “natural way” and that by 
not recognising this natural way, urban planning destroyed the dynamism of cities.4 

2 Translator’s Note: people living in precarious housing conditions. 
3 TN: people living in subsidized housing. 
4 As the División Técnica de Estudio y Fomento Habitacional points out in the presentation of 
the conversation with A. C. Harberger (MINVU 1978): “Perhaps the most significant contribution 
of these conversations was the concept that there is a “natural” way of occupying space, which 
corresponds to the behaviour of the largest part of the most dynamic population of the city; a natural
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Consequently, the MINVU’s role in guiding urban development was not to impose 
an exogenous order, but to capture market signals, which were to form the basis for 
its action. In this sense, the optimal use of urban land was given by that activity which 
ensured the highest economic profit, which implies that the horizontal growth of cities 
is “a natural economic phenomenon” and that it is “foolish for governments to try to 
put an end to it” (MINVU 1978: 1). Harberger’s influence is in the statements of the 
National Urban Development Policy issued the following year, in 1979. It mentions, 
on the one hand, that a flexible planning system would be applied, removing urban 
limits, with the minimum of state intervention, supported by technical norms and 
generic procedures; on the other hand, that the state would encourage and support 
the creation of an open housing market, which would be the responsibility of the 
private sector (MINVU 1981). 

27.2.2 Take-Off 

From then on, MINVU transferred housing production to the private sector and 
established a financing system that linked state contribution, housing subsidy, family 
savings and a bank loan. The material product of this financing policy was, and still 
is–forty years later–the so-called “social housing”, as a commodity, whose price is 
established in the abstraction of the Unidades de Fomento (UF).5 The top  value of  
social housing was initially 240 UF; it then increased to 400 UF, 600 UF and is now 
over 1200 UF.6 

This housing production finance system, launched in the 1980s in the context 
of the privatisation of public utilities and social security funds, became a central 
point of the financialisation of the economy. At the same time, Santiago’s urban 
land was being reorganised with the eviction of informal settlements located in areas 
of expansion of middle and high-income sectors, and their inhabitants taken to the 
poorer outskirts. Municipal territories were being subdivided, creating homogeneous 
governance areas of high, medium and low incomes. Santiago was ready to implement 
Harberger’s advices. 

The first step taken by the private sector in the framework of this state initiative 
was the purchase of large tracts of low-priced land in what were then the outskirts of 
Santiago. With these private-land banks, the building companies, supported by the 
public housing subsidies, defined the location of social housing and the fragmentation 
of the city.

way that often does not agree with the traditional ideas of urban planning applied until today in our 
country”. 
5 UF: a unit of account that is regularly adjusted, calculated and authorised by the Central 
Bank of Chile for money lending operations in national currency carried out by banking 
and savings companies. https://si3.bcentral.cl/estadisticas/Principal1/metodologias/EC/IND_DIA/ 
ficha_tecnica_UF.pdf. 
6 To date, equivalent to e 40,000. 

https://si3.bcentral.cl/estadisticas/Principal1/metodologias/EC/IND_DIA/ficha_tecnica_UF.pdf
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27.2.3 Boom 

The boom of the system took place in the 1990s. The return to democracy in 1990 
did not change the direction of the housing policies nor their financing instruments; 
rather, it accelerated quantitative production. During the 1990s, a notable decrease 
in the quantitative deficit was achieved, reaching the production of one dwelling for 
every thousand inhabitants, equivalent to the rate of post-war housing reconstruction 
in Germany. The number and population of informal settlements (land invasions), 
was reduced to about two per cent of the total number of households in the country. 
The international consultants began to disseminate this success story throughout 
Latin America, coinciding with the prescriptions of Housing: Enabling Markets to 
Work (World Bank 1993). 

In the mid-1990s, academic articles began to appear criticising the urban effects 
of the massive construction of large housing estates–ghettos–on the periphery of the 
city, far from services. 

At the end of the 1990s, a sense of dissatisfaction started to grow among the 
residents of the new social housing developments with their living conditions, due 
to the small size of the houses or the lack of facilities. In Santiago, a heavy rainfall 
damaged 40,000 new homes, showing that, in its eagerness to reduce the quanti-
tative deficit, the MINVU had lowered the quality of the technical specifications 
of housing materials to reduce construction costs. It was a sign of exhaustion due 
to the progressive lack of interest of building companies, which were discovering 
more profitable niches real estate market. The MINVU was still walking the path of 
successful housing subsidy. Added to this were the effects of the Asian economic 
crisis, which led to an increase in poverty and made it difficult to pay back bank 
loans. 

The living conditions of hundreds of thousands of poor families, inhabiting in 
concentrations of poor quality housing in deficient urban spaces, led to a situation 
that Skewes (2005) analysed by pointing out that “the solution to housing problems 
was to reduce construction costs to a minimum. (…) It is worth questioning whether 
political peace was indeed achieved at the cost of civil violence. This would mean 
that the city ‘s poor, with their insecurity, would be paying the social costs of the 
housing subsidy policy”. (p. 122). 

27.2.4 Decline 

Thus, the 2000s began with a weakened social housing policy. After twenty-five 
years, land invasions began again in Santiago, such as the Toma de Peñalolén. Housing 
debtors organised themselves around the National Association of Mortgage Debtors 
of Chile (ANDHACHILE), demanding to pay their debts in accordance with their 
incomes. Between 2005 and 2006, the government cancelled the mortgage debts
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of some 180,000 families,7 and transferred another 200,000 to private banks.8 It 
initiated new housing subsidy programmes, such as the so-called “Programa de 
vivienda social dinámica sin deuda” (dynamic social housing programme without 
debt), which provided subsidised housing with low pre-savings and no subsequent 
payments. One of the arguments for eliminating credit was the high cost of charging 
low dividends that were appropriate to the income of poor families. The model was 
running out of steam. 

The new government in 2006 acknowledged the urban disaster. That year saw the 
start of the “Quiero mi Barrio” (“I Love my Neighbourhood”) programme, which 
consisted, as Minister Patricia Poblete pointed out, of “recovering these large settle-
ments built in the 1980s (…) as in manageable and habitable neighbourhoods”. “We 
don’t want future governments to have to undo what we have done wrong in housing, 
just as we are recovering neighbourhoods because they were not thought of before”.9 

27.3 The Footprint 

It is relevant to ask why it took so long to reach this decision. 
The housing subsidy policy, distilled in Chile’s laboratory and sold around the 

world, marked the urbicide. One of the biggest obstacles that prevented innovation 
and the proposal of alternatives was the social housing production model imprisoned 
in a captive market, with fully satisfied protagonists. The basis of understanding 
between the state as the funder and a few building companies that had the capacity to 
mass-produce was perfect. More than half of the 220,000 social housing units built 
in Santiago during that period were in the hands of six companies. The business was 
simple: the MINVU assigned the voucher or subsidy title to the applicant families, 
supported them in obtaining mortgage loans (directly or through banks), financed 
the building companies (transferring the funds from the individual subsidies) and, 
at the end of the year, the state returned 31% Value Added Tax (VAT) of the costs 
of building materials. However, the state not only protected the companies, but also 
the banks that granted the credit: the MINVU financed insurance on the loans and 
assumed responsibility for the auction of the property in the event of the debtor’s 
insolvency. With these early securitisation measures, Chile avoided the effect of the 
subprime crisis.

7 Between 2005 and 2006, out of 262,755 SERVIU (Regional Housing and Urbanisation Service) 
debtors in the country, 181,538, or 70% of the total, had their debts cancelled. Cámara de Diputados 
(2009) (Chamber of Deputies) report, 31/07/2009. 
8 Credits guaranteed by the state and transferred to private banks, corresponding to the Special 
Programme for Workers (PET), called off in 2006. As of July 2008, there were 204,011 debtors, 
and between 33 and 40% were defaulters. Cámara de Diputado (2009) (Chamber of Deputies) 
report, 31/07/2009. 
9 Interview with Minister of Housing and Urban Development Patricia Poblete in El Mercurio 
(2006). 
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It was a housing model that implied no risks. There was no competition: there were 
very few companies specialised in the field capable of winning large annual quotas 
for the construction of social housing complexes. In this captive market, there was 
no reason to innovate: the technology of social housing did not change in twenty-five 
years; the companies in charge of the construction of these low standard dwellings did 
not need the contributions, ideas and tests developed by different NGOs, professional 
organisations and universities. 

The idea of improvement was not part of the social housing agenda. Why change? 
The different political spheres evaluated positively the massive and sustained produc-
tion of hundreds of thousands of dwellings in the country. Since 1990, governments 
and the opposition praised the performance of housing ministers that generated votes 
for the elections. By the end of the 1990s, the first signs of the model’s exhaustion 
emerged. 

27.4 Outcome 

27.4.1 Large Fragments of No-City 

The location of social housing in Santiago led to the layout of large urban extensions 
covered with housing complexes, isolated from each other. The location and design of 
the housing developments was left completely in the hands of the building companies, 
as a senior MINVU official explained to us in the early 2000s: “Who better than 
the companies know the city and where to locate the new developments?” This 
criterion led the MINVU even to hand over the design of secondary urban roads to 
the companies, resulting in an urban patchwork of disconnected developments. It is 
worth noting that the housing developments were only groups of houses, without 
services. The theory was that there was no need for public intervention, given that 
these new concentrations of population would attract, by the laws of the market, the 
necessary services and facilities that would settle nearby. This did not happen. 

The criteria for the design of the housing developments, subordinated to the inter-
ests of the private developers, resulted in a monotonous repetition of dwellings and 
unused urban residual spaces. Reviewing projects of the time, one can see that the 
buildings are distributed on a sort of no man’s land, almost like the work of an inkpad 
repeated on the map, and the buildings are like a loaf of bread that is cut off when 
it reaches the street, without a façade. As a MINVU architect explained to us at 
the time: “The companies work with very tight construction costs, and we cannot 
therefore demand that they have windows facing the street”.
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27.4.2 Dissatisfied Dwellers 

In a survey carried out in 2002, 64.5% of the dwellers of the social housing stock in 
Santiago stated that they wanted to “move out of their homes” (Rodríguez et al. 2005: 
222). The reasons behind their intention were of a social nature: situations related to 
coexistence among neighbours; perceptions of insecurity, crime and drugs. Others 
referred to the small size of the house and its isolation from the urban fabric. However, 
despite their dissatisfaction, they could not leave the place: since they were mortgage 
beneficiaries and debtors, they could not apply for another house and had to pay their 
debt. 

Several studies on the level of satisfaction of inhabitants in the social housing stock 
(see Arriagada and Sepúlveda 2002) have insisted on the disenchantment of users who 
had dreamed of their own home, a feeling that appeared between six months and two 
years after moving into the housing development. The intention to leave their home 
and the perception of affection–or disaffection–for the development demonstrate the 
importance of people’s feelings towards the place and the urban environment, an 
aspect fully ignored by the housing policy makers of the period. 

27.4.3 Difficult Coexistence 

In comparative terms with other Latin American cities, Santiago had a low level of 
criminal violence in the period mentioned, and even so, the perception of violence was 
proportionally very high.10 As Tudela (2003) explains, in terms of citizen security, 
there is no direct relationship between actual violence and its perception. For coexis-
tence in the city, the fact that the population perceives insecurity is as serious as the 
crimes themselves. Talking (at the time) with dwellers of social housing complexes, 
especially those located in large homogeneous concentrations, the first recurring 
issue of daily concern was violence: “Living here is like being in jail”. “We keep the 
children locked up at home”. 

Several newspapers began to show the conflictive urban and social landscape 
created by the housing developments. One of the first reports entitled “San-
tiago ocupado” (Santiago under Siege), identified eighty settlements in 2009 in 
which dwellers felt abandoned by the state (Qué Pasa Magazine 2009). According 
to the publication, neither the officials of the various public services, nor the 
employees of the water, electricity and telephone companies dared to get into these 
neighbourhoods.

10 As explained by several authors compiled in Conversaciones públicas para ciudades más seguras 
(Acero et al. 2000) and  Seguridad ciudadana, ¿espejismo o realidad?(Carrión 2002), comparing 
violence issues among the main Latin American cities, they found that violent crime rates in Santiago 
were among the lowest in the region. However, disorders due to the perception of violence are much 
higher than in other cities. “Santiago ocupado”, Qué Pasa Magazine (2009) (Santiago, July 2009). 
https://bit.ly/3p7sDgL. 

https://bit.ly/3p7sDgL
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27.4.4 Difficult Recovery 

Starting from 2006, began several programmes for the recovery of housing develop-
ments. We will not review them here in detail, but will just mention a few. For 
example, “Quiero Mi Barrio” (I Love My Neighbourhood), which continues to 
date, has allowed the recovery of public spaces in traditional neighbourhoods and 
former working-class areas, but has proved to be limited in solving problems in 
large social housing complexes. Other programmes, such as the so-called “Second 
Chance” programme, showed the complexity of urban regeneration and housing 
de-densification, because just demolishing buildings is not sufficient. 

In the meantime, the social housing standards and design are improved, i.e. larger 
spaces in each unit, community services and equipment. However, in practise, it has 
proved very difficult to reverse the dependence on a trajectory of more than thirty 
years. Thus, large concentrations of poor families in isolated and precarious periph-
eries have continued to grow. This is because in a subsidiary state like Chile, despite 
the constitutional process, housing production still is considered “as a macroeco-
nomic strategy, an engine of economic development and an important tool of financial 
capital” (Ortiz 2003). 

27.5 Today 

Solving the inherited problems is difficult because the city ‘s situation has become 
more complex. The social and economic effects of the social outbreak and the 
pandemic have further highlighted the imbalances in housing and urban policies. 
The constituent process continues, and its results are to be seen in the long term. 

The housing issue in Santiago for the lower and middle-income sectors is wors-
ening. In the formal market, there has been an insane increase in housing and land 
prices, and a proliferation of a private rental offer of 20 square metre nano-homes in 
buildings of 30 to 40 floors. In the informal market, with the rise of precarious work 
and the large migratory flow to Santiago, housing has become a matter of survival 
in the face of abusive rental prices. Land invasions have multiplied in recent years, 
as they did in the middle of the last century. 

People and families living in poverty are more than these counted in the official 
figures (Duran and Kremerman 2021) and their housing conditions are worsening in 
social housing complexes, in traditional neighbourhoods of progressive development, 
in new tenements, in subdivided houses and sublet rooms, and in land invasions. 

Empirical observation leads us to fear that more than a third of the population 
suffers currently from some form of housing precariousness (MIDESO 2018). 

Faced with this enormous challenge, the current government’s housing policy 
review proposes to resume a massive production of housing through a range of 
different programmatic offers. The proposal considers, i.e. the comprehensive and 
careful renovation of deteriorated neighbourhoods; the reconversion of areas whose
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uses are in obsolescence; the radical remodelling of urban areas; the settlement of 
land invasions for their recognition as city neighbourhoods; and the sum of urban 
acupuncture interventions with the effect of recovering entire neighbourhoods. 

Will these measures be enough to prevent a new urbicide? At least this time there 
is a proposal of diverse programmatic offers, and there are footprints left on the city 
that remind us of the mistake of only considering housing as a commodity. 
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Chapter 28 
Urbicide. A Look Through the Mirror 

Inés del Pino Martínez 

Abstract The paper deals with the term urbicide (death of the city) according to the 
parameters outlined by Fernando Carrión, which are natural, anthropic, and symbolic. 
In the first case, two earthquakes that occurred in 1797 and 2006 in Ecuador, in 
different temporalities, show that the physical death of the city is temporary, since 
with the recovery of its materiality, history is restored and a renewed identity is 
put into effect. Anthropic and symbolic death are analyzed in the historical center 
of Quito, whose long-standing history is currently undergoing a social crisis that 
is expressed in systematic depopulation and repeated actions for its destruction, 
however, the popular commercial vocation of this space, the complexity and volume 
of this activity became evident during the global health emergency between 2020 
and 2022 to show that the popular market, the street vending and floating population 
are the few activities that remain in this space and keep the historical center alive. 
A finding in this analysis was to identify that with a political decision and collective 
resistance to the death of this part of the city, it is possible to change the sign of the 
urbicide. 

Keywords Urbicide · History · City · Quito 

28.1 Introduction 

In the city and architecture field, the idea of capitalist city is emerging as a new 
way of life in which technology permeates all strata of society, from the economy 
to everyday life and the domestic. By way of visible examples in Latin America, 
the economy is expressed in the city by giving cost to urban land, which is bought 
and sold like any other merchandise, subject to valuation and capital gains, the cost 
of land influences the social and spatial distribution of urban sectorization. This 
transformation was carried out in some cases on the pre-existing city, which led to 
the demolition of old neighborhoods. An example in the region was the opening of
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Carrera Décima in Bogota, an urban project implemented between 1945 and 1960, 
a period in which, through a modernizing action, a significant part of the colonial 
and republican city was lost to make way for the opening of an avenue that forever 
changed the urban experience of that place (Niño, 2010). In this case, the urbicide 
(death of the city) occurred for anthropic reasons in the name of development and 
progress, a radical transformation that in four years gave space to a six-lane road 
and a parterre in the middle, tree lined, to give priority to cars and public transport, 
high-rise buildings, and thus changed the land value and symbols of the public space, 
giving public space of pedestrians and producing the oblivion of the daily walk on 
foot. 

In other cities, instead of destroying the consolidated city to overlay new projects, 
the demolition of which generated expenses, vertical collective housing or residen-
tial complexes were created outside the built city, in line with the principles of 
International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM, for its initials in French), 
and architectural projects along the lines of BAUHAUS, planned and built with 
new technology and with economy, function, form, and profitability in mind, but 
without considering social diversity. Derived from this urban order, gated urbaniza-
tions emerge that privatize public space with the argument of security or seen on the 
other side of the coin: the fear of the other, in imaginary or real terms. This way 
of constructing the city transforms and kills public space, the interaction between 
neighbors, and the development of collective urban processes that create identity. 

To differentiate the urbicide from the natural transformation of the city, it is worth 
to point out that the twentieth century was radical with the urban transformation 
related to previous periods; the support of the technology and urban engineering, 
real state profitability, planning from a specialized elite and not from the interest 
of citizens were elements that contributed to the transition to a city of individuals 
and not of collective dialog. In other aspects, the promotion of new housing sectors 
was accompanied by a discourse that values and spreads a language with terms that 
allude to health, hygiene, open air, healthy climate, green spaces, and leisure time 
as synonymous with transformation and structural changes of a new way of life in 
the city. Modern architecture also created a discourse that is modeled on the basis 
of economic interests and investment; the term comfort is an aspiration induced by 
propaganda, behind which are technological instruments that facilitate daily life, give 
the sensation of freedom, speed, efficiency, and innovation; among others, it can be 
the incorporation of elevators for vertical circulation, air conditioning or heating, 
electrical energy, electrical and electronic appliances that represent innovation; the 
enjoyment of vacations makes leisure a business. In short, the idea of the future is 
thinking that the past is degraded and obsolete, it does not serve for the requirements 
of modernity, and a set of terms is created that allude to a new way of life, the modern 
style. These changes, although they maintain distance with the historical city, are 
part of a natural transformation, of a cycle that dies to create new life from the seed 
of the old. 

On the other hand, another sign of progress has been the obsolescence of the 
objects in the short term, the convenience of discarding what no longer serves instead 
of fixing it, the replacement of a part, or the creativity of inventing a mechanism that
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gives new life to an object that no longer exists, the new order discarding things not 
only because they do not work, but because a new equipment appeared on the market 
that replaces the previous one with technological and design improvements, with an 
attractive cost in favor of a market. That is, technology, function, and esthetics are 
incorporated into modern city and architecture, establishing a new order, the modern 
one. The excessive increase in urban waste without recycling alternatives contributes 
in the medium or long-term to urbicides that alter the natural balance. 

Visions of the future such as the generic city visualize in some way the urbicide or 
death of the city as a certain possibility, they are not synonymous but complementary, 
the generic city builds a discourse that starts from the lack of identity and history, 
that is, according to Koolhass: “the generic city is what remains after large sectors of 
urban life moved to cyberspace… the generic city is sedated and is usually perceived 
from a sedentary position” (Koolhaas, 2011, pág. 15), that is, it arises: “from all that 
is left of what used to be the city”, in this sense it could be provisionally affirmed 
that the urbicide could be one of the inputs to reach the generic city, at least in 
theoretical terms. In the process, the city would have to be emptied of identity and 
culture, and for this, one of the mechanisms is the degradation of historical cities, the 
strengthening of massification processes through technology, social isolation, and 
with it the elimination of collective initiatives. What is left if [the city’s] identity is 
taken away? The generic? Asked Rem Koolhas (Koolhaas 2011, p. 6).  

The degraded is that which has no value or is not used for a human purpose. That 
which has no useful results is lost and abandoned and ends in death (Lynch 2005, 
p. 15). Degradation and loss are identified by Kevin Lynch as the shadows or dark 
sides of change when it comes to the destruction of cities. It could be added that 
the abandonment of the historical city is not only the departure of people, but has 
several consequences: it produces material degradation, but at the same time it is the 
silent expression of the loss of meaning of a place, or that a life cycle has concluded, 
a condition that contributes to the transformation and death of the place. With this 
reference, it is worth pointing out that every city is transformed over time; each 
society and culture sets the measure and rhythm to the changes, whether physical or 
of meaning; every transformation emerges from the traces of the preceding city, its 
history and memory; transformation means change in the form of the city; therefore, 
it is a concept related to the natural life cycle of cities; while urbicide is the death of 
the city because of a premeditated destruction, a murder, in the words of Fernando 
Carrión: 

Urbicide is about understanding the urban processes in a different way; that is, generating 
a change of method: less how the city is produced and more how it is destroyed, less from 
the memory and more from oblivion. It is about understanding the city through the causes 
of its own destruction; that is, to show critically how from the prevailing model of the 
city we can find the hope of a new urban reality, which gives back to the city the sense 
of a good place (utopia). Urbicide is a concept composed of two words: ‘urbs’, which is 
the city, and ’cidio’, which means death; that is, the death of the city. But this is not a 
natural death or a homicide, it is rather a murder. The Urbicide is the liturgical murder 
of the city, carried out with premeditation, order, and explicit form, which comes from 
actions that raze the systems of significant places of common life: squares, monuments, 
libraries (agora); they destroy the material base of a city: infrastructure, services (urbs); they
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exterminate society and citizenship (civitas); as well as annihilate institutional frameworks of 
government: privatization, deregulation, centralization (polis). This murder of the city comes 
from various situations that can be ordered from three particular types: natural, anthropical, 
and symbolic (Carrión 2018). 

In this scenario, the question arises how to reflect on the Latin American city? A 
vast continent with a complex history of cultural pre-existences that tell of several 
deaths and resurgences of societies settled in multicultural territories, complex 
topographies, and natural risks. With the Spanish conquest and the foundation of 
cities, the dispersed pre-Hispanic settlement pattern was eradicated, to move on to 
life in human conglomerates organized in a grid organized in a checkboard pattern, 
this change forced the indigenous population to live in police or in city, without 
considering that pre-Hispanic communities had a dispersed settlement pattern with a 
shared center of power, different ways of life, and deep cultural differences between 
them, although they were close to each other (Marin 2005). In this example, the term 
urbicide is not applicable, which by definition starts from the urb, but one could 
talk about the death of the space with belong to, a term that in free translation from 
Quechua means collective space, representing a local settlement pattern that allowed 
governance in multicultural societies that created rotating systems of exchange and 
community activities of collective benefit (Del Pino Martínez 2017, p. 26). The loss 
produced by war and a pandemic due to unknown diseases was the end of the space 
with belong to, that way of life in which the character of collective, local identity, 
and dialog and agreements predominate to make governance possible. 

The urbicide is applicable to colonial and modern cities since the birth of the 
urb or the city in occidental terms, the space with bewlong to has been in the back-
ground for centuries; however, it is present in social genetics and emerges in crisis 
conditions. Is urbicide possible in cities that are intercultural and where there is 
a dense historical heritage rooted in all strata of the population, sometimes uncon-
sciously? How do cultures today interact in everyday life and how do they manage the 
differences to be able to stay together? A provisional answer is that there are multi-
cultural territories that, in the daily practice of centuries of orality and visuality, have 
produced changes, mutations, and differentiations between social groups. In some 
cases, survival conditions force the circulation between cultures without losing one’s 
own identity, a sort of negotiation or force field that permanently reconfigures itself 
and evades the definitive death of the culture. 

In the 1990s, Néstor García Canclini studied the cultural legacies of modernity 
and postmodernity, and culture, as a form of social reproduction inside capitalism 
in Latin America. One of the conclusions was to find that the continent is the result 
of “sedimentation, juxtaposition, and cross-linking of indigenous traditions, with 
the colonial tradition in popular sectors” (Canclini 2013, p. 6), which originates the 
concept of hybrid cultures. The term has been debated and sometimes questioned, 
but it allows us to understand the particular ways in which each culture adopts and 
adapts to live in the city. Another reflection allows us to understand the ways of 
experimenting social relations in interculturality when it speaks of other forms of 
being in the world, that is, a parallel world, practiced above all by popular culture in 
cities, in an effort to maintain its survival, with strategies of adaptation to modernity
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and postmodernity. According to this conception, urbicide is unlikely in practice 
because interculturality is a form of social interrelation that, on the one hand, keeps 
the identity and, on the other hand, transforms it in time. It uses the grammar and 
the same resources of modernity to interpret and transgress the sense of politics and 
the market, avoiding conflict, or in other situations, circulating in parallel with the 
imposed urban order. In this case, popular culture evades urbicide through actions 
of collective resistance. In this context, culture is an element that sustains life and 
keeps away the intentional end of the programmed death of the city. The forms of 
death have their complexities; one of them is the acceptance of the end, which in 
some cases would mean defeat. 

28.2 Is Physical Loss of the City Possible? 

The physical death of the city would seem to be the end; difficult to accept and 
assimilate, even more so from the concept of place where it is noted that everything 
has a place in our lives, this is present even when we mentally move from one place 
to another, that is, the notion of place has a cultural and historical dimension, and 
is related to the territory (Casey 2002, p. Prefacio). In this sense, the dissolution 
of places brings an existential crisis, associated with time and space in which it 
occurs. An experience in which the known space disappears in a matter of minutes. 
In countries with seismic risk, this experience is associated with the earthquake and 
has in the past and present meant the loss of place for a while. As a recent event, the 
earthquake of April 2016, off the coasts of the provinces of Manabi and Esmeraldas 
in Ecuador, made visible the geological vitality in the Andes and the partial loss of 
cities. 

The 2016 earthquake occurred on a Saturday afternoon when families were outside 
their homes, on the beach, or in shopping centers, when suddenly they saw how large 
concrete structures collapsed in seconds, transforming the streets into a pile of rubble, 
people trapped or lifeless, a moment of collective crisis, that is, the city went into 
crisis. However, after 6 years, the destruction can be evaluated in the sense that 
the loss triggered in some cases temporary abandonment, the presence of empty 
properties was the occasion to rebuild or renovate; to buy or sell; in an attitude that 
could be called resilient. The example allows us to explain that material loss can 
be recovered or renewed; people abandon the city for a moment, but return, this 
is a gesture of belonging to the place, but also a will to rebuild a material good 
that has economic value, represents the work of a part of their life, and a long-
term investment: the house is lost, but not the land. This collective attitude allows 
us to recognize an unconscious experience of the cycles of nature. Nevertheless, 
there is a duality between the violence of the material change and the psychological 
experience lived during the natural event that marks the life of the people, leaving a 
trace in the memory of the people and transforming their way of being: fear to living 
at high altitude, avoiding living between large windows for fear of the damage and
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rumble of glasses, an immaterial fact, the noise, was internalized in some people and 
remained in the memory of the crisis. 

The effect of earthquakes or eruptions is a didactic case to understand the violent 
destruction and the loss of the place for an instant, because it does not give time 
to think what to do, the natural phenomenon is radical, it is the great auditor of 
the constructions in general, it has no regard with interventions of dubious invoice 
that hides what did not accomplish the norm, or that demands the urgent revision 
of the norm to avoid future losses. The earthquake, like eruptions and other natural 
phenomena, leaves a trace in the collective unconscious that becomes part of an iden-
tity associated with such circumstances, even for generations, that is, with the idea of 
death being activated in memory, reactions to sound, images, and vital experiences. 
To speak of death is to remember life in a look in the rearview mirror. 

The physical death of the city due to earthquakes is an experience difficult to 
avoid due to the geological nature of the territory and has had different repercussions 
over time. However, in the present and past, physical death is not total as long as the 
imaginary and ruins exist in the devasted site. The destruction of ancient Riobamba, 
of colonial origin, by a grade VIII MSK earthquake in February 1797 evidence how 
the concept of urbicide is applicable in this context. The earthquake affected the coast 
and central highlands of Ecuador; Riobamba was the most affected populated center. 
The event occurred on Good Friday, at a time when a large part of the population was 
inside the churches of the city. With the earthquake, the roof tiles were first blown 
off, and when the structure of the roofs was weakened, several walls lost stability. As 
people ran, roof tiles and walls fell, producing the loss of human lives, estimated at 
twelve thousand; very few were saved. The natural phenomenon was aggravated by 
the landslide of a hill at the foot of the city called Cusqui which buried it and caused 
the damming of the river. With the dimension of this event, Riobamba, an stately 
urban center that competed with Quito was abandoned for being uninhabitable; the 
authorities decided its relocation to another site, twenty kilometers to the north, 
the transfer was not only of the toponym but also a symbolic gesture of belonging 
and collective identity to the city of Riobamba, which is reaffirmed by carrying in 
procession the stones of the façade of the cathedral and its placement in the new 
building. 

Around 1800, an urban plan with a radial grid layout was proposed, like the 
ideal cities of the Italian Renaissance, an innovative design; however, the population 
opposed the materialization of this project due to the fact that the shape of the layout 
did not correspond to the social and spatial hierarchy of the ancient city. In this 
sense, everyone wanted to maintain their spatial location in relation to the square 
of the old city. According to these ideas of the population, the new Riobamba has 
a checkerboard design with wide streets to avoid future deaths due to falling tiles 
and walls. The toponym of the destroyed city was reproduced in the new location 
with the name Riobamba, leaving the name of old Riobamba to the one that was 
buried. Over time, the abandoned site was occupied by the indigenous community 
of Sicalpa, which was settled a few kilometers from the destroyed city, thus the old 
Riobamba became the new Sicalpa, leaving the original settlement with the name 
of old Sicalpa. For more than two centuries everything remained under the ground;
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however, the tales and stories that were heard in the new Riobamba, especially in 
the wakes, re-entered the memory of the old city and stories of indigenous farmers 
of new Sicalpa, who became rich from night to morning due to alleged findings of 
treasures, coins, gold, and precious metals from the old city. Two hundred years 
later, a project to enhance the value of the old Riobamba found the city frozen: finely 
laid stone floors, the sewage system intact; the foundations were in place, it was 
possible to rebuild the history of the city and the sense of the chronicles about its 
importance in relation to Quito, this finding was as valuable as the wealth of the 
urban imaginaries and tales built collectively over time to raise the memory of the 
ancient city, thus avoiding its symbolic death (Del Pino 1986). The story leads to 
think that, although there is abandonment and material loss, there are traces that when 
studied the city reborn in a vision of mirrors, sometimes distorted and sometimes 
in an inverted image, sometimes imagined and in others in its tangible materiality; 
those who relive the tales and remember it correspond to the eighth generation, 
the power of orality transmits an experience that is told as a reality, and in part, 
fantasy. To answer the question, the physical death of the city is not possible in 
cities with its own identity, consolidated, with long-standing historical antecedents. 
Given the abandonment, archeology, plan, and memory of the population for several 
generations remains. 

28.3 The Symbolic and Anthropical Death 

Looking at death through the mirror of life, one could say that the symbolic value of 
a city, an architectural object, or a landscape is a collective construction that in time 
gives character to a place. Christian Norberg-Schulz spoke of genius, a Roman term, 
to name the guardian spirit that gives life to people and places and is present during 
their lives (Norberg-Schulz 1979). It is deduced from this that every place has a spirit 
that rests in certain spaces and cultures settled in a territory. In countries with high 
cultural diversity, this reflection is evident in the geography, in the toponyms of the 
towns, in surnames of the people. To illustrate this idea, the province of Imbabura 
is identified with a high and cold zone characterized by lagoons and the greenery of 
the countryside, and at the same time, a few kilometers away there is a warm zone of 
dry forest; cultural diversity, gastronomy, markets full of color are part of that first 
look of the tourist. The province must be known with time to identify its character, 
culture and history; more in depth, one discovers a premodern world that survives in 
parallel with urban modernity, associated with the local, that is, the understanding of 
sacred geography that rests on two tutelary volcanoes with powers and knowledge, 
they dialog with each other, with the lagoons, rivers and minor mountains of the 
region, they command respect and also benefits for the farmer: the invocation to Taita 
Imbabura and Mama Cotacachi, accompany the treatments to heal health affectations 
through knowledge on local herbal medicine, and are part of the farmer’s spirituality. 
The kind geography creates roots and identity with the place, the cultural diversity 
has its own way of being in this space, often encloses conflicts and inequities, and
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the difficulty of reaching agreements, however, the identity with the specific place 
smoothes out the differences, creates roots and provides a sense of belonging. 

Turning the mirror, we can deduce that the spirit remains in place as long as 
conditions of balance are maintained, conflict can mean its degradation and loss. 
The death of the city or part of it depends on its social vitality, on the sense of 
belonging, on the permanent strengthening of local culture. This antecedent leads us 
to think about the historical centers of some Latin American and Ecuadorian cities; 
one of them is Quito, which was declared as Cultural Heritage of Humanity along 
with Galapagos Islands as a Natural Heritage site by United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the Ecuadorian government in 
1978, and thus became part of the list of cultural and natural world heritage sites. The 
arguments for the declaration were, on the one hand, the natural landscape in which 
the city is located, that is, a unique place. The general director of the organization 
expressed his experience upon returning to Quito: “I am thrilled to find myself once 
again in this city made of stones and clouds…”. The second argument was for culture, 
which is expressed in the quantity and quality of colonial art guarded in the convents 
and monumental churches, whose relevance is known in the world and accounts for 
the creativity of its artisans and artists. The third argument was due to its historical 
character: its leadership in the most relevant episodes of history, that is, history and 
identity. Jorge Salvador Lara’s speech on the Ecuadorian side added as a local value, 
multiculturality, and social diversity: “center of blood fusion, important field for the 
contact of dissimilar cultures” (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores. Ecuador, 1979). 

The situations identified as causes of urbicide are natural disasters, anthropic, and 
symbolic causes. In this context, after the declaration of World Heritage, the historical 
center of Quito was in a process of deterioration, for physical recovery there were two 
projects of architectural restoration led by international cooperation; Spain, Belgium, 
France, among others, and the Ecuadorian government: the convent of San Francisco 
and the convent of Santo Domingo, which were in the worst condition caused by the 
systematic damages produced during four earthquakes between the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries: 1755, 1797, 1859, and 1868. In the other religious buildings, 
architectural and structural restoration works were carried out, as well as medium-
size rehabilitation in other works by the Quito Salvage Fund (FONSAL, for its 
initials in Spanish) between 1989 and 2010, after which the responsibility passed 
to the Metropolitan Institute of Heritage (IMP, for its initials in Spanish), an entity 
that is part of the municipal agency. Parallel with the creation of FONSAL, a mixed 
economy company called Company for the Development of the Historical Center of 
Quito was created, which took the expropriation and purchase of housing, execution 
of a series of works in heritage buildings; the Junta de Andalucía carried out the 
rehabilitation of several houses that were expropriated by the municipality and were 
in very poor condition, located on Rocafuerte Street. 

The declaration was timely because years later, when the 1987 earthquake 
occurred, it was possible to have advice for rehabilitation, international cooperation 
contributed with technical assistance, studies, consultancy to other affected cities, 
and urgent works were carried out. Subsequently, the Workshop Schools Program 
for Ibero-America of Spanish Agency for International Cooperation (AECI, for its
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initials in Spanish) contributed to the training of construction technicians through 
two Workshop Schools in Quito. Seminars and development projects of structural 
restoration of religious buildings were carried out. Furthermore, the municipality 
also worked on the publication of the Municipality of the Metropolitan District of 
Quito (MDMQ, for its initials in Spanish) land management regulations in 2005. This 
document contains the plan for the use and occupation of the land in the center, as well 
as the architectural and urban planning ordinances that regulate the incorporation of 
new housing, land use, heights, the incorporation of mechanical installations such as 
elevators and escalators, among others. For its part, the Pon a Punto tu Casa program 
(agreement between MDMQ and Junta de Andalucía), gave the opportunity to carry 
out maintenance works in private housing through small loans, prior inspection of 
the property, since, by law, neither the government nor the municipality can invest 
in the interior of private property; these initiatives changed the image of the center 
between the years 2000 and 2014 (El Telégrafo 2014). 

After 44 years, and with the background described succinctly, it is worth asking 
what happened? It is clear that the results are not consistent with the efforts to preserve 
this space and strengthen the lives of its inhabitants, and instead of maintaining its 
population, it has lost it. It is estimated that from 90,000 people who lived in 1990, in 
2022 it will reach approximately 30,000, most of them living in poverty. Significant 
abandonment accompanied by degradation inside the buildings could announce a 
process of urbicide or slow death of this space of the city for anthropic and symbolic 
reasons. Among the reasons, along with depopulation, the increase in the value of 
rents and purchase, prices compete with the areas of the city with the highest added 
value, which disappoints those interested in belonging to this space of the city; it 
seems that prices are inflated, and, on the other hand, people value more the new 
than the rehabilitated, they do not appreciate the privilege of having access to all 
services: communication, mobility, commerce. Neither are they sensitive to history 
nor are they clear about the benefits of future investment. 

Is it possible to stop the degradation and abandonment? What to do to dodge the 
death of the center? And for the moment, who sustains the vitality of the center? 
Reviewing the press until 2014, reveals that loans for the realization of housing 
repair and maintenance projects were in progress; however, the outflow of population 
between the years 1990 and 2010 was 20,000 people, among other reasons due to the 
increase in rents, the eviction caused by the realization of the works was an excuse to 
change tenants with the expectation of a renewal with people of another social and 
economic level. Artisans of all specialties and people who had lived for several years 
paying low rents left; they knew the history of the sector and of the neighbors. On the 
other hand, convent restoration attracted a group of artists, artisans, and restoration 
workshops that also left at the end of the projects. The eviction of the inhabitants 
of La Ronda Street was radical, forcing the closure of the brothels on this street, 
and prostitution spread throughout the squares and streets of the entire center; the 
two that remained in the backyards of the houses had to leave due to the pressure of 
the new inhabitants of the street, with the argument that the street now is a tourist 
attraction. Since 1990, the departure of schools, private, and public institutions that 
generated an economic movement and kept social activity until the early hours of
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the night also left. Failed projects also contributed to the deterioration of the public 
space because people who do not feel that they own the space designed by those who 
did not think about the vocation of the place or of the people who inhabit it. 

The misunderstanding of the vocation of a place correlated with the city itself is 
the series of at least four failed projects of urban rehabilitation in the same space, one 
of them on the filling of the Jerusalen ravine, on the southern edge of the first-order 
area of the historical center of Quito. Perhaps, a few reflections on the ravine can serve 
as background: the ravine is a topographic feature that has characterized the Quito 
plateau since its remote origins, it forms a system and has its own logic in relation to 
the geology of the place. The ravines in the history of this city have naturally divided 
sectors or neighborhoods. Water flows at its bottom, that is, it has direction and is 
part of a flow system if we consider its tributaries. The systematic filling carried out 
by the modernizing need of urban expansion in the twentieth century resulted in the 
union of urban sectors to facilitate transit in a north–south direction also thinking of 
the neighborhood integration, however, because of history is known that there is no 
empathy on either side of the ravine, on the contrary, with the filling the differences 
and conflicts between neighborhoods that did not have a similar growth experience 
were accentuated. In short, the meaning of the ravine was not considered at the time 
of generating a public space project that aspired to be compatible with people and 
the natural environment. What public works contribute is the facility of vehicular 
flow, but not social integration. In 1922 the boulevard over the Jerusalen ravine built 
as a civic space for the independence centennial parades did not transcend. At first, 
stately houses appeared around Victoria Square, but later chicherías, brothels, and 
canteens returned on the southern edge. As a hypothesis, it can be thought that one 
of the reasons could be linked to the place vocation, that vocation is expressed in 
a flow line: vehicles through the subsoil or bottom of the ravine and people on the 
surface. The viaduct is a flow line that maintains the east–west direction of the old 
river. The banks of the old ravine are incompatible in social, urban, and architectural 
terms, and its population will not exert a great deal of effort to meet, so the result of 
the investment of public works does not generate the appropriation of the population 
of either bank. 

In another order, the weight of pre-existences and the vocation of the place appear 
in the vision of the mirrors in an oblique, deformed, blurred, or backlit way (Borges 
2017, p. 79). Their examination allows us to recognize that they emerge in everyday 
life and in circumstances of crisis. Quito was born in a place of cultural pre-existences 
related to interregional exchange, involving interculturality, recognition of the other, 
family, and affinity bonds for the realization of alliances between traffickers; human 
activity is inserted in a sacred geography of which we have few traces, a nonho-
mogeneous and nonmercantile place, since there was no currency. The traffickers 
did not leave traces of buildings, temples, or large pyramids, in contrast, it was an 
empty space in which periodically, in symbolic cycles, several communities met to 
exchange objects, animals, and even people, called catu and then tiánguez, which has 
the toponym Quito. This space corresponds to the area of first order of the historical 
center and was the object of desire of the Incas and Spaniards. At the end of the
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dispute and wars, the site was taken by the latter, who founded the town of San Fran-
cisco de Quito. Not all agreements were fulfilled, but the conquest did not completely 
eradicate the previous social and spatial structure (Minchon 2007, p. 36). The local 
toponym Quito kept the original name to denominate the Audiencia and the newly 
founded town; it is preceded by a name from the calendar of the Spanish Catholic 
saints, which is San Francisco, as it happens in other cities, Christianizing places. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, commercialization practices were not 
compatible with urban sanitation policies, such as street commerce and indigenous 
markets in the squares. Since then, merchants have been repressed, persecuted, fined, 
and their products confiscated. This is the daily history of a group of people who 
have sold on the street for more than two hundred years, in which the activity resists 
to abandon this common space, whose vocation and long-term reference has been 
the exchange. If this is so, it is worth asking: What are the material and immaterial 
traces that determine the vocation of a place? How to interpret and reorient with 
sensitivity the potential of this form of exchange, communication, and relationship 
between merchants and consumers? How to understand and give new life to a form 
of commercialization different from the occidental way of selling and buying? What 
to do to reconstruct its meaning based on the place vocation and the value of the 
local, to prevent the urbicide from taking place? 

If everything takes place in our lives, the slow loss of culture and the identification 
with common places: such as squares, streets, atriums, corners, also worries because 
it leaves no trace but objects and spaces without history. The indiscriminate expulsion 
of the inhabitants of La Ronda Street also displaced the heritage actors, this is a group 
of people who keep in their memory the references of urban life, there was a blindness 
about their knowledge and experience, and they did not have the recognition of local 
or heritage institutions. In this sense, the departure was indiscriminate, people were 
dispersed to other sectors. Their displacement also distances social knowledge from 
the historic area, which is waiting for someone who finds it outside its context to give 
an account of what gave meaning to collective life and to understand the present. 
This memory is useful when proposing architectural and urban projects with a social 
approach, with sensitivity to the place, incorporating heritage stakeholders in the 
process and at the same time reinventing forms, uses, and meanings that highlight 
the spirit of the place or its vocation. In this case, the expulsion had to be selective 
to avoid oblivion and loss of collective memory. 

At this moment, the floating population, street vendors, public and private 
employees, and a few inhabitants are the ones who sustain and give life to the 
center. The idea is uncomfortable for those who have tourist or real estate businesses; 
however, the tourist does not choose as an experience the subway ride or to know 
the modern and contemporary zone, but the experience of a city with a strong local 
identity, different from their own, whose history is perceived superficially through 
the tour and the density of public space, the urban landscape, the type of people, 
colors, odors, sounds of the city, among others. 

The urbicide in Quito is slow, with facts that are not natural, but the product 
of inadequate urban policies in practice: expulsion of poor people, depopulation, 
degradation of the architecture in its interior, and a popular type of activity, associated
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with the market and street vending, which constitutes a collective way to face the 
death of the city and avoid this from happening. Some mechanisms of survival in the 
sanitary crisis allowed us to understand forms of communication that are rooted in 
ways of being of popular culture that give an understanding of other ways of being 
in the world. The impact of the exit of the popular market would be the urbicide of 
the center, moved by anthropic circumstances. 

The activity of the San Roque market and wholesale market during the sanitary 
emergency of 2020 and 2021 shook Quito and the ghost of the urbicide arrived to 
position itself in them, transforming their operation, at least momentarily. It is known 
that moments of crisis produce turbulences that evidence contradictory situations, 
the interests of social groups become evident in a confrontation to keep their status, 
there are those who attack and others who defend the change, while the death of the 
city is silent, and in these cases accelerates. The fight against urbicide is a long-term 
resistance with the purpose of counteracting and weakening its effects, in this sense, 
the pandemic made visible the complexity of the food supply in the city and is an 
example of what one should understand. How the popular type of commercialization 
in the historical center of Quito defends itself to not lose its spaces and survival. In 
the context of the pandemic, the poverty in the city in general and the weakness of the 
institutions became visible but also, the responsibility of hundreds of farmers who 
did not stop producing in their chacras to maintain the cities supplied; on their own 
initiative and despite the circulation restrictions issued by the health authority and 
provisions, which instead of facilitating accessibility, impeded it in the name of the 
health regulations, causing shortages in major cities and trans regional: Quito and 
Guayaquil, causing economic losses and perishable products. The crisis situation 
of the city with shortages evidenced several particularities, interests, needs, and 
contradictory situations of that moment, in this sense, it is worth explaining the case 
of Quito. 

Although urban planners know that Quito is supplied with food from distant points 
since agricultural land is scarce in the province, with the pandemic this situation 
became tangible in daily experience. As mentioned above, agricultural production 
did not stop and overcome several transportation problems to reach urban markets, 
including the closure of storage centers due to fumigation and the closure of access 
roads to the city. The shortage was not caused by lack of food but by the prohibition 
of trucks entering the city, especially if drivers were not vaccinated. However, not 
all the transport systems had the same treatment: vehicles that transported products 
for export to airports and trucks that supplied supermarkets had credentials for free 
circulation, while transport that goes to municipal markets, wholesale markets, and 
fairs did not have the same luck in reaching the places of sale (Fig. 28.1).

Quito has a traditional market called San Roque, located on the periphery of the 
historical center. It could be inferred that it is a space resulting from the displacement 
of the old markets located in the squares of the city; and a second one, called wholesale 
market, modern, located outside the center, intended for wholesale. Both are regulated 
by the municipality, however, the San Roque market, without being wholesale market, 
plays this role for several reasons, among them: it is a symbolic space recognized 
by the community, it inherited the tradition of the pre-Hispanic market, catu or
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Fig. 28.1 Religious complexes and colonial squares in relation to the San Roque market. Source 
Own elaboration based on information of Municipio del Distrito Metropolitano de Quito, 2010

tiánguez mentioned by several authors (Marin 2005). Its location is on one of the 
most important roads, in a place that quickly connects the north with the south. 

The San Roque Fair is held in the early hours of Saturdays, a moment of great 
activity in which trucks arrive from all over the country to unload the sale in the 
market, to intermediate merchants who distribute in the markets of the neighborhoods 
and rotating fairs of the city. The living conditions of these merchants are not the 
best, they unload the merchandise to other transports in the street, often sleep in the 
same vehicle and continue to other destinations, generally buy on the way to the 
producer, and sell in the final destinations of Quito or Guayaquil. On the other hand, 
this neighborhood has some buildings enabled for refrigerators and warehouses, and 
rooms for rent for a group of temporary merchants, the housing conditions are of 
very low constructive quality, and services that are generally are communal use, most 
of this population is indigenous, some bring to the city their small loads of products 
to sell at the fair and supply themselves with products that they do not have in the 
countryside. During the pandemic and without a vehicle, they kept the products that 
were sold in nearby towns, exchanged their harvest with other neighbors or sold to 
intermediaries at very low prices. In other cases, communities closed the accesses 
to their farms for fear of contagion and destined the agricultural production to local 
consumption due to the difficulties of transportation, they avoided accessing the 
city where they were required to carry circulation and sales permits, vaccination 
certificates, and due to the bad treatment on the market and on the street (FIAN
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Fig. 28.2 Interior of the San 
Roque market. April 2022. 
Source Galo Benítez 

Ecuador, Instituto de Estudios Ecuatorianos, Observatorio del Cambio rural, Tierra 
y vida, FIAN Internacional, 2020) (Fig. 28.2). 

The sale of fresh products in San Roque is closely related to street food commerce 
in the historical center of Quito and is made up of family members of those who have 
their stalls inside the market and temporary traders. The pandemic was an opportunity 
to eliminate this type of sales around the San Roque market. Due to a case of COVID 
produced inside the market, the premises were fumigated, all traders were expelled, 
there was violence, removal of merchandise and resistance from the merchants; as 
a result of the repression some decided not to come back, a collective reaction that 
saw an immediate alternative: the dispersion of merchants all over the city with 
the occupation of hallways, garages, and corners where stalls appeared, particularly 
of fruits and legumes. Other traders formed alliances with van drivers to sell their 
product outside the market, and a third group contacted their reliable buyers to carry 
groceries to their homes, that is, the street trader exposed himself to police repression 
to deliver his products. 

This practice was observed in almost all the neighborhoods located in the 
periphery of the historical center. Once the contagion had subsided, the traders grad-
ually returned to their stalls, however, the street commerce in the center and around 
the San Roque market has decreased significantly. As a result of the repressions 
and discrimination, it would seem that an immediate solution was to abandon the 
countryside and emigrate outside the country as soon as international flights became 
available, particularly of young families of farmers in the province of Cotopaxi, 
where there are agricultural centers, farms, flower companies, suggesting that the 
closure of job opportunities in the city is directly related to the abandonment of the 
countryside and that in the future it will be seen in the lack of labor and the shortage 
of supplies in the city. 

The Quito wholesale market is located in the south of the city, outside of the 
historical center, and is controlled by the municipality. Its function is to receive
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merchandise from containers and sell wholesale products called abastos, however, 
with the pandemic the trucks did not enter the city and the absence of buyers became 
evident; to this was added the application of a toll for entry to this market that 
conditioned the entry of suppliers, with the purpose of compensating the losses 
of the owners of the premises inside, this bothered the suppliers. In this scenario, 
merchants were forced to sell at retail, organize routes using social networks and 
electronic media to place the product in the hands of their regular customers, that is, 
the movements between seller and buyer were reversed. In this relationship, loyalty 
was a very important aspect in moving commerce. However, over time, the return to 
the market tends to slowly recover the economic losses. 

An aspect that the pandemic revealed in the markets is that simultaneous whole-
sale and retail are necessary to sustain a business, whether in normal times or in 
crisis moments such as the one that produced the pandemic. Another aspect derived 
from unexpected situation was adaptation capacity and flexibility of the merchant to 
reach the customer through virtual media, and, above all, something that is beyond 
technology id the trust and reciprocity between people, maintained for years as an 
added value to the business. In this sense, it is clear that these are other ways of being 
in the world, in a raw world, full of uncertainty and vulnerability, which is the hidden 
face of the city. 

In this scenario, how do we avoid the death of historic space? How do we escape 
the physical and symbolic crisis of the city? The immediate question would be how 
to change the sign of deterioration and abandonment? The solution is not immediate, 
nor could a bet on a project of great visual impact in depressed areas, as in Medellín, 
without a previous analysis, although it is a fact that a good urban and architectural 
design contributes to improve the quality of public space and contributes positively 
in the mood of the inhabitants as illustrated by the proposals of Jan Gehl or Gordon 
Cullen (Gehl 2014); however, the project can not be epidermal but considered about 
the needs of those who live in the place, who will deal in the future with the mainte-
nance of the renovated spaces. Legislation that respects the rights of neighborhood 
residents, rather than punitive or over-controlling provisions, also contributes. 

The other ways of being in the world in interaction with digital technology are 
of interest to understand popular culture; virtual communication has great power, 
its versatility is not seen, but felt, the efficiency and speed of transmission is a sign 
of the times, it has a differentiated rhythm in relation to the controlling institutional 
devices. With the closing of the markets due to lack of supplies in municipal spaces, 
the dispersion of the market in all sectors of the city evidenced the dimension and 
complexity of this activity, and the type of people who perform it, in addition to the 
creativity in the solutions generated to reach the buyer. For the merchant, this expe-
rience turned the world upside down: the merchant approached the client, that is, in 
the space of trade networks, flows were imposed on the nodes; direct communication 
between differentiated social groups became evident, greater solidarity and flexibility 
in the measure of the family requirements. Young people created routes to distribute 
merchandise, and a network was created, integrated by groups with age differences. 
The routes through the rugged topography of Quito, dodging the municipal authority 
led to also imagine the topography of communication that jumped from the market
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to the neighborhoods, to the streets, plunged through tunnels and shortcuts to reach 
the customer and the contacts of retailers in the city. In this sense, technology took 
its side and also showed its positive side in the other ways of being in the world, in  
resistance to urbicide. 

With this example, it is worth to dimension the communication power, it has been 
said that is the fourth power in the twentieth century, in the face of the weakness of 
institutions, the slowness of the processes of adaptation to new collective circum-
stances, the weight of the legislation that often focuses on punishment rather than on 
problem solutions. This is not new, it has been said in several forums, but in the case 
of market traders it does not depend on their education level but on their creativity in 
dealing with problems and avoiding obstacles, their adaptation to new circumstances, 
and their enormous capacity to improvise with few resources. This cultural attitude, 
together with solidarity, is part of the subaltern identities that are not present today, 
for example, when the country went to dollarization it was thought that indigenous 
traders would have problems in calculating the vuelto or change, and the conversion 
between currencies, it was possible to verify that nothing happened, which allowed 
one to remember that this group had a previous experience from years ago with the 
sale of handicrafts in the squares around the world, in border places where currency 
conversion is usual. This experience allows us to be optimistic, the historical center 
is degraded, but it has not reached the urbicide. Those who sustain the life of this 
space of the city are the market traders, the street commerce, the people who come 
to work, those who still live in the center, the poor and elderly people who live in the 
center or its surroundings and go out very early to occupy the benches of the squares 
to receive the morning sun. 

28.4 Final Reflection 

The reflections and examples outlined in this article demonstrate that urbicide does 
not occur from moment to moment, but over time, and is generally anthropic in 
nature. To understand the scope of the term death of the city, it seems that the idea 
pointed out to several authors that city is made by people is of interest. The urbicide, 
then, is a collective process that has at least two antagonistic forces, one, from the 
community that defends the survival of the life of the city and its citizens, and, on the 
other hand, from the power, are premeditated actions to extinguish the history and 
the memory of a space of the city or the entire city. Mechanisms and tactics that come 
into play to end the life of the city and its citizens are possible through the dilution 
of mirrors that Borges rightly glimpsed in the recollection of his memory and are 
inspiring for the case at hand. Through the look in multiple mirrors, one could find 
the labyrinths for the extinction of the most outstanding human and collective work: 
that is the city, that is, after going through its history and memory, let it go. 

However, accepting the death of the city and its citizens would be to accept a 
loss and oblivion, a collective suicide, an image that, at least for the moment, is not 
in sight. The health crisis of 2020–2022 was a proof, an external agent that no one
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imagined, brought to light the conclusion that citizens bet on life, not death, even in 
cities or sectors of cities that are degraded since the materiality of architecture during 
the crisis acquired the quality of shelter. In the process mechanisms of survival are 
invented that are generally repressed by the local authority, however, the collective 
resistance faced and overcame all barriers. 

On the other hand, it would be necessary to differentiate between the urbicide and 
the natural transformation of the city; in both cases, the common denominator would 
be the time and speed of change; the natural transformation of the city is a palimpsest, 
the new is born taking as a reference the past, while in the urbicide the change or 
transformation is economic and of utility for the market, it is mechanical, and does 
not recognize the social actors that make the city, because the social heterogeneity 
is uncomfortable. The urbicide invents a new city, it strives to reinvent everything, 
including the history, however, it is a project without society, and it would have to be 
invented. Hence the urgent need for the population to lead processes of appropriation 
of historic spaces, to seek their rehabilitation; reestablish open spaces and exercise 
the right to the city; to exert leadership in the role of the city as a living space; 
to recognize its material and symbolic values; to promote priority projects that in 
Quito were initiated with positive experiences such as stimulating the rehabilitation 
of housing for heterogeneous groups and age differences; returning activities that 
left the center or creating new uses with multiplying effects in the sector, such as 
education and recreation; incorporating services necessary for the contemporary way 
of life, adding meaning to this space of the city. It is worth rethinking and evaluating 
initiatives carried out in the past to generate programs that are positioned above the 
political cycles and the support of international cooperation and initiatives that have 
been lost in the last ten years. 

The urbicide or the death of the city is a slow process that invites one to face 
death in a collective way, through its mirror that is life, with a critical attitude and 
positive character, in a subversive and optimistic line to propose a new cycle for the 
historic city from the seed of the values of the past and that contribute to new ways 
of being in the world with emphasis in social diversity, integrating the memory of 
the inhabitants that still remain in the center, instead of their death. 

References 

Borges JL (2017) La dilución de los espejos. Revista Universidad Complutense de Madrid. https:// 
revistas.ucm.es/index.php/ESIM/article/download/58233/52399 

Carrión F, 1 de agosto de (2018) Urbicide, or the city´s litugical death. Oculum ensaios 
15(1):5–12. Obtenido de. https://periodicos.puc-campinas.edu.br/seer/index.php/oculum/article/ 
download/4103/2575/13967 

Casey E (2002) Representing place. University of Minessota, Minessota 
Del Pino I (1986) Proyecto integral de rehabilitación de la antigua Riobamba. Inédito, Quito 
Del Pino Martínez I (2017) Espacio urbano en la historia de Quito: Territorio, traza y espacios 
ciudadanos. Recuperado el 25 de 05 de 2022, de. http://bdigital.unal.edu.co/57661/1/TESIS% 
20ARTES%20Ines%20del%20Pino%20210617pq.pdf

https://revistas.ucm.es/index.php/ESIM/article/download/58233/52399
https://revistas.ucm.es/index.php/ESIM/article/download/58233/52399
https://periodicos.puc-campinas.edu.br/seer/index.php/oculum/article/download/4103/2575/13967
https://periodicos.puc-campinas.edu.br/seer/index.php/oculum/article/download/4103/2575/13967
http://bdigital.unal.edu.co/57661/1/TESIS%20ARTES%20Ines%20del%20Pino%20210617pq.pdf
http://bdigital.unal.edu.co/57661/1/TESIS%20ARTES%20Ines%20del%20Pino%20210617pq.pdf


582 I. del Pino Martínez

El Telégrafo 27 de abril de (2014) Las casas patrimoniales perviven entre la restauración y el 
descuido. Obtenido de. https://www.eltelegrafo.com.ec/noticias/quito/1/las-casas-patrimoniales-
perviven-entre-la-restauracion-y-el-descuido 

FIAN Ecuador, Instituto de Estudios Ecuatorianos, Observatorio del Cambio rural, Tierra y vida, 
FIAN Internacional (2020) De quién nos alimentamos. La pandemia y los derechos campesinos 
del Ecuador. Informe, Quito 

García Canclini N 1 de julio de (2013) Culturas híbridas. Estrategias para entrar y salir de 
la modernidad. Obtenido de ACADEMIA. https://www.academia.edu/20586759/Culturas_hib 
ridas_Estrategias_para_entrar_y_salir_de_la_modernidad 

Gehl J (2014) Ciudades para la gente. Ediciones Infinito, Argentina 
Koolhaas R (2011) La ciudad genérica. GG minima, España 
Lynch K (2005) Echar a perder. GG, Barcelona 
Marin LD (2005) Algunas reflexiones sobre el Ecuador prehispánico y la ciudad inca de Quito, 
Primera. Junta de Andalucía, MDMQ, PUCE, Sevilla 

Minchon M (2007) El pueblo de Quito, Primera. FONSAL, Quito 
Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores. Ecuador (1979) Quito, Patrimonio Cultural de la Humanidad. 
Ministerio de Educación y Cultura, Quito 

Niño CR (2010) La carrera de la modernidad. Construcción de la carrera Décima, Bogotá (1945– 
1960). Alcaldía Mayor de Bogotá, Bogotá 

Norberg-Schulz C (1979) Genius-Loci. Paesaggio, ambiente, architettura. Electa Editrice, Italia 

Inés del Pino Martínez Ph.D. of Art and Architecture and Master’s in city government, 
mentioned in Urban Centrality and Historic Areas, FLACSO-Ecuador. Architect: Central Univer-
sity of Ecuador. Principal Professor: Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador. Coordinator of the 
network of Ibero-American Historical Heritage (PHI-Ecuador).

https://www.eltelegrafo.com.ec/noticias/quito/1/las-casas-patrimoniales-perviven-entre-la-restauracion-y-el-descuido
https://www.eltelegrafo.com.ec/noticias/quito/1/las-casas-patrimoniales-perviven-entre-la-restauracion-y-el-descuido
https://www.academia.edu/20586759/Culturas_hibridas_Estrategias_para_entrar_y_salir_de_la_modernidad
https://www.academia.edu/20586759/Culturas_hibridas_Estrategias_para_entrar_y_salir_de_la_modernidad


Part VII 
Destruction of Common Life: Violence



Chapter 29 
The Besieged City: Geographies of Crime 

Alfonso Valenzuela-Aguilera 

Abstract This chapter addresses the spatial dimension of insecurity and decodes 
how territory neutralizes, encourages or inhibits the commission of a crime. For 
this purpose, we identify spatial parameters that characterize urban space. Although 
certain sites may be associated with a perception of fear under certain circumstances, 
a combination of both physical and psychosocial elements make one location a more 
favorable setting for the commission of a criminal act than another. As the city is 
a complex entity, a direct reading of the environment may prove to be intricate. 
Therefore, we propose a topology that highlights key aspects in order to understand 
the spatial perception of security in a territory. A correlation of both quantitative and 
qualitative information provides a topology that identifies the type of space associated 
with different types of crimes. 

Keywords Crime · Territory · Town planning · Real estate markets 

29.1 Introduction 

The spatial configuration of cities has been transformed by insecurity. Essentially, 
violence has restricted the use of urban spaces by threatening citizens and hindering 
its use based on the logic of survival. Accessibility in both in time and space is 
being limited, with risk factors increasing depending on the time, day and place. 
Consequently, these sites acquire certain stigmas and territories take on novel config-
urations in accordance with new functions within the criminal economy. A collat-
eral effect of the reterritorialization of crime is the growing rate of population that 
perceives the city as an unsafe place to live (Haesbaert 2004). This indicator has, 
among other things, a direct impact on social coexistence, solidarity mechanisms, 
and interpersonal relationships and on the use of public space. Moreover, affectation 
of the constitutive functions of the urban environment contributes to the expansion 
of the concept known as urbicide, considering how organized crime takes control
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of strategic points throughout the city as well as the most meaningful places in the 
social life of its inhabitants. 

This chapter addresses the spatial dimension of insecurity, decoding the way in 
which territory neutralizes, encourages or inhibits the commission of crime. For 
this purpose, we identify spatial parameters that characterize urban space. Although 
certain places may be associated with a perception of fear under certain circum-
stances, the combination of both physical and psychosocial elements makes one 
location a more favorable setting for the commission of a criminal act than another 
(Brantingham and Brantingham 1981; Wortley and Townsley 2008; Weisburd et al. 
2016). As the city is a complex entity, a direct reading of the environment may prove 
to be complex. 

Therefore, we propose a topology that highlights key aspects to be able to under-
stand the spatial perception of security in territories. A correlation of both quantita-
tive and qualitative information provides a topology that identifies the type of space 
associated with different types of crimes. (Weisburd et al. 2012). 

A spatial analysis of crime in the city is based upon the assumption that a terri-
tory is socially produced and has the power to shape our behavior (Brantingham and 
Brantingham 1981). Following this rationale, contemporary society produces violent 
territories that can lead to defensive behavior in citizens. But how accurate is this 
spatial determinism? There are prominent theories on the importance of environment 
in the incidence of crime and these have derived into actionable strategies, including: 
the defensible or defensive space (Newman 1972); the search for predictive capaci-
ties through the use of geo-economic indicators that can predict crime through spatial 
risk modeling (Digital Terrain Modeling); the inclusion of spatial factors in crime 
analysis to promote safe environment design (Crime Prevention through Environ-
mental Design or CPTED); as well as critical views that question the objects and 
generators of fear (Mawby 1977; Smith 1987; Gilling 1997). In addition, we cannot 
overlook the fact that crime and violence determinants have cultural, economic and 
social roots, and so public action also plays a fundamental role in the expansion 
or containment of crime by intervening in the environment where these events take 
place, either by repressing or socializing their resolution. 

Over the last several decades, public security policies have focused on identifying 
areas with the highest crime incidence (known as hotspots), yet have devoted scarce 
attention to analyzing the way in which crimes occur in space (Sypion-Dutkowska 
and Leitner 2017). Undoubtedly, the development of criminal mapping techniques 
has been indispensable in locating the areas of greatest risk, but it is equally important 
to be able to identify the patterns that are articulated in territories through criminal 
activities. Locating crime in space could be one of several elements used in a system 
that involves different moments, spaces, mechanisms and interconnections among 
formal, informal and illegal actors (Valenzuela and Monroy 2014). 

This section is based on a series of empirical analyzes of specific places in the city 
carried out in recent years (Valenzuela 2016, 2019, 2020) and focuses on the study 
of the location of crimes rather than on the motivations of the offenders or the social 
causes behind the crime. Because criminal behavior is directly related to the nature 
of the immediate environment in which it occurs, we examine the instrumental role
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of the environment in activating certain behaviors and guiding the course of events. 
Based on environmental criminology studies (Brantingham and Brantingham 1981; 
Skogan 1988; Herbert and Hyde 1985), which maintain that the distribution of crime 
in time and space is not random but rather depends on situational factors, we arrive 
at a definition of a spatial typology of crime. The concept of topology arises in a 
mathematical context that characterizes the geometric invariants that prevail even 
when undergoing continuous transformations. If we focus on the topological space, 
we can classify its multiple attributes, including the most distinctive ones, such as 
connectivity, continuity, compactness, convergence and proximity. 

29.2 Territory and Perception 

The perception of place involves complex cognitive mechanisms for identifying 
spatial components that have meaning, convey a specific connotation and include 
mental processes where memory and imagination intervene. Another stance suggests 
that perception depends on internal representations that respond to available infor-
mation and mental models that each person acquires through previous conscious 
or unconscious references (Bartlett 1932). If we analyze the case of spaces where 
the local imaginary is linked to violent events, we find that associations that derive 
from previous experiences will result in similar reactions to these and will probably 
generate annoyance, aversion or fear. Within this analytical framework, territory is 
defined as a space of power where criminal acts take place (Bourdieu 2004; Haesbaert 
2004; Lopes de Souza 1995). Therefore, territoriality necessarily involves a social 
tension involving the defense and appropriation of physical space in its different 
connotations (Pastalán 1970; Sommer and Becker 1969; Altman 1975). Hence, the 
personal hierarchy that an individual assigns to a territory will depend on the impor-
tance of the role that the individual plays in the daily life of that territory. It is in this 
context that Altman (1975) proposes three modalities: 

(1) Primary territories, which are essential in the life of an individual, and over 
which the individual has almost absolute control in the personal and private 
space, such as a person’s home; 

(2) Secondary territories, which have a shared and semi-public character, such as 
social clubs, local bars and places with limited interaction; 

(3) Public territories that are temporarily open to occupation, such as restaurants, 
parks, public transportation, beaches and work spaces where users subscribe to 
certain unwritten social norms. 

A fourth modality involves the territories of transgression, located in violent cities 
and structured through a complex configuration of relationships of dominance within 
different social groups. On the one hand, territoriality fulfills practical functions 
such as the possibility of developing cognitive maps that allow types of behavior 
to be decoded and anticipated in a given space. It is possible to assign probable 
relationships between specific places and associated practices through this type of
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representation, allowing us to structure and program our daily activities within a 
margin of reliability. On the other hand, if we consider an urban or metropolitan 
scale, the structure of these maps may be determined both by the socioeconomic 
level and by the dominion that certain groups profess over spaces, as in the case 
of a violent city. This dominion is exerted through control mechanisms that allow 
individuals or groups to influence the behavior of others, in the sense proposed by 
Foucault (1977). Moreover, the exercise of power does not necessarily require the use 
of force, but is based, rather, on the establishment of these dominant relationships. 

In this same way, criminal groups signal their hegemony over a territory by delim-
iting the dominated spaces, an action that is subject to possible negotiations with the 
formal authorities in charge of these territories (mayors, governors, trustees or secu-
rity forces at different levels). These negotiations include agreements in which territo-
rial control is distributed according to complex translegal configurations (Valenzuela, 
2016), in such a way that certain areas can remain under the dominion of criminal 
groups in exchange for keeping other areas of the city protected from crime. 

A key aspect of territoriality has been the intrinsic exchange value of the potential 
use of a given space (Altman 1975). Land acquires greater value in accordance 
based on an increase in demand and then become a control priority for criminal 
groups. Initially, interest in a space may be based on its geographical location, that 
is: proximity to markets, connections to marketing routes, articulation with centers 
of production, processing and distribution (in the case of drugs), mimesis or isolation 
(in the case of safe houses or shelters for drug traffickers); or because they are located 
in areas of high impunity in the face of generalized and institutionalized corruption. 
Likewise, when a destabilizing action occurs in the hierarchy of dominion, such as the 
capture of an important drug lord, a series of readjustments will take place within the 
organization that have a direct impact on the territory, whether it is the atomization of 
the different factions of the organization into independent cells, or a regrouping into 
new coalitions that may or may not include the original group. In this way, criminal 
organizations reconfigure themselves to secure both places and transfer routes that 
include cities, highways, seaports, borders and airports. This spatial arrangement is 
susceptible to other changes based on these events, as they also lead to intervention 
by armed forces or the Navy in an attempt to contain the advancement of criminal 
organizations in the territory, or simply as a restructuring of dominance over the 
space. Hence, territoriality and dominance are strongly linked and can maintain a 
stable structure over extended periods of time (Sundstrom and Altman 1974). 

Another important aspect linked to the environment is the sense of identity 
produced by sharing a territory. Proximity often encourages the creation of social 
ties (Edney 1976) and that is why in towns infiltrated by organized crime, local 
drug dealers can live with their neighbors without the latter necessarily sharing in or 
approving of the activities of the former. Similarly, in some territories dominated by 
local gangs, it is common for residents who are not affiliated with these organizations 
to be able to move around the neighborhood, as long as the dominant group recog-
nizes them. It is also interesting to note differences in the perception of territoriality 
based on gender, as highlighted by the findings of Mercer and Benjamin (1980), who 
noted just how social functions of territoriality vary in accordance with gender: men
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use public spaces as neutral areas where they can withdraw from contact with friends 
and associates, while women reserve similar spaces for socialization. This is relevant 
given that women use the local space consistently and more intensely, which may 
be a reason why they perceive greater vulnerability related to experiencing crime in 
their daily lives. 

Territorialities also has a temporal component that allows individuals to settle in 
a certain place for a certain time and begin to gain possession rights (Becker and 
Mayo 1971) that can later become territorial rights. Once again we are faced with 
the articulation of power systems, with the territory defended firstly as a biological 
necessity (Ardrey 1966), and secondly as a way to exercise power over a physical-
social environment (Edney 1972). That is why the appropriation of territory is a 
central concern for the recovery of degraded neighborhoods dominated by organized 
crime. We know that communities with good internal cohesion have better capacities 
when it comes to identifying and resisting the infiltration of groups from outside the 
neighborhood. Neighborhood-watch organizations can lead to initiatives to monitor 
the territory, react to threats and reduce vulnerability, thereby creating a feeling of 
relative control over the environment. 

According to the semiological approach of Eco (1989: 295), architectural forms 
do not necessarily denote the specific functions of an object or space. Rather, these 
require a reference system; in other words, a code. If spaces are not linked to a shared 
code, they are not understandable or usable by the user. That is why our approach is 
based on the fact that before a violent city can exist, spaces of transgression and risk 
are configured through new codes in such a way that corresponding symbolic conno-
tations will be more useful than the functional denotations of the space. Consequently, 
the semantic codes that define urban and spatial elements (such as the typological 
genealogies of hospitals, houses, schools, parks, etc.) are contrary to new configura-
tions linked to the culture of violence such as residential areas, safe houses, prisons, 
etc. 

Taking this into consideration, urban planning can be considered a spatial code 
that communicates messages, functions and meanings and persuades users to use the 
space in a certain way, in accordance with values linked to a particular way of life. This 
is how an exclusive gated community conveys a message of impenetrability through 
its surrounding high walls and controlled access guarded by armed security personnel. 
Similarly, an elevated toll highway that passes over marginalized places to reach the 
international airport sends out a message that abysmal socioeconomic differences are 
being circumvented through physical-spatial solutions. These territorial solutions not 
only circumvent undesirable areas of the city, but also activate, through the device of 
exclusion, the mechanisms that keep specific sectors of the population disconnected, 
while also bringing individuals with the economic capacity to pay tolls closer so they 
can use the spaces that this infrastructure interconnects. 

In line with this reasoning, highways and communication routes interrupted by 
checkpoints (whether they be military, police, community or organized crime), send 
a message to both the antagonistic groups, and to the general public, of the former’s 
relative control over the territorial domain. Along the same lines are the highly medi-
atic messages of bodies of rival drug traffickers hanging from emblematic vehicular
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bridges in the city, the disposal of human remains along highways and executions 
in broad daylight in public places or malls (Reguillo 2021). It is in these ways that 
we witness the instrumentalization of urban space for the mediatic effects of power, 
seeing how effective it is for the transmission of messages directed at a rival (govern-
ment and/or criminal group) or, for influencing the collective imaginary with a general 
sense of fear. A comparable case is when messages began circulating through social 
networks in the later part of 2011 in the state of Morelos. The messages claimed 
that criminal groups were recommending that the population at large refrain from 
circulating in the city because scores were going to be settled between rival organized 
crime groups. The effect of this kind of message is magnified when state govern-
ments or the different public security corporations neither deny nor react to this type 
of threat, leaving citizens convinced of their own defenselessness and wondering 
who actually has control of the territory. 

Another example of the complexity of territorial relations took place in the favelas 
of Rio de Janeiro, where marginalized settlements that were dominated by local 
drug traffickers in the 1990s were occupied by elite military troops known as the 
Battalions of Special Police Operations (BOPE). The troops carried out operations 
using military strategies because the sites are considered high risk. After several 
months of occupation, community police to restore the rule of law replaced the 
battalion. However, after a few months, elements from these same groups of police– 
–both in office and others expelled from the force for their links to criminals––created 
their own translegal groups known as militias, which were in charge of selling security 
to residents in exchange for a fixed rent. These last groups have been the most 
damaging within the scheme of security because they are very familiar with both the 
institutional machinery of the police force and the groups of organized crime, and so 
they move in a translegal maneuvering that combines the formal, the informal and the 
illegal, thereby taking criminal violence to another level of complexity (Valenzuela 
and Monroy 2014). 

29.3 Spaces of Transgression 

The study of a city has notable references in the field of territoriality that include 
the works of Whyte (1956), Sommer (1969) and Lynch (1960). Lynch proposed 
the reading of urban spaces through the classification of perceptual elements that 
identify an order underlying the urban construct. While critics of his model argue 
that cultural, emotional, evaluative and experiential elements were left out in his 
approach, in this paper we recover some of these approaches but place them in the 
field of cognitive and perceptual processes of crime, exemplifying them with case 
studies and validating the critical apparatus through new interpretation codes of the 
city. 

Based on this approach, we have identified five fundamental types that are key 
to reading the urban fabric, and that we believe will allow new paradigms of under-
standing of the configurations of a violent city and spaces of transgression, defined
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as borders, territories, routes, plazas and hubs. It must be mentioned that the five 
elements used to visualize spaces of transgression in the city are not exclusive to a 
specific place or time; on the contrary, they merge to form hybrids of the different 
elements. However, by identifying them separately, each component can be analyzed 
to throw light on particular aspects of their spatial configuration in a Mexican context 
and how they interconnect in a global criminal economy. For this purpose, we describe 
each element in its relation to the city as a whole so that we can then analyze their 
interactions as a whole, to identify configurations and structures as follows. 

29.3.1 Borders 

These are territorial divisions or boundaries marked by physical, perceptual and 
symbolic discontinuities. In the context of violence, they warn that a material or 
imaginary line dividing two or more territories, dominated and disputed by different 
groups, has been crossed. They can be made up of walls, borders, railroad tracks, 
highways or avenues that serve as divisions, unions or sutures. They form a tacit 
barrier or allow continuity to be maintained under new behavioral conditions. In 
violent cities, borders are places of conflict since their definition is imposed by 
force, chance or negotiation. 

A border is the conventional space that divides or marks the limits of a territory. 
It originated as part of an international convention to delimit the boundaries between 
one country and another, thus establishing sovereignty. However, in the current anal-
ysis, we consider that this division is instrumental in establishing the dominance of 
a certain criminal group over a certain territory, even when there are also demarca-
tions such as maritime, river, lakes and air borders. Evidently, the establishment of 
a border is linked to the concept of routes, since it intercepts communication chan-
nels that are vital for the functioning of illicit markets. These borders are created 
by geographical accidents such as mountains, valleys, rivers and oceans, but also 
through physical infrastructures such as the border between the United States and 
Mexico where, in addition to a perimeter wall between the two countries, there is a 
series of surveillance devices both at crossings and along the border itself. 

Although the concept of a border can be approached from different angles–– 
cultural, imaginary, geographical, etc.––in this analysis we view it from the perspec-
tive of a territorial border linked to the economy of crime. This way, we can identify 
the constitutive elements that make a border a structural element for the operation of 
organized crime. The idea of a border serves both to unite members of a demarca-
tion and to differentiate and separate them from what is beyond this limitation. The 
strip around the border is where exchanges are recorded––violent ones in this case– 
–between members of criminal groups and another or others, so that transgressed 
territories can be the cause of reprisals, revenge and compensation. 

Within the criminogenic context, borders are elements that change constantly, 
especially when criminal groups experience hierarchical reconfigurations between 
them, or even within their own organizations. Likewise, they can become more or less
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porous over time, as is the case of binational borders, which, despite the existence 
of sophisticated control systems, do not prevent the subsistence of a billion-dollar 
market, as is the case of Mexico and the United States. It is necessary to traverse 
maritime, fluvial, or aerial borders to enter the US, and yet drug trafficking industries 
cross them constantly and continuously, thanks to a structure of corruption that 
traverses different entry controls. In the dispute between criminal groups for territorial 
control, there is not necessarily a formally defined record or geographical map, and 
yet territories are defended head-on against threats of occupation or transgression 
by antagonistic groups (including state forces). In this sense, there may be areas of 
influence where a cartel or criminal group maintains geographic control over a region 
and negotiates authorization for another criminal group to move illicit merchandise 
through its domains. 

From the perspective of human geography, borders are defined either as absolute 
spaces, or as socially constructed spaces that are fluid, ever changing and complex. 
The border stands as a barrier that divides the territory and becomes a contact zone, 
generally conflictive, that can find a dynamic balance at different times, depending 
on arrangements between different criminal groups or even with the authorities in 
question at different levels. "Drug trafficking maps" are published periodically in 
different media, informing on the demarcations of influence of criminal groups, 
which may or may not coincide with state geopolitical demarcations. One can even 
speak of an extended border where there is hegemony over entire regions of the 
country, which sometimes cover drug trafficking routes, as in the case of criminal 
corridors in the Gulf of Mexico or between Acapulco and Mexico City. 

Around the world, borders have become a porous concept as mergers between 
multinational criminal groups (for example, the Neapolitan Ndrangheta and the 
Mexican Zetas) are integrated into the criminal economy, with borders extending 
across seas and continents, creating multinational criminal regions. Traditionally, 
territories are considered to be “open to expansion and conquest” (Zusman 2006: 
179), so they must be protected and monitored. Depending on whether it is a ques-
tion of recognized territories or spaces of transgression, there will be checkpoints, 
access points, coast guards, aerial radars, customs, booths or checkpoints. However, 
in all cases, access and circulation control is carried out with authorizations, safe-
conducts or provisional permits. Territories maintain these borders as functional 
spaces for larger-scale processes, and yet they send coded messages to outsiders 
about the impenetrability of a neighborhood (in the case of gated communities), the 
dominance of a criminal group, or the prevalence of enclosed spaces where the state 
still maintains relative territorial control. 

29.3.2 Territories 

Territories are sectors of the city that preserve a distinctive character for their inhab-
itants over other demarcations. These polygons can be identified by both the crime 
incidence rate and by the perception of insecurity, which divide them into high,
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moderate, or low risk areas, and sometimes depends on the intensity of surveillance to 
which they are subject to. In some cases, territories can be neighborhoods or colonies 
associated with social stigmas or they can be characterized by the following features: 
particular architectural typologies, perimeter walls that confine areas, uniform grids, 
housing size typology, or other physical aspects such as topography, location, or 
widespread abandonment of the area. 

The Real Academia Española defines territory as “[…] the geographical space 
limited by borders where a population is established and provides the necessary 
physical conditions for the existence of the State, which holds sovereignty.” This 
includes land, air, maritime and inland water space, although this geographical defi-
nition does not include the human, symbolic and identity dimensions associated with 
the territory, which allow individuals or groups to project their conceptions of the 
world (Giménez 1999). In the crime economy context, territory has a precise and 
instrumental function in market dominance, as it allows the control of merchandise 
production, processing and distribution, so that criminal groups value and capitalize 
on the territory to claim it as their own by establishing their own borders. 

Territories make it possible to articulate the operations of criminal organizations, 
which create production circuits, operating networks and special configurations that 
make the crime industry more efficient. Territories can vary in scale, circling streets, 
passing through neighborhoods and colonies, and reaching sectors, cities and regions 
that do not necessarily coincide with traditional spatial classifications. Instead, in 
their territorial definition, one scale can encompass others or overlap, so that a cartel 
can dominate a space in a particular way, while at the same time forming part of a 
federation or association of criminal groups that maintain a collaboration agreement 
within certain parameters with those who carry out activities for them. 

The occupation of territories of transgression involves a certain degree of legiti-
macy, which is acquired by being a native of the place or by making symbolic gestures 
toward the population that may include reducing daily crimes against people and 
their resources, distributing aid in cases of disasters or contingencies, and even the 
construction of sports, educational or health facilities in the community. All this as 
part of symbolic and material exchanges with the population, where hegemony and 
control of the territory is transmitted either openly or in a veiled manner through 
expressions of violence directed at anyone who does not respect the hierarchy that 
is established in the place. 

Territory became a defining resource in Mexico during the presidency of Felipe 
Calderón Hinojosa (2006–2012) who began a bloody war on drugs and whose key 
objectives included recovering territories. He stated that it was time that the govern-
ment “[…] take back the control that the State should have never lost and should never 
lose over its territory.” Halfway through his six-year term, nonetheless, he emphat-
ically affirmed: “We cannot lose territories; there are states in which authority has 
been violated. The military and police operations that we have launched evidently 
do not make criminal activity disappear, but they do allow the State to strengthen, 
recover or fully assume the rule of the State over its own territory” (Zepeda Patterson 
2009).
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Given that criminal economies revolve around illicit markets, the valorization of 
territory plays a central role in the drug trafficking industry. Locations have strategic 
value in their interconnection capacities with other territories, as production spaces 
and as facilities with transformation and distribution potential, and so they represent a 
vital element for the operation of criminal activities. Furthermore, territory allows the 
real estate market to be used for transactions that involve money laundering, which 
is instrumental for reinvestment within the same criminal activities, thus allowing 
for the expansion of markets and growth as a multinational industry by expanding 
its territories. 

Territories of transgression are those spaces in dispute, which corporations, insti-
tutions and individuals can claim as their own through expropriation, leasing and 
sales, and where criminal groups can use raiding (unauthorized use of a property), 
occupation (permanence in the transgressed territory) or appropriation (legitima-
tion of territorial rights) to claim their rights. These organizations can break into, 
occupy and appropriate areas considered valuable for their own purposes. Faced 
with these territorial occupations orchestrated by criminal organizations or created 
as a hybrid between these groups and rulers, politicians, police and military, there are 
always expressions of resistance against the transgression of spaces, such as those of 
self-defense groups, community guards and even paramilitary groups, who call into 
question the dominion not only of criminal groups but of the State itself. 

29.3.3 Routes 

Routes are road or pedestrian connectors that communicate, articulate and organize 
urban spaces and emerge as highly vulnerable places for the commission of criminal 
acts, drug transferring and patrolling of territories. These connectors make up a 
road network that articulates the territory by interlacing the different areas of the 
city through neighborhoods of variable levels of danger and belonging to various 
demarcations, and where clear visibility and direction are important factors for the 
perception of safety. People observe the city as they move through it while organizing 
and connecting other environmental elements. A route includes roads, highways or 
roads that allow travel from one point to another, even when they have a connotation 
that indicates the direction taken for said purpose. In the organized crime context, 
roads are linked to transfer routes of illicit merchandise, which can be by land, sea 
or air. 

Routes can also be represented as linear patterns of movement that are followed 
by commuters. Routes can follow roads or trails or go across territories where there 
are no established trails, such as open fields. According to Montello (2005), routes 
denote behavioral patterns while roads denote physical and linear entities. The former 
have an origin and destination, and can be articulated in a transportation network, 
intermodal if need be, with the transported product being integrated into established 
routes, or alternatively, using different roads so that the product transfer goes unno-
ticed. Routes are essential for the distribution and transfer of illicit shipments, but
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they are also instrumental in articulating the development of criminal activities. On 
the one hand, they are the means by which members of criminal organizations move 
to carry out orders and coercive actions throughout the territories, while on the other, 
they represent the possibility of having mobile and articulated points of sale along 
arteries, highways or at intersections, thus making it possible to boost the market by 
streamlining capital flows. 

Routes use communication channels but differ from them because they have a 
defined meaning and direction. Another dimension can be found in collective under-
ground transportation routes (metro), where people are transported without making 
eye contact with others or noticing the surrounding environment, and so they offer 
no interference, making it an ideal system for drug dealing activities, both inside the 
train as well as metro station entrances. When we consider the mobilization of illicit 
merchandise through transfer routes, we can refer to the geopolitics of capitalism, 
where continuity in the circulation of capital is very important so that an accumula-
tion does not lead to a devaluation of the product. This means drug markets must seek 
expansion in order to reduce the turnover time of capital. For this purpose, routes 
are supported by road, rail and airport infrastructures that reduce transportation costs 
and allow the expansion of markets. Sometimes approaching the operation scale of 
large multinational corporations, drug cartels have managed to expand across the 
Atlantic to reach European, African and Asian countries via sea and air routes. This 
exponential growth has been possible with financial mechanisms and instruments 
that have leveraged the production of illicit substances. 

Transportation infrastructures have the function of allowing and encouraging both 
the production and consumption of narcotic drugs, whether for domestic use or for 
export, in addition to maintaining reduced costs that benefit production and the 
market in general for extended periods of time. In this way, processing areas, such 
as laboratories or packinghouses, are configured as transfer spaces before entering 
collection points and distribution routes in the national and transnational territory, 
forming a complex network throughout the territory. 

When we understand the economic functions that are linked to specific places, 
we can predict the intensity that will be used to guard them, as well as the type of 
defensive tactics that will be used to protect them. On the basis of this economic 
geography we can analyze the municipalities with the highest crime rates and map 
transfer routes and important collection, transfer or distribution points. In this context, 
the areas that stand out the most are those that connect drug production sites with 
illicit trade routes and other transfer points such as airports, runways, seaports or 
border access points. As concerns air terminals, the veiled role that facilities as 
important as international airports come to play is remarkable. Mexico City has been 
the scene of lethal confrontations, including with federal police agents who protect 
the facilities but who are also linked to organized crime. Seaports also have important 
connections through routes with drug markets (see Pérez 2014), so it is not surprising 
that coastal cities such as Acapulco, Cancún, Veracruz or Los Cabos head the list of 
cities with violent criminal activity. Likewise, the strategic location of border cities 
makes them particularly susceptible to prevailing violence, as is the case of Ciudad 
Juárez, Tijuana and Matamoros.
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29.3.4 Plazas 

Drug trafficking plazas are the most valued and defended points in territories and lead 
to frequent bloody confrontations to control them. The control of a plaza requires 
initial, continuous and systematic surveillance of a territory to identify possible 
competitors or threats that affect the execution of organized crime operations. Plazas 
may be found in the heart of a territory or the end of a route or avenue. In the 
context of a city of crime, this typology corresponds to the neuralgic points through 
which organized crime is articulated and structured in space. This element can be 
encompassed at varying scales so that a specific space, such as an urban park, will 
be found within a municipality, within a metropolitan district, within a federal entity 
and even as part of an international network. Plazas are nodes of confluence in the 
territory where activities are intensified, incorporating intersections, public transport 
terminals, or intermodal transferring. They can also materialize as public squares or 
parks, as corners, interstitial spaces and even alleys. 

The transgression of the territory by criminal organizations is exemplified by what 
is known as the Culiacanazo of October 2019, an operation to arrest Ovidio Guzmán 
López, son of El Chapo in Culiacán. The army was involved in a combat against 
members of the Sinaloa Cartel, who took over the city with high-powered weapons 
to force the capo’s release. This also resulted in 8 persons dead, 16 wounded and 49 
inmates who escaped from the Aguaruto prison. This operation evidenced the tactical 
and logistical power of this criminal group, which not only achieved its immediate 
objective, but also completely paralyzed the city and made clear its ability to respond 
and to control the territory. 

Plazas can be categorized based on models of the regional economy; a relevant 
spatial unit can be divided into several spatial units with the same type of rele-
vance, which can then be grouped into one or several categories of lower hierarchy. 
Thus, a plaza is a nuclear spatial unit with a higher hierarchy that groups together 
other articulated nuclei (hinterland) and that generally forms part of a larger-scale 
production and distribution network. In this way, certain plazas will hold predomi-
nance over the different categories such as production, processing, distribution, land 
and air transfer, money laundering, creating asymmetric spatial dependencies within 
the functions of each bastion. The operation of a plaza is characterized by concen-
trating activities and being connected to transportation infrastructures, as well as by 
its interconnection with other networks of economic interaction within the criminal 
industry, which allows the movement of people, merchandise and products through 
these networks. Furthermore, the market for illicit products functions as an inte-
grated economic system that is defined by the effectiveness of its interconnections 
with other points of articulation that are beyond its borders, corresponding to its 
decision-making capacities, displacements, as well as with the distribution of goods 
and services. 

There are transaction costs in the establishment of business relationships, which 
can be minimized by making interactions routine. However, the first inspections, 
negotiations and hiring also imply an additional cost. Likewise, the distances implicit
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in the transactions involve a great expense, since increasing the distance increases 
the time, thus increasing the value of the product. When there is a sustained demand, 
the price increase of the product can be covered without jeopardizing the production 
process, as is the case with the production of cocaine, which costs $700 USD per 
kilo to produce in Colombia, goes up to $30,000 USD wholesale when sold in New 
York City, while in the retail market it can be sold for up to $120,000 USD (Aguilar 
2013). 

In addition, the different territorial components associated with the plazas can 
be defined based on their functional specialization, such as the production of raw 
material (opium, coca, marijuana); processing, which can be carried out in clan-
destine laboratories located in various countries; and distribution, which involves 
different modalities such as proximity to borders, seaports or landing strips. Plazas 
have different features that correspond to the production phase of a drug in particular, 
being that certain territories will have better conditions for the agricultural production 
of raw materials, and better locations with respect to potential markets and complicity 
with officials and authorities, which will allow them to ensure an economy of scale 
with the possibility of expansion. 

A plaza comprises a specific territorial area where a criminal group maintains 
hegemony and monopoly of certain activities within the criminal economy (produc-
tion, processing or marketing) in close collaboration with governments, police or 
military with whom they share a percentage of the profits for this activity. However, 
this demarcation is not permanent; it serves as a platform for the transfer of merchan-
dise and also allows for the collection of a derecho de piso, a fee demanded from both 
legal merchants and from other criminal groups for the use of shops and commercial 
lots. 

29.3.5 Hubs 

Hubs are strategic and multifunctional sites where activities, means of transportation 
and communication routes converge. They can also form around public spaces used 
for commercial purposes or that have a symbolic meaning, around public facilities, 
or even as temporary installations. Hubs mark points in the territory that citizens 
identify by their physical features, such as an outstanding element in the landscape, 
or historical sites. There are many opportunities for moving drugs at these places of 
confluence, as well as for street theft, as there are often crowds of people circulating 
continuously. 

Hubs condense activities and are strategic points of confluence, intersection or 
concentration of people and uses and can centralize the social life of a neighborhood. 
They are nuclear in nature and form as points of concurrence along the different routes 
or paths, in addition to articulating with other hubs to form a structure, network 
or system. The concentration of functions is the mechanism that originates cities, 
based on the dynamics deriving from the confluence of activities and the volume of 
production that attracts different production elements. The site itself can be a point of
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accumulation of fixed social capital (infrastructure, transport and processing means), 
and it can also generate a particular efficiency when these activities take root in the 
population. 

Given the nature of the drug market, a concentration of activities results primarily 
from the need to concentrate production, processing and, to a certain extent, distri-
bution in certain points of the territory. While the areas of the market may overlap 
depending on the different products, criminal groups may specialize in a particular 
activity (extortion, kidnapping, drug trafficking, protection, human trafficking, etc.), 
or combine several of them, allowing them to diversify risk in the event that actions 
of containment or eradication of a certain product or activity are initiated. Popular 
hubs are shopping centers or places offering multifunctional services because they 
have parking lots and ATMs, increasing the risk of incidences and where the time of 
day is an important factor in terms of prevention. However, they can also be apart-
ments or office towers, facilities of metropolitan importance, supply centers, truck 
terminals or self-services identifiable not so much by their uniqueness but by their 
specialization. 

A paradigmatic case took place in the state prison of Topo Chico in Nuevo León, 
which became the center of operations for the Zetas Cartel. It served as a refuge from 
persecution by drug traffickers, a source of income through the extortion of inmates 
and forced labor in workshops, and a reserve army when required by organized crime 
(Aguayo and Dayán 2018). This prison combined all the spatial elements of crime: 
it was a hub for drug traffickers, it was immersed in one of the largest plazas in the 
city of Monterrey, it was directly connected to the road that leads to the borders with 
McAllen and Nuevo Laredo, and it controlled most of the surrounding territories. 

With other sources of crimes, such as the theft of auto parts, there are sites with 
a greater incidence of this type of activity that articulate at collection, distribution 
and retail sale points. These sites eventually become integrated into the formal and 
informal economy within an institutional framework that makes it possible to inhibit 
or stimulate the illegal market. The case of a center for the sale of stolen auto parts 
in the district of Iztapalapa in Mexico City is also paradigmatic. Because of its size, 
it is known as “the Ford” and it offers a wide range of stock and even offers order 
placement services. 

The importance of hubs is evident in the study of spatiality because of their impact 
on communities. There have been notable urban interventions, such as the Library-
Parks in the city of Medellín, the Favela-Bairro improvement program in Rio de 
Janeiro, and the strategy for the consolidation and recovery of public space in Bogotá. 
At the same time, important cultural initiatives have emerged, such as the Arts and 
Crafts Factories in Mexico City, the Central Única de Favelas, or the Afro Reggae 
Cultural Group in Rio de Janeiro, which have managed to involve the inhabitants 
through cultural centers with a such a high rate of success that even local organized 
crime factions have threatened them precisely because of their success in keeping 
the young population from popular settlements away from criminal activities.
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29.4 Conclusions: Characterizing the Spatial Structure 

An ultra-contemporary war field is continuous, flat, simultaneous, ubiquitous, 
systemic and productive, and affects sea, air, land, space and cyberspace. (González 
2014: 11). 

The significance of the field concept in the theater of war operations is illustrative 
in the context of conflicts produced within the drug trafficking industry. The elements 
that make up the spatial structure of crime acquire various meanings according to 
their functional interrelationships, and so the articulation of these units allows for 
the activation of a criminal economy. This is how routes connect with plazas, where 
the concentration of activities produces merchandise, later crossing territories and 
borders. Even while the five elements are empirical categories that help to concentrate 
information for a better understanding of the dynamics of spaces of transgression, 
while also highlighting parallels with different cities, there is a common structure 
that is revealed beyond their specific characterizations. 

Organized crime has a spatial dimension that is essential to understanding the 
nature of the criminal economy. These spaces are as diverse as they are complex, but 
there is an interdependence between them and their spatial configuration that is key 
to understanding the geography of crime. Territorial control has been instrumental 
for the domination of specific markets, as well as for the operation of other crim-
inal activities such as extortion, kidnapping, dispossession, human trafficking and 
the recruitment of new elements for criminal organizations. Territorial hegemony 
allows organized crime to consolidate its presence in territories and metropolitan 
areas, securing a criminal fence all around to turn them into strategic resources 
that are instrumental for eventual expansion within the regional illicit market. That 
is why territorial control becomes such an effective expression of power, allowing 
organizations to establish a collective imaginary in which the vulnerability of the 
population prevails in the context of crime marked by impunity. Paradigmatic exam-
ples in Mexico are highway blockades by drug cartels, which paralyzed 31 avenues 
in Monterrey in 2010, Jalisco in 2012, Michoacán in 2018, Tabasco in 2019 and most 
recently, in the previously mentioned case when the Sinaloa Cartel almost militarily 
occupied the city of Culiacán to release one of its leaders. 

The structure of a territory is complexly organized (Salingaros 2005), with its 
elements interacting at many levels and with countless connections, and concentra-
tions of activities interconnecting to form a network. In an extended metropolitan 
area, drug production can be concentrated at a certain point and connected to other 
points of concentration by means of routes that cross territories within a plaza 
controlled by a criminal organization, or by means of safe-conduct issued by associate 
cartels to cross state, regional and international borders. 

The geography of crime integrates a complexity of formal/informal/illegal dimen-
sions (Valenzuela and Monroy 2014). A legally recognized space integrated into the 
formal economy is also the locus of illicit or translegal processes with an orga-
nized and articulated complexity (Weaver 1948). Hubs may be specialized in one
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or more forms of criminal activity (production, processing, distribution, recruit-
ment, extortion, kidnapping, etc.) and may be connected to other hubs that carry 
out complementary activities, forming a trajectory that can become a transfer route. 

The diversification of criminal activities among criminal groups is becoming 
increasingly widespread and may acquire greater preponderance depending on 
market conditions and links with the authorities and/or law enforcement agencies. 
Criminal networks maintain overlapping connections that are projected in territo-
ries, establishing different circuit routes depending on the type of narcotic, criminal 
activity or scale of the illicit market in question. Hierarchies among criminal orga-
nizations require negotiations between rival groups so they can become articulated 
in a global and transterritorial market. 

It is important to underline that the market of crime is articulated by land, air 
and sea, creating routes through different channels and generating profits that will 
often be invested in the financial or real estate market, thus closing the cycle of the 
geography of crime. Cities will also often react to the insecurity and violence with 
changes in daily routines, with the fortification of the environment, with residential 
isolation or the permanent policing of urban spaces, in an ambiguous context where 
translegality provides the de facto form of resolution when conflicts arise, leaving 
inhabitants unprotected and contributing to the dissolution of the city. 
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Chapter 30 
Urbicide, Violence, and Destruction 
Against Cities by Criminal Organizations 

Arturo Alvarado 

Abstract The article proposes a critical examination of the concept of Urbicide and 
its applications to the phenomena of urban violence produced or associated with 
the actions of criminal organizations, which include drug trafficking organizations 
and other criminal enterprises engaged in many illicit activities, such as smuggling, 
piracy, money laundering; human, arms, corruption, extortion, homicide, traffic of 
goods and properties in cities, among other transgressions. In all these activities, they 
capture and destroy cities or parts of them to obtain illicit profits because most of 
their activities take place within them, and on several occasions, the object of their 
control is the city itself. The concept of urbicide has been widely used and modified 
in such a way that many attributes have been added to it and are applied to numerous 
examples where its meaning has become unprecise, ambiguous. The author revises 
the literature on the topic and makes an effort to specify, classify, and measure 
what its call urban violence. It is a conceptual exercise of clarification, delimitation, 
and measurement that shows its usefulness in the analysis of the multiple different 
and sometimes fragmented expressions of urban violence, as well as its limits. His 
proposal refers to activities they capture and destroy cities or parts of them to obtain 
illicit profits because most of their activities take place within them, and on several 
occasions, the object of their control is the city itself. In particular, the way in which 
criminal organizations affect urban life in general; they occupy, control, destroy, and 
reconfigure certain urban spaces in order to exploit their inhabitants, its resources 
and take advantage of the urban environment for their illicit businesses. 
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30.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this work is to make a critical examination of the concept of Urbicide 
and its applications to the phenomena of urban violence produced or associated 
with the actions of criminal organizations, which some authors call cartels, and 
which include drug trafficking organizations and other criminal enterprises engaged 
in many illicit activities, such as smuggling, piracy, money laundering; human, arms, 
and drug trafficking, corruption, extortion, homicide, traffic of goods and properties, 
among other transgressions. In all these activities, they capture and destroy cities or 
parts of them to obtain illicit profits because most of their activities take place within 
them, and on several occasions, the object of their control is the city itself. 

Even though the topic is not new in urban literature, we propose to show one side 
of the phenomenon associated with different and sometimes fragmented expressions 
of violence against cities and their inhabitants, as well as to present an essay that 
specifies, classifies, and measures what we call urban violence. I refer to the way 
in which criminal organizations affect urban life in general, they occupy, control, 
destroy, and reconfigure certain urban spaces in order to exploit their inhabitants, its 
resources and take advantage of the urban environment for their illicit businesses. 
This leads us to present the violence problems in the city from a different angle and 
also to propose some correspondences with other forms of urbicide, such as conflicts 
between criminal organizations, confrontations with the coercive forces of the states, 
wars, destruction plotted by terrorist organizations. All of them exert destructive 
behaviors on cities. Criminal organizations often use and occupy urban territories 
to acquire and control illicit markets, to distribute merchandise, or to control trade 
routes. Among their strategies for acquiring market and political power, they not 
only seek to gain (monopolistic) control over the distribution and consumption of 
illicit goods and services (sometimes also over urban production), but also over the 
populations where they are based, as well as over governments and urban public 
infrastructure (occasionally also private). This includes markets, shopping malls, the 
construction industry, housing, urban entertainment, as well as customs, airports, and 
jails. Also, the goal to control and subjugate public personnel, like police, adminis-
trative officers and public authorities. Their products can be illicit drugs; they also 
engage in other predatory activities such as extortion, kidnapping, human trafficking, 
arms trafficking, smuggling, piracy, and money laundering; they also often capture 
and regulate markets for the distribution of goods and services, such as the distri-
bution of water, cable television or local utilities, tourism, commerce, restaurants 
and bars, the entertainment industry, or intervene in the real estate market and even 
alter urban policy. Their actions produce a combination of dread, fear, insecurity that 
also invades and configures public and private spaces, as well as creates spaces of 
apparent security. The magnitude of their destruction is associated with economic 
power, firepower, with the existence of competitors, with government surveillance 
and strategies to attack them, contain them, let them operate or collude with them.
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Conflicts between criminal cartels can be a mechanism that generates destructive 
practices with bloody manifestations in cities.1 The control of territories usually 
combines coercive and clientelistic strategies, but all of them destroy not only the 
physical aspects of the built environment, but also the trust, cohesion, urban social 
networks, and in general damage the urban fabric and networks. Their territorial 
(spatial-urban) strategy can be varied; sometimes they are concentrated in certain 
informal markets (for example, informal markets such as Tepito, or merchandise 
distribution facilities such as the central supply center in Mexico City); in other 
cases, in neighborhoods under the control of their trafficker’s groups (such as the 
PCC in various locations in Sao Paulo, or various organizations in Rio de Janeiro, in 
Medellin, Colombia, or in border and gulf coast cities in Mexico). In contrast, in other 
occasions, they come to occupy and destroy entire cities, as in Allende, Coahuila or 
as happened in the last decade with the predation-systematic extortion of cities in the 
gulf of Mexico, in Tampico, Tamaulipas, where practically all businesses and services 
in the urban space were attacked-predated and many destroyed, or the owners were 
forced to close or abandon their businesses (Alvarado 2022; Zavaleta et al. 2018b). 
Also, the conflict with governments—the state—can generate occupation strategies 
and devastation of sectors or entire cities (to build their security areas, as in Culiacán, 
Sinaloa). 

Reactions from affected populations to aggressions from both illegal actors and 
the government tend to configure spaces of protection, struggle, dissent, or consent of 
those orders. They don’t react homogeneously as occurs in different popular neigh-
borhoods of many Latin American cities, but also in middle and upper class neighbor-
hoods, where they “enclose” themselves in their neighborhoods and condominiums, 
producing spatial configurations such as those narrated by Caldeira (2000). At certain 
times, neighbors and communities have created vigilant organizations.

1 Examples of this can be seen in the different attacks committed by members of criminal orga-
nizations on public and private offices, such as small businesses (OXXO convenience stores in 
Mexico, banks, gas stations, stores, as well as police offices or posts and blockades on streets, 
highways, and urban circuits. These are sometimes committed as a reaction to police and mili-
tary operations to arrest criminals, sometimes to block their access, others to prevent them from 
carrying out an operation and arresting a gang leader. A case that was widely publicized was the 
attempted apprehension of Ovidio Guzmán López, son of Chapo and head of the Sinaloa criminal 
organization, on October 17, 2019. The military attempt triggered a reaction that showed how the 
city of Culiacán was controlled by the Sinaloa organization, with blockades, attacks against police 
and military posts, which forced the authorities to withdraw (see among other references, newscast 
Televisa: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bnzdL0drR7U). They are also planned to instill fear 
in the population, provoke chaos and reactions against the government. Some include destruction of 
public infrastructure. Among the examples that illustrate these phenomena are the attacks organized 
by the PCC against the authorities and with the purpose of controlling important portions of the 
city, in the years 2006 and 2012. Other examples can be found in Rio de Janeiro, as well as in 
Guatemala, El Salvador, in Central America. Sometimes an authority is the target of an attack, to 
disarticulate the urban security policy, as represented by the attack against Omar Garcia Harfuch, 
Secretary of Public Security of Mexico City on Friday, June 25, 2020 (Diego Caso, El Financiero, 
June 26, 2020). Some acts are planned to defend or capture territories, others to attack authorities, 
and some others are counterattacks to public operations. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bnzdL0drR7U
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In large metropolises such as Mexico City, there are some areas where neigh-
bors have created vigilant mechanisms; in other cases, they have enclosed entire 
neighborhoods where they hire private security personnel to protect themselves. 
Another collective phenomenon produced by insecurity has been the fencing of 
houses, parking lots, or businesses with iron fences to prevent access to possible 
crooks. This phenomenon has produced large avenues, commercial areas, houses, 
residential and commercial units with a spatial and esthetic configuration of fences in 
large areas of the metropolis. Illicit activities produced by organized criminal actors 
with resources destroy and alter the configuration of urban social space and produce 
certain spatial forms of organization, of territorial control. 

All this leads us to ask ourselves: do these behaviors constitute urbicide practices? 
Whether against a city as a whole or in most cases as a strategy of partial occupation 
they ended up altering urban space. 

Police and military strategies also occasionally produce territorial control and 
destruction of urban space even though some practices may be considered lawful. 
This occurs with operations against criminal organizations in cities or even against 
their inhabitants. Many police strategies to control populations, combined with terri-
torial control, also have a destructive purpose in imposing another political and urban 
order; they may have the formal purpose of urban reconstruction with displacement, 
but in reality, they maintain a damage. Examples of this have occurred when author-
ities occupy territories to formally displace guerrilla organizations such as was the 
case in Medellín (Operation Orión in 2002 in Comuna 13 of Medellín, Colombia; or 
operation Todos Somos Juárez in Mexico in 2010–12, or in small towns in Michoacán, 
which are in continuous dispute between community self-defense organizations and 
other criminal gangs) but whose effective actions damage the ability of entire popu-
lations to free themselves and build a free and shared urban space, or change the actor 
that had illicit political-coercive control of a territory for another that is also illicit, as 
was the case in Medellin. Another example is the militias in Rio de Janeiro (see Paes 
Manso 2020, which manifests the imposition of a criminal and political order in the 
favelas controlled by these groups) or by another autocratic power, to benefit certain 
urban political-economic groups. In many cases, the means and strategy of interven-
tion becomes a destructive end, as has been the occupation of university facilities by 
the army and the police, producing systematic destruction of the built environment 
and guiding principle (leitmotif ) of the universities (as has occurred with military 
occupations in the National university (UNAM) and the Polytechnic (IPN) in Mexico 
in July 1968 and in 1999 with the Federal Police intervention against the university 
strike in February 2000). 

Furthermore, in some cases, urban policies that are supposedly aimed at combating 
these types of organizations, as well as protecting the population and the urban 
environment, sometimes alter, isolate, segregate, limit access, and use of the city in 
the interest of improvement, urban development or the protection of an exclusive 
order and security, which only benefit some privileged groups against the lack of 
protection of large urban groups. In this sense, one of the issues critically debated by 
experts is the use of “security design” in cities. In fact, in Latin American cities, their



30 Urbicide, Violence, and Destruction Against Cities by Criminal … 607

inhabitants have implemented a sort of “people’s defensive architecture” resulting 
from the actions of homes, communities, and businesses. 

In all the above cases, the proposed interpretation does not coincide or share all 
the definitions (and propositions) used in literature regarding urbicide, which is why 
we now present a critical discussion of the concept, its annotation and denotaation, 
that is, the meaning and correlates-examples. In addition, we propose certain limits. 
Then, we will present a way of classifying, specifying, and measuring some forms of 
organized criminal violence in cities, in order to try to understand how these behav-
iors produce general damage to the urbs. They are connected to high murder rates, 
femicides, disappearances, massacres, and other forms of extreme violence such as 
gang violence, aggressive policing, and militarization; they generate distortions in 
political representation; citizen participation, political representation, the polis, while 
at the same time they reinforce segregation, polarization and create new precarious 
spaces. It is pertinent to mention that this violence does not always destroy all spaces 
but alters and reconfigures those that exist. 

30.2 Urbicide and Violence in General 

It is recognized that the term “Urbicide” was coined by Michael Moorcock in 1963 
and originally meant “violence against the city” (Moorcock 1963; Carrión 2014). In 
addition, since the 1960s, various authors wrote several ideas about the destruction 
and death of the city. In 1961, Jacobs denounced what she considered the self-
destruction of diversity in cities as active communities, produced by the postwar 
American urbanization trends, the decline and the regeneration of cities.2 In subse-
quent years, the concept of destruction as death continued as a way of criticizing 
urban development and planning. 

The term urbicide has recently been used more broadly, which includes not only 
this critique of urbanistic trends, but also the so-called conscious, premeditated 
behaviors, and practices of destruction of the urbe as an object of attack, whether 
of the physical environment created, its memory or its diversity. This would include 
material, subjective and symbolic dimensions. But, its application has led to include 
much broader themes and examples of destruction, not only of the built environment, 
but of the very meaning of the city and its main physical-spatial (built environment), 
community and symbolic components, as it has come to be equated with war, geno-
cide, or the application of certain public policies. In many cases, it is not determined or 
defined who the actors are, nor is it precisely defined who the victims are (sometimes 
the city is the target, the victim, sometimes the instrument).

2 Despite the fact that Jacobs’ idea in The Dead of the American City (1961) is linked to the impacts 
generated by the refunctionalization of cities (As Carrión mentioned later in 2014:43), that is, public 
policies and the decline of American neighborhoods and cities, we cannot conclude that all the new 
urban renewal trends and public policies oriented by what several authors label as neoliberalism, 
are part of his idea. 
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Most contemporary authors consider it a behavior, an explicit conduct (to a 
certain extent), whose purpose is to destroy the urbe by resorting to violence. Other 
times it is a systematic and continuous behavior, while in certain situations, it is 
a passive behavior. Destruction can also result from the inaction of urban actors, 
governments, or communities; other moments it results from the unintended conse-
quences of a strategy, such as the regeneration of urban areas or the implementation 
of large projects that are sub-optimal for the urban community. Some authors include 
attempted destruction. It is also a collective action, for which it is necessary to under-
stand its aggregate, collective effect, an example of these would be the actions of 
vigilante groups, which increase randomly in urban communities; there are also the 
enclosures of businesses, neighborhoods, territorial portions that are isolated with 
the purpose of making them safe, unprotecting those who are outside the fence. In 
all cases, it means the (non-creative) destruction of the object city because it is a 
city. Several authors make parallels with wars and armed, warlike confrontations, 
including attacks, “hybrid” combats (when it means to destroy in order not to allow 
the passage or the benefit of the enemies). In other examples, they include gentrifi-
cation processes, and in still others, the application-sustainability of urban policies 
in theories or ideologies considered neoliberal. In this sense, the concept today has 
numerous imprecise, contrasting meanings, its limits (properties, dennotation) and 
the examples used are very diverse, so it is necessary to make an exercise of preci-
sion before using it to examine the violent and destructive behaviors of criminal 
organizations in and against cities. 

The concept is not clear either in its connotation (meaning, significance, intent) 
or its denotation (correlates, examples). Examining and establishing precise limits to 
the properties and empirical application of the concept will avoid further broadening 
the meaning, reducing its ambiguity. The following exercise proposes to clarify 
the meaning and the different applications of the concept. That is, to clarify the 
significance as well as the extension with examples registered in recent literature. 
Through a systematic bibliographic search, we selected a set of texts published by 
experts on this subject; we compiled the different contents and the examples used. 

30.3 Clarification and Conceptual Limits 

Table 30.1 includes definitions and examples from almost 20 authors, some of whom 
have several texts related to the topic. The table is organized by themes, beginning 
with general definitions of physical, symbolic, and even historical space; then by 
urban public policies (which generated the first period of debates); followed by 
themes such as wars, to which are added exclusion, destruction of heterogeneity and 
plurality, until integrating genocide, ethnic cleansing, and, also, themes of abandon-
ment and ecological destruction. The examples are scarce and in many cases are 
confused with situations of national, state, and ethnic violence. 

As  shown in Table (30.1), the concept has an original connotation (meaning) in 
at least three dimensions or properties, but over the years, a wide range of properties
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have been added to it, many of which are not shared by all authors; neither are there 
clear examples that are directly and solely associated with cities (the more repeated 
example is wars). Moreover, the examples proposed are very diverse, ranging from 
historical issues of destruction of monuments and urban equipment, up to entire cities. 
The core of the concept is certainly a violent process of destruction (or destruction by 
violent means), in some ways purposive, conscious, programmed; but, in other cases, 
it is the consequence of other projects, which may or may not have as their purpose 
the destruction of the city as such, but a transformation of it, even by non-violent 
means. It is not a process of creative destruction, that is, to recreate the city, but to 
change its meaning-content-and forms of occupation of space (in a violent way). 
Nor is it a destruction of the entire city, but rather of its main components. In many 
cases, general violence is confused with national-community, ethnic violence and is 
integrated with urban violence. Many violent processes and acts are neither proper 
nor unique to the city, nor do they occur in the city nor are they directed against it, 
even though they end up damaging it. 

The last part of the table includes several dimensions and ideas proposed by the 
author in order to critically reflect not only what is urbicide, but also what is urban 
violence, another vague category that confuses terms, examples, situations. This is 
not the purpose of this paper. To indicate that it is necessary to take into consideration 
all the elements from the different political, environmental or criminal spheres, but to 
point out how these also have an impact on urban destruction. Even some examples 
illustrate that the categories are not neutral and do not mean the same thing for all 
populations and at all times. 

Some authors use encompassing concepts; others build them with correlates. The 
application of the concept has expanded to various urban issues, such as the destruc-
tive effects beyond wars against cities, adding effects such as disasters; another 
on rebellions, uprisings, or even what some consider the abandonment of the city 
(Herrera 2007), the oblivion that some associate with the transformation of cities 
(particularly in the global north), a product of the decadence of urban-industrial 
forms, of the decadence of old cities, both in areas that were dynamic centers or 
in working class suburbs, as occurred in cities of the industrial belt of the North 
American Northeast since the end of the 1960s. For example, in many cities in the 
industrial corridors of cities, rivers, and riverbanks of the North American northwest, 
Massachusetts, New York, Michigan or Illinois in the USA (it should be mentioned 
that this is very different in many post-industrial and post-Fordist European cities, 
some of which have had creative reconversion processes), in other European cities 
that have not achieved their transformation and urban renewal or in some Mexican 
cities of the Gulf (where large industrial and agricultural enclaves emerged and are 
being dismantled as an industrial, labor, and social-urban order) as well as in several 
border cities that were born and decayed when the manufacturing industry and the oil 
and agricultural enclaves were transformed. This is the result of the disappearance 
of an industrialization-urbanization model. 

Literature concurs on a set of elements that constitute the concept, the experts 
agree that they are aggressions and premeditated actions, with an explicit order and 
form, but they do not share the rest of the dimensions. One example is the idea of
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death of the city or death of the urban; not everybody shares the idea because it is 
neither death of a city (that has occurred in history because of several causes), but the 
destruction of their constructed social space; there is destruction of certain spaces 
and portions of it, by violent processes, but other forms have no purpose and urban 
decay in general does not have that irresistible violent-destructive tendency. 

I agree with Sara Fregonese that if the concept of urbicide: “is to be employed 
as a theoretical and methodological tool to investigate urban contested spatialities 
across multiple settings, then it needs to be contextualised with a sensitivity towards 
the specific ways in which the material fabric of the city played a part in shaping the 
multiple experiences of those who were caught up in conflict” (Fregonese 2009:310). 
The category is neither unidirectional nor univocal. There is no single theoretical 
actor, no single and specific purpose; sometimes it is combined and confused with 
several. The city ends up being the site where the damage occurs, but it is not always 
directed against it. 

Consequently, I do not agree with the broad definition and the attributes and 
destructive logic proposed by many authors. It is true that many actions are premed-
itated, but in many cases, devastation is the consequence of unplanned actions and 
inactions or the undesired result of non-violent changes. 

In any case, I share the idea that it is a violence against the city, against its identity; 
sometimes against the population, the citizenship, for urban economic, cultural, or 
political, warlike. I would add obliteration by military, police, and criminal reasons; 
sometimes they alter significant places such as squares, monuments, infrastructures. 
But, they do not always privatize “nor subordinate public policies and institutions 
to the interests of the market or central power” as proposed by Carrión (2014:35). 

There is a set of nuclear elements that constitute the concept, plus the aggregation 
of various attributes, and their application in historical situations leads to the question 
of how to avoid the concept having multiple meanings. Other examples are the 
consequences of disasters, earthquakes in cities (Mexico, Philippines; other cities 
Asia, Arab countries or the Caribbean), or accidents, when subsequent actions mean 
abandonment, negligence and forgetfulness or transformation to obtain benefits for a 
group (for example, the intervention of North American federal agencies (particularly 
FEMA) after Hurricane Katrina in Louisiana in 2005, with negligent actions that 
maintain large portion of its population in dismal conditions and led to a deep housing 
crisis of populations without resources and a rearrangement of the real estate market 
in favor of other groups two years later). Another case is the explosion in the port 
of Beirut, Lebanon, on August 4, 2020 (which left more than 127 dead, more than 
700 thousand wounded; and the destruction of thousands of homes, businesses and 
thousands of millions of dollars in damages. Two years after, there is no active 
reconstruction even though there was an international mobilization to help). And what 
about the public actions after or in response to the riots of Los Angeles, California 
in 1965 (Watts) and 1992 (R. King Case) or Baltimore, Maryland (2008)? Is the 
destruction directly associated against the city? Or the protest is directecd against 
an oppressive order that intends to maintain an oppressive order? Furthermore, how 
to include other topics such as population displacement, which in Central American 
countries and in Mexico have had remarkable and devastating proportions in cities?
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and how to solve the issues of climate change, globalization? all of them produce 
urbicide? 

It would also be necessary to be more precise on the effects of gentrification 
projects and processes, because not all renovation produces (non-creative) destruc-
tion. Not all these processes are urbicides; it is necessary to establish limits and 
exceptions, maybe only in those that are not supported by democratic conditions, or 
directly attack the democratic polity and includes violent methods. 

30.4 Urbicide and Criminal Organization Actions 

Because of their own history and attributes, cities are spaces where different types 
of transgressive, illicit, and violent behaviors take place; some of them are produced 
by external factors and others are endogenous. 

Drug trafficking and in general the several local and transnational criminal orga-
nizations that trade drugs affect cities; they are present in all cities of the planet, 
in different forms, such as bands, gangs, mafias, cartels, guerrillas, militias, crim-
inal organizations, paramilitary, parapolice and even as corruption networks. Some-
times, the coercive forces of the state create their own illicit organizations (mafias, 
syndicates, private monopolies of public coercion) or associate with others, such as 
the militias of Rio de Janeiro (Paes Manso, 2020) and capture portions of the city 
to extract illicit rent. They have economic, social, political expressions and terri-
torial presence. In some situations, they only use the city’s infrastructure for their 
benefit. In others, they colonize, transform, and destroy regular economies and public 
and private spaces. 

The combination of activities of these criminal organizations makes their impacts 
multiply among populations, neighborhoods, economic, and political sectors (for 
example, the sale of illicit merchandise, protection-extortion schemes, influence 
peddling and political pressures). On several occasions, they have been a threat 
or danger to the life of cities. In recent decades, particularly, in the producing, 
distributing, and consumption of illicit drugs (such as poppy seeds, marijuana, and 
cocaine in Colombia and Mexico), the forms of criminal organization for the produc-
tion and commercialization of these drugs have grown disproportionately (to the 
magnitude of transnational corporations), along with the competition to control these 
territories. At the same time, they have been increasingly incurring in the cities that 
are means of distribution and places of consumption. 

The result of these processes are disproportionately high levels of homicidal 
violence, as well as other expressions of armed confrontations and capture of urban 
territories (including other associated crimes, like corruption, extortion, kidnapping, 
control of informal and illicit retail business, restaurants and bars and traffic with 
properties). There are other very violent cities in different regions of the world, but 
the content of that violence appears to have different causes, even if it also combines 
drug trafficking and other associated activities.
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Presence of criminal organizations, their particular modes of operation as well as 
its consequences in city life, is diverse. One way of looking at it is the violence that 
manifests itself urbanely (homicidal violence, extortion, kidnapping, crime, trans-
gressions to order and sociability and to political representation and participation; 
occupation, destruction, or trafficking of land). The records we present show that 
Latin American cities have been affected by these forms of homicidal and criminal 
violence (Tables 30.1 and ff.).

30.5 Urban Violence and Urbicide, Approaches, 
Proximities, Limits 

To continue, we present two types of expressions of violence associated with urban 
destruction. The first has to do with what we call urban violence. The second has to 
do exclusively with the practices of criminal organizations in urban spaces. 

To introduce the topic of urban violence, we start by defining it from several facts 
and examples (denotation): interpersonal violence in cities, homicides, femicides, 
partial or complete destruction of built spaces-build environment, urban equipment. 
The destruction of the spatial configuration of cities produced by illicit and armed 
actors, and the (violent) destruction by collective actions that is not resolved with 
restorative public measures. 

Let’s start with the idea that urban violence is part of urbicide, especially because, 
as Carrión notes, “there is a considerable increase of homicides in cities” (Carrión 
2014:37), although the trend is not general for all cities. On the contrary, in many 
cities of the region, homicidal violence has tended to decrease consistently (See 
Concha et. al. Ibid), but this does not mean that the problems and causes of this 
violence disappear; on the contrary, in some situations, a low homicide rate may 
indicate the dominance of a criminal organization, its hegemony in a city (as could 
be the cases of Culiacán, Sinaloa, reviewed; or that of Sao Paulo under a kind of 
hegemonic dominance over the world of crime by the PCC. See (Dias 2009; Feltrán 
2010 and Willis 2015). Moreover, it is necessary to specify not only its magnitude 
but also its trends, its directionality and the ways in which it affects urban life, as we 
will show below. Several reports and studies on urban violence have shown us that 
in the region we have a large number of cities with high levels of homicidal violence 
(Table 30.2).

Six of the largest and most dynamic cities in the region have homicide death 
rates above global and regional averages. Only two were bellow regional and global 
average of homicides. To add to our knowledge, InSigth Crime (2020) compiled 
data from 17 capital cities in the region, resulting in an average of 21.3 murders per
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Table 30.2 Homicide trends 
in the largest metropolis of 
Latin America 

Metropolitan Population Cases Rate 

São Paulo (2018) 22,000,000 3727 9.5 

Ciudad de México (2018) 21,900,000 1400 15.5 

(Gran) Buenos Aires 15,100,000 904 5.2 

Río de Janeiro 13,005,430 1987 29.7 

Lima (2019) 10,555,000 745 8.48 

Average 10,501,359 1197 16.92 

Santiago 7,400,000 5.1 

Bogotá (2018) 7,181,469 1052 12.7 

Guadalajara (2015) 5,179,874 370 24.7 

Monterrey (2015) 5,061,732 220 19.7 

Brasilia (2018) 4,200,000 978 32.4 

Medellín (2018) 3,931,447 583 23.1 

Rates per hundred thousand inhabitants. Source Author’s elabora-
tion based on the referred texts Inegi, Ibge, Dane, Igarapé Institute, 
Insight Crime, Instituto de Pesquisa Econômica Aplicada–ipea 
2020, y OCJ. Estimated cases are in italics

100,000 inhabitants. These trends are above the global murder rate of around 6.2 and 
the regional rate of just over 12 points, estimated by UNODC for 2018.3 

As the table shows, the homicide levels allow us to characterize the vast majority 
of the region’s metropolises as extremely dangerous and with destructive tendencies 
due to interpersonal, group, and organized violence. 

To understand better the type of cities, we have made a classification according 
to a measure grouped in five categories. 

This table (30.3) provides us with a metric that shows the differential magnitude 
of violence, and allows us to conjecture that it may be useful to classify and measure 
the degree of destruction generated by different actors and actions and add it as a 
measurable dimension in the notion of urbicide. However, it will be necessary to 
discern whether these violent deaths are not only products of structural factors such 
as inequality, lack of an effective justice apparatus, or lack of development or poverty 
(Concha Muños and Santos 2020). It is also linked to the presence of violent actors 
who carry out their practices within urban territories and in which we observe their 
main effects.

The vast majority of cities in the Latin American region have high levels of 
violence, and to understand its concrete manifestations, we suggest to consider the 
magnitude, the scales and spaces where it operates and where three aspects are

3 There are other records of urban homicidal violence, such as those of the Citizen Council for 
Security, Justice and Peace, as well as InSigth Crime and the studies of the United Nations organi-
zation against Drugs and Organized Crime (UNODC). We use some of them because not all of their 
records are consistent or complete, and in some cases, they equate violence in the cities to national 
figures. 



30 Urbicide, Violence, and Destruction Against Cities by Criminal … 625

Table 30.3 Ranking of cities by groups of homicidal violence rates 

Cities Average rates (per each 100,000 inhabitants) 

Average rate in the Americas 15 

Group 1. Cities with extremely high violence (10 
times the global rate) 

69.4 

17 Cities 

Group 2. Cities with very high violence 40.3 

31 Cities 

Group 3. Cities with high violence 31.1 

6 Cities 

Group 4. Medium violence 10.1 

0 Cities 

Group 5. Moderate violence 5.81 

Cities with low average rate 5.81 
5 cities 

Source Citizens Council on Security, Justice and Peace 2019; UNODC; InSigth Crime & El Tiempo 
There are no cities with moderate violence. The list includes 4 cities in South Africa

combined: (1) The presence and form of criminal organizations, which operate to 
control markets, territories, and populations; many of them are intertwined with 
the urban form; (2) The urban public security policy (when it exists), its forms of 
territorial deployment, in particular with the police and relations with citizens; (3) The 
different responses of their communities (which can be of consent, subjection, passive 
or active resistance). By combining these three categories, we can find territories 
where one authority dominates in a legitimate and legal way, and other extremes of 
spaces under the control of illicit and destructive violent actors (because we have 
associated violence to illicit activities as destructive behaviors). We are also going 
to find hybrid situations were there seems to be under dual governance, and many 
others of territories in dispute. In them, we find spaces of high, medium, or low 
criminality as well as high to low capacity of inhabitants and authorities to confront 
and reduce violence. For example, there are some spaces of high violence and tight 
criminal control, with low resistance of communities (as many cases of precarious 
neighborhoods in cities of the global south, but also in the suburbs of Marseille 
or Paris, because this does not only happen in Latin America, but in all cities of 
the planet); in contrast, there are places of low criminality and high resilience of 
inhabitants (for example, some upper class neighborhoods or organized working 
classes communities) with parallel presence of democratic authorities. 

What is it that produces urban violence? What we propose here is that there is a set 
structural causes, such as inequality, segregation or the ineffectiveness or inexistence 
of a justice system. At meso-level, we can find and measure the criminal actors, with 
their destructive behaviors. Together with them, we identify police behavior, where 
in some places, it is an effective deterrence and protective actors, but in some cases 
produces violent and predatory work. At this level, we can also identify the effect
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of public policies, such as ineffective security, health, housing, transportation, or 
commerce policies. And at the micro-level, we can identify a set of many actions and 
conditions of urban everyday life. These actions tend to reinforce urban decay and 
destructive trends of entire neighborhoods or cities (This could be part of an agenda 
for future works). 

30.6 Expressions of Urban Violence Associated 
with Practices of Criminal Organizations 

In relation to organized criminal activities, and not only drug trafficking, we have 
some evidence of its destructive processes that capture urban spaces for reorganizing 
them into illicit activities under their control. These are processes of destruction, 
distortion of cities (in economic, social, and political-civic aspects). But, massive 
urban destruction does not always occur (with the exemptions marked in the literature 
on Table 30.1). 

Most attacks on cities by criminal organizations are not always consciously 
planned or premeditated; rather, they arise as reactions to attacks between crim-
inal organizations or by state coercive forces. These is the interpretation we offer to 
the numerous blockades and concerted collective actions in cities such as Monterrey, 
N.L. (in 2012 and 2015), or Guadalajara in Mexico (in 2022 and before, called narco-
blockades), or in Culiacán Sinaloa in 2019. There are more examples of other cities 
partially or entirely controlled by them in the urban corridors of the gulf, Veracruz, 
Tabasco, Tamaulipas (Zavaleta 2018b), and in border cities between Mexico and the 
United States of North America, E.U.A. (Tijuana, Ciudad Juarez, Nuevo Laredo, 
Reynosa, Matamoros, among others), which are subject to a triple dominance, crim-
inal, political (national), and security policies of the USA. Similar phenomena occur 
in Rio de Janeiro in Brazil, in Medellin, Colombia, El Salvador, cities in Honduras 
and the capital of Guatemala or Ecuador, such as Cuenca, Guayaquil, or Quito (some-
times the expansion of activities of criminal actors first affects their cities, but ends 
up affecting the stability of a country, as recently happened in Ecuador). The list 
can be extended much further. In these cities, many neighborhoods are under the 
control of illicit organizations and are affected by their territorial presence, by their 
armed control of the territory and of the population. But, there are cases of strategic 
planning to control and produce disruptions and terror among the population, as we 
find in the interventions-attacks of PCC in Sao Paulo, particularly after 2006. Also, 
recent violent irruptions in cities in Mexico (Tijuana and border cities by CJNG), 
in late August 2022, seems to be a promotion plan and a combat between transna-
tional organizations based in Mexico against the national government (not the local 
authorities). In these case, cities are the scenario, not the direct and unique target for 
the attack. 

In the northern territories of Mexico, illicit groups have destroyed and turned 
certain cities into territories of death, in their jails and barracks, as happened
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in Allende, Coahuila, and in other places on the Mexican northern border, such 
as Matamoros, but also in large portions of Tampico. Can we qualify these activities 
as urbicide? This is violence against the city or in an more specific sense the death 
of the city (Moorcok 1963). It is the deliberate material destruction of partial urban 
areas and in one case the appropriation of an entire city. The criminal intervention 
in Allende, Coahuila on March 18, 2011, by the Zetas (Coord 2016: 12–14), and in 
other cities in northeastern Mexico, are deliberate acts of destruction of the urban 
environment, as criminal purposes. 

Some of these border cities have created their own economy of services, trans-
portation, merchandise, control of the media, the police and local authorities. New 
actors have emerged from these peculiar dynamics, such as the smuggler, the 
middleman, the human trafficker, the serial narco killer (sicario), the Falcon, the 
collective commando (see Carrión and Gottsbacher 2020-Handbook).4 There have 
been situations in which the illicit group culminates its struggle by integrating itself as 
part of the local political elite (such as Mayors in several municipalities in Michoacán 
and other places). Hence, an interpretation of this capture considered a form of crim-
inal governance has emerged in several contemporary studies (Lessing 2021). Beside 
this interpretation, what we are interested in emphasizing is that this violent destruc-
tion also generates other urban social and political-economic orders or is combined 
with the dominant ones. 

There are some cities where the wars between drug traffickers and the government 
army have produced the destruction of the urban environment, such as in C. Juarez, 
accompanied by the invasion of gangs that fight each other to control portions of the 
city and then the military occupation that subjugates everyone, which is followed 
by its abandonment. It was also used as a policy of renovation of the urban territory 
in the program: Todos Somos Juarez of 2010. These policies were highly criticized 
by residents.5 Also, the occupation-destruction as in Allende, Coahuila by the Zetas 
organization in the first decade of the century (vid supra). 

To provide recent examples of urban violence in other regions of the world, 
we can quote several authors who refer to the ethno-national conflicts in Eastern 
Europe in the 1990s (Vukovar by the Yugoslav people’s army and Serbian

4 The presence and extension of the activities of criminal organizations generates subcultures around 
drug trafficking, the figure of the drug trafficker (hypermasculine mortal power), the smuggler; and 
urban and social aesthetics that have very violent contents and subordinated feminine roles (with 
exceptions). 
5 The so-called "Estrategia Todos Somos Juarez" … was a federal program in partnership with the 
municipal government of Ciudad Juarez, as well as with members of civil organizations in 2010. 
They installed a consultative table with all these actors to implement federal and local programs 
of public security, urban renewal, health, and education. Was an ambitious renovation plan, which 
aimed to respond to the intense violence generated by the fierce competition of this border territory 
between transnational criminal organizations. It has precedents in other programs in Colombia, and 
its results have only been partially evaluated, but it is precisely a program that pretends to solve the 
destruction of the city by the Narco-guerrillas. For a better understanding see: Meyer, 2010. Castillo 
and Ochoa, 2012. Arratia, 2017. There are other experiments in conflict resolution and violence 
reduction programs implemented by the governments of Medellin, Colombia (see Alvarado, 2014, 
as well as in Ecuador (Brotherton and Gude, 2021). 
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paramilitaries in 1991), which indifferently destroyed the cities, its buildings, schools, 
factories, hospitals, housing; the destruction of Sarajevo between 1992 and 1995 and 
the ethnic cleansing actions. In another place, in Harare, Zimbabwe, the government 
implemented the Murambatsvina operation (Clear the Filth). In May 2005, 700,000 
people were displaced from their settlements, and their houses and infrastructure 
were destroyed (Misachi 2017). This has also been the case during the war against 
the Islamic State with the destruction of Aleppo and other localities. 

Although the topic of gender is not the subject of discussion in this paper, it is 
necessary to consider the urgent necessity to integrate gender-based violence (partic-
ularly against women) into the concept of urbicide. It is a form of violence in urban 
public spaces.6 

The organizational forms and spatial deployment of illicit organizations and their 
strategies are linked to the urban form. This issue should be explored in greater depth 
in the future, as well as the link with the activities and criminal markets of human 
trafficking, arms trafficking, extortion, kidnapping, money laundering, urban land 
trafficking, and corruption-collusion with authorities. 

It should also be noted that these planned proactive behaviors do not always 
culminate in urban destruction. In some situations, communities have organized 
themselves and have managed to resist or repel these attacks, forming self-defense 
organizations. This has occurred in the state of Michoacán (in Cherán, Michoacán, by 
organizing its own community defense) and in the Mexican Bajío region, where cities 
are spaces of confrontation, defense, and government’s recovery efforts. Likewise, 
there are examples of organized urban communities that have managed to build and 
maintain security strategies for their neighborhoods, either with the community itself 
or in partnership with legitimate governments. 

What we also wish to manifest with these examples is the plasticity and inno-
vation of the inhabitants in defending their ways of life and their urban spaces, 
trying to rebuild and keep their localities alive. In this sense, destructive actions 
also generate resistance and the formation of communities, groups, neighborhood-
community associations, self-defense groups, and various forms of vigilantism. In 
certain situations, these forms of resistance manage to maintain, recover, or recreate 
their cities with community authorities. But, this shows that the destruction of cities 
is not inevitable and with a single direction.

6 The deep and systemic violence against women in public spaces has been noted by 
UNWOMEN studies (see: https://mexico.unwomen.org/es/digiteca/publicaciones/2017/03/diagno 
stico-ciudades-seguras). And the dominance of Muslim-Islamic male power coalitions in several 
countries of the world has been the object of violence against women and social responses against 
them, as has happened with the protests in Iran since September 13, 2022, as a result of the death of 
Mahsa Amini, a young woman who was arrested and was in custody of the Iranian Islamic religious 
police (guidance patrols) was detained and beaten for breaking the law that requires women to cover 
their hair and virtually the entire body in public spaces. It is a manifestation of a violent urban order 
by a political coalition with coercive police power being exercised against women. See: https:// 
www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-62994373 

https://mexico.unwomen.org/es/digiteca/publicaciones/2017/03/diagnostico-ciudades-seguras
https://mexico.unwomen.org/es/digiteca/publicaciones/2017/03/diagnostico-ciudades-seguras
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-62994373
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-62994373
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Table 30.4 Inventory of dimensions that may be associated either with the destruction, urban 
decay, and poor governance of cities, or, in contrast, with the resilience and creation of strong urban 
communities 

Antecedents/possible causes Positive and Negative Consequences 

Resulting forms: impact on governance 

1. Violence (Homicides, illegal activities, 
violence in public spaces) 

Impunity, high victimization; low or null 
governance. A high homicide rate can be an 
indication of processes of massive 
destruction; a low rate can mean an 
improvement, but also the capture of the city 
by an organization that imposes an order. A 
criminal pax 

2. Organized violence (criminal organizations, 
paramilitary, parapolice, terrorist agents) 
National and local expressions 

Organized violence: local criminal 
governance networks or clusters 
Expansion of transnational criminal 
enterprises and cartelization of local gangs as 
well as portions of cities; expansion into 
regional-urban structures and networks 

Construction or consolidation of criminal 
power as market power and urban political 
power (not only for illicit matters). Capture 
and use of cities as sites of destruction, 
watchtowers, and places for crimes against 
humanity 

3. Government actions (public) 
Public policies on security. Reconstruction and 
urban renovation 
Support or conflict with communities 

Punitive actions such as excessive 
imprisonment 
These policies generate unintended 
consequences that sometimes produce other 
damages. And they produce some of the 
following consequences: 
Limited territorial control (and corruption) 
Deterioration of democratic and 
governmental rule of law; deficient public 
policies 
Limited territorial sovereignty 

Control and criminal dominance in social 
organizations and neighborhoods 

Capture and co-opted reconfiguration of the 
state (Garay and Salcedo, 2008) 

Association, symbiosis between authorities 
and criminal entrepreneurs 
Building safe cities and effective 
communities in the fight against organized 
violence 
(In contrast and as a positive effect) Proactive 
reconstructive actions, articulated with 
communities and other authorities, which can 
generate new urban orders

(continued)
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Table 30.4 (continued)

Antecedents/possible causes Positive and Negative Consequences

3.1. Police work Confrontation with criminal power as market 
and political power that can result in: 

Macro- and micro-policing strategies Limited, co-opted, bought police power: 
criminal sovereignty 
Military interventions in the fight against 
crime 
o 
Legitimate construction of safe communities 

4. Citizens and neighborhood’s Organizations Three alternatives: Resistance, building 
collective efficacy, resilience and democracy 

Regional Organization and Mobilization Respect for law and order or impunity 
Passive or complete acceptance of criminal 
power: No legal and justice order 

Source Author’s elaboration based on Lessing 2021, and Adorno and Alvarado 2022 

Finally, we present a possible classification of factors that can be associated not 
only with urbicide, but also with the problems of deterioration, destruction, and poor 
governance of our cities (Table 30.4). 

30.7 Ecuador’s Western Cities, an Example of Recent 
Regional Crime Growth 

Besides looking at major trends of violence in metropolis, we need to include what is 
happening in medium-sized and port or border cities in countries that are located on 
drug trafficking routes in South America (particularly cocaine). They are increasingly 
affected by the presence of transnational criminal organizations, and this has altered 
the structure of security services, law enforcement and prisons, with some evident 
consequences in the increase of urban violence and others latent conflicts in terms of 
the territorial presence of crime. The expansion of activities of transnational organi-
zations, particularly the so-called Mexicans (such as the Sinaloa and Cártel Jalisco 
Nueva Generación, but also Colombians, although all are transnational), has trans-
formed the transit territories of illicit drug trafficking, as in the case of Guayaquil, 
in the province of Guayas, as well as in Manabí and its port (Mantas) and in Esmer-
aldas, bordering Colombia. These criminal enterprises increased violent competition 
between gangs associated with them. They were originally located only in that portion 
of the country. The city authorities had managed to contain the violence through 
police strategies of arrest and mass incarceration, but this has led to the prisons now 
being the territory of dispute and confrontation, with consequences for security in 
various cities. These processes date back to the end of the twentieth century, but in 
recent years, they have had a notorious expansion, even during the pandemic.
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Even though this criminal violence has not reached the point of producing city-
wide blockades and violent confrontations, the evidence shows that they have being 
affected much more than what the government, the press, and experts report. To 
begin with, there are numerous (previously) local and now regional organizations: 
Los Choneros, Los Pipos (New Generation), Los Tiguerones, Los Chone-Killers, Los 
Lagartos, Los Lobos, Los Gánster negros, Los Ñetas, Los Latin Kings-a transnational 
gang; they are associated with drug trafficking and homicidal violence (taken from 
Redacción La Hora, September 30, 2021). Many gangs have local origins, while 
others take the form of transnational gangs and others of the so-called Colombian 
Bacrim. Gang confrontations and homicides have been concentrated in the city’s 
prisons and in some territories linked to the main gangs that have operated in this 
territory in western Ecuador. In past years, the effect was concentrated in two points, 
on the one hand in the prisons, and on the other in the streets and neighborhoods 
where these gangs operate. The number of contending gangs has produces various 
phenomena of splitting, rupture, and confrontation between them (questions can 
be raised and need more attention in future research: is it an internal cartelization 
phenomenon? Or is it caused by the arrival and entry of transnational gangs?). 

Thus, Ecuador and particularly its mid-sized cities on the west coast have been the 
scene of the growth of this criminal world since the 1990s, but which in recent months 
has produced part of the prison crises and the extraordinary increase in homicides 
occurring in several areas of these cities. Homicides in Ecuador doubled between 
2019 and 2022, from 1,187 cases in 2019 to 2496 in 2021, and 2116 so far in 2022. 
A similar increase occurred in Guayaquil.7 

To confront homicidal violence in prisons (which has even led to massacres. See: 
Paredes 2020), Lenin Moreno declared a penitentiary crisis in the country in 2019 
and began a strategy of transferring several prison gang members to other prisons, 
which led to the expansion of their presence in other provinces; an increase in their 
network and territorial influence. This also forced the intervention of the army (S.I. 
October 1, 2021; Olan 2021). This was a spillover effect to other prisons and other 
cities. 

According to investigations carried out by Cesar Ulloa-Tapia, as well as reports 
from journalists’ associations and the press, various cities beyond western Ecuador 
are the scene of confrontations between criminal organizations over drug trafficking. 
These spaces show how the prisons were the basis for re-building the internal struc-
ture of the gangs, but above all, for creating several external criminal networks. The 
evidence is obvious in the prisons, but it indicates the existence of a deep and growing 
criminal economy of local and transnational trafficking. In this sense, Ecuadorian 
urban territories are another example of how cities located in transnational traf-
ficking corridors are affected despite the government’s policies to negotiate, control, 
or combat them. Recall that within the Ecuadorian security strategies, there was a 
gang pacification plan, and current trends suggest that these mechanisms have been

7 For the case of Guayaquil, the government reported 279 homicides in 10 months of 2020 and 613 
so far in 2022. Data from El Universo, news, 2022. Also, Ministry of Government, DINASED and 
Ecuador Police; Insight Crime, 2020; INEC Integral. 



632 A. Alvarado

exhausted, and perhaps we are at a breaking point of the transformation of these 
local structures into trans-territorial networks, with greater coverage and capacity for 
predation. They also manifest that the phenomenon of criminal presence and damage 
in the cities does not occur only in the metropolises that we have been describing in 
the text, but also in medium-sized urbs and in several of their scales. Until now, the 
most violent expressions have been concentrated in certain urban spaces, but there 
are already signs of greater impact in commercial areas and, in general, in the percep-
tion of urban security. It is likely to have other important effects on the governance 
of ports and customs, on security and eventually on urban governance. 

30.8 Urban Violence, How to Avoid It 

Cities systematically face and are the nest of multiple transgressions, because this 
behavior is one of its core components. These factors can be produced and are 
associated to situations where cities tend to deterioration, decline, partial, or total 
destruction; partly by premeditated violent actions, partly by unintended public and 
collective actions; sometimes as a result of planned premeditated actions (but other 
times not adverted), by blunder or omission. 

As we have tried to show in the text, the concept of urbicide has been widely 
used and modified in such a way that many attributes have been added to it and are 
applied to numerous examples where its meaning has become unprecise, inexact, 
ambiguous. We have also shown that the extension of the concept’s properties has 
led to the inclusion of borderline situations that are applied to phenomena of different 
nature. In this paper, we made a conceptual exercise of clarification, delimitation, and 
measurement that shows its usefulness in the analysis of the multiple different and 
sometimes fragmented expressions of urban violence (including its mechanisms, 
its actors, their strategies). Likewise, on the one hand, we specified the concept 
and narrowed down the correlates to which it can be applied, while on the other 
hand, we carried out an exercise to explore how we could integrate issues of drug 
trafficking, criminal violence, other forms of homicidal violence, gender violence, 
and other transgressions, as components of the system. While the exercise is useful 
in exploring the possible ways to apply the concept to urban violence, we also utilize 
several examples which demonstrates that broadening properties and examples will 
produce an unnecessary stretching of the meaning of the term. I believe that this 
exploratory exercise will allow us to advance in the efforts to maintain core properties 
of violence against the city, not only physically but also in a symbolic, collective, 
communitarian, and democratic way. Still, we need to improve our rigor and produce 
better classifications and measures. We need more examples that ratify our ideas, or, 
on the contrary other cases that will forces to reject our conjectures.
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Chapter 31 
Discursive Understandings of the City 
and the Persistence of Gender Inequality 

Nora Libertun de Duren, Diane E. Davis, and Maria Lucia Morelli 

Abstract This chapter explores some of the urban conditions that can impact 
violence against women levels the Latin American and Caribbean cities. After delving 
more deeply into the connection between urban violence in general and the dynamics 
of violence against women, it focuses on how the latter unfolds in the different urban 
spaces, distinguishing between the private and the public realms of the urban space. 
The chapter also offers a review of some of the most common ways, in which urban 
policies have tackled gender violence in cities and offer some guidelines for how 
to develop urban policies that support gender equality. It highlights how there is 
a tendency to support policies that address the outcomes rather than the causes of 
gender inequality, whether in the household or the city. These policies tend to revolve 
around seeing women as victims and segregating women and men, without addressing 
the problem of abusive men and violence in society. It calls for urban planning prac-
titioners and policymakers to internalize the notion that preventing violence against 
women is the first step in producing equitable cities. 
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31.1 Introduction 

In the contemporary era, cities have become known as sites of growing class, social, 
and spatial inequities. Such conditions have fueled conflicts over “the right to the
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city,” which could be understood as the guarantee of equal access to justice, pros-
perity, and citizenship, including rights to move freely, rights to housing, rights to 
work, and even rights to live without fear or harm, with the latter called into question 
by random or targeted violence that is increasingly likely to predominate in cities 
(Lefebvre 1968; Caldeira 2000; Harvey 2003). These concerns have captured the 
attention of urbanists, who tend to trace most contemporary urban problems to the 
political economy of urbanization and the failures of governing authorities to enact 
policies that reduce socio-spatial exclusion, guarantee access to affordable housing, 
invest in transport infrastructure, provide security, create public spaces for all, and 
make it easier to find work (Sassen 2005; Castells 2008). In cities of the global south, 
how authorities enable or constrain informality also has a bearing on rights to the 
city, as does the question of security—particularly as rates of violence continue to 
rise because of organized or illicit criminal behavior, some of which finds its roots in 
the distinction between the formal and informal city, itself a reflection of inequality 
(Davis 2014). 

Among the growing number of scholars who examine the ways that urban social 
and spatial inequality sets the stage for these urban concerns, whether violence related 
or not, surprisingly, few have focused on the distinct experiences of women. To the 
extent that certain populations are called out as egregiously disadvantaged by the 
recent trends in urbanization, the first line of categorization is usually class or income, 
with a secondary focus more likely to be racial, ethnic, migrant, or immigrant identity 
as well as how these experiences intersect with class position to determine where 
and how residents experience the city. Yet these general categories are not routinely 
disaggregated to examine women and how they live in the city, even though there 
is growing academic interest to deconstruct the complexities of gender identity in 
the contemporary era (Young 1994; Chant 2020). Perhaps the principal exception 
here is research focused on domestic violence in cities, which documents the ways 
that women are at risk in their own homes or vis-à-vis their partners (Garcia-Moreno 
et al. 2015). Even so, most of the research on domestic violence tends to ignore the 
larger urban context, in which these harms occur, thus relegating studies of women’s 
exposure to violence to studies of the family, the psychology of masculinity, the social 
psychology of motherhood, and other interpersonal dynamics within the domestic 
realm. 

Given the growing rates of violence in cities, combined with the fact that women 
are particularly vulnerable both within and outside the home, it is time to revisit and 
question the analytical frameworks urban scholars use to study, plan, and service 
cities. Why has there not been more concerted attention to women’s experiences in 
the city? How might we better understand whether women living in cities are faced 
with additional barriers or constraints than men or other so-called identity groups? 
What aspects of urban social and spatial life have the most direct bearing on women? 
What responsibility does urban planners and policymakers have in generating or 
even reinforcing the silences of women in the city? And what, if anything, have 
they gotten right concerning planning or creating cities that work for women? These 
questions are important not just because femicides have started to attract consid-
erable attention in cities of the global south but in recognition of the fact that the
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zones of danger for women are continually expanding from inside to outside the 
house. The focus on women in cities is also important because women are more 
likely to stand on the frontlines of a series of binaries that have come to charac-
terize the urbanization process, particularly in cities of the global south (Falú 2014). 
Specifically, women—and in particular, low-income women—bridge the dichotomy 
between us and exchange-value through their work in and outside the home; their 
activities often straddle the formal and the informal sector, especially when it comes 
in the form of domestic work for other families; their work contributes to production 
and consumption dynamics that unfold at both the scale of the city and the house-
hold; and they are more likely to be denied access to the conditions that provide for 
stability in a world of precarity, including legal land titles and homeownership. As 
such, when urbanization patterns undermine or curtail women’s capacities to safely 
inhabit and/or move through these multiple sectors, the overall social and economic 
functioning of the city may be destabilized or destroyed, with any negative impact 
happening at the expense of women and their households who will inevitably bear 
the personal costs. In this sense, a city that is not safe for women is a city that fails 
to guarantee Lefebvre’s notion of the universal right to the city (Marcuse 2014). 

Our aim in this chapter is to bring a focus on women into the study of cities 
but to do so with specialized attention to some of the mechanisms that connect the 
discourses and practices of urbanization to the pervasive occurrence of violence 
against women, particularly in many of the cities of Latin America. In the Latin 
American and Caribbean region, where more than 80% of all residents live in cities, 
urban policies should be at the forefront of the prevention of violence against women 
(Libertun de Duren et al. 2018). That is, planners need to acknowledge and incor-
porate in their practice that the way cities are designed, built, and managed plays 
a significant role in preventing—or enabling—violence against women. In what 
follows, we explore some of the urban dimensions that can impact violence levels in 
the region. After delving more deeply into the connection between urban violence 
in general and the dynamics of violence against women, we focus on how violence 
against women unfolds in the different urban spaces, distinguishing between the 
private and the public realms of the urban space. Next, we review some of the most 
common ways in which urban policies have tackled gender violence in cities. We 
conclude by reflecting on the direct and indirect ways that cities enable violence 
against women and offer some guidelines for how to develop urban policies that 
support gender equality. With the latter, we aim to support constructive actions to 
reduce the fears and realities of violence that women experience in cities, and by 
so doing to push back against the gendered forms of “urbicide” in ways that might 
engage the readers and contributors to this collective volume.
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31.2 The Connection Between Urban Violence 
and Violence Against Women 

There is already mounting evidence of the many ways in which urban violence 
impacts women’s lives. It is estimated that one in three women living in the Latin 
America and Caribbean (LAC) region has been the victim of violence at least once 
in their lifetime (UN Women 2021a, b), a statistic that ranks the region as the one 
with the highest rates of femicide in the world (CEPAL 2021). Moreover, after the 
government-imposed lockdowns to prevent the spread of COVID-19, the incidence 
of violence against women drastically increased (UN Women 2020). For example, in 
Colombia, the percentage of women who reported living in households with frequent 
conflict was almost three times higher about a year since the COVID-19 quarantine 
began (UN Women 2021a, b). While most of these acts of violence happen in the 
domestic space and by intimate partners, it is important to underscore that violence 
in public spaces is also omnipresent in the Region (Sen et al. 2018). While it is true 
that sexual harassment and other forms of sexual violence against women and girls in 
public spaces are a global phenomenon, harassment in LAC cities appears to be higher 
than in other regions of the world (UN Women 2017a, b). The combination of fragile 
institutions, slow or lack of enforcement of the rule of law, with an inherited long 
tradition of biases against women, worsens the nature and intensity of harassment 
against women. 

It is important to highlight that social violence, in all its forms, is a central concern 
for the Latin Caribbean region, which stands as the most violent in the world. In 2017, 
the Region’s documented homicide rate was 24 per 100,000 inhabitants, which equals 
33.5% of the world’s homicides, a staggering amount considering that less than 9% 
of the world’s population lives in the Region (UNODC 2019). The geography of 
crime in LAC is highly uneven and densely concentrated in cities, (Muggah and 
Aguirre 2018a, b), which may not be coincidental given the persistent and deep 
levels of social inequalities at the urban level. Many LAC cities exhibit extremely 
elevated levels of inequality, also making it the region with the highest income gap 
between high- and low-income households. Levels of inequality are higher in large 
cities than in small cities and more pronounced at the urban than the national level. 
In this context, it comes as no surprise that robberies are frequent in urban areas. It 
is worth noting that violence in robberies is more common in Latin American and 
Caribbean cities than in other parts of the world. In 2014, about 15% of robberies 
led to homicides, compared to the world average of 9.1 and 5% in the United States 
(Jaitman 2019). The pervasiveness of violence points out both an entrenched level 
of social unrest and inadequate channels to give voice to it. Likewise, as institutions 
fail to function and provide services to citizens, crime and violence are associated 
with both informal and illegal economies that have boomed across the region (Davis 
2015). 

At the same time, we need to comprehend that there is a continuum of violence in 
LAC cities. Each of these different acts of violence reflects the inability of institutions 
and social arrangements to operate for the common good, as well as of a societal
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structure in which multidimensional poverty is deeply entrenched. Against this back-
ground, violence against women is a lens through which we reveal how structural 
power inequalities are exercised and reproduced in the urban space. By violence 
against women, we understand all acts of physical and psychological violence in 
which women become victims solely because of their being identified as females. 
In that way, we depart from the dichotomous view of this kind of violence in which 
women are victims and men are perpetrators of violence. Rather, we root violence 
against women within the gendered norms, social practices, and active cultures that 
perpetuate and reproduce an unequal distribution of power between men and women 
(Parkes 2015). 

Violence against women cannot be understood—let alone stopped—without 
acknowledging that the divisions between public and private spaces are artificial 
constructions and that failing to connect the two undermines effective actions to 
prevent it, both now and in the future. From the perspective of the city, it is impor-
tant to underscore that there is a continuum of violence between the urban and 
the domestic, as “rare are the cases where structural violence in cities does not 
boil over, at some point, into physical violence between individuals. Equally rare 
are the moments when domestic violence exists in an urban space free from other 
types of violence” (Salahub 2019). Thus, the porous and fluid reality of the city 
goes against a rigid and dualistic conception of violence, in which women are iden-
tified as fearful victims, and the spaces they inhabit are either public or private 
(Pain 2001). A clear example of this is how fear of violence in the public space 
undermines women’s ability to work and earn income. There is evidence women 
are likely to reject job opportunities if they demand commutes they perceive to be 
dangerous. And as women’s earnings decrease, their vulnerability to gender violence 
inside the home increases, all the time that economic dependence is one of the main 
reasons why women stay in situations of chronic intimate partner violence (Anderson 
2007). As conceptualized by early urban and gender scholars, while violence against 
women occurs across cultural contexts and income levels, it has been shown that 
it lessens with women’s economic independence, particularly within the domestic 
realm (Hayden 1982). Also, and particularly in informal neighborhoods in cities of 
the global south, clear physical barriers between public and private spaces are often 
porous or undefined. Therefore, all kinds of violent acts in public spaces, such as 
those associated with alcohol consumption, often led to increasing violence against 
women in domestic places as well (Libertun de Duren 2020). In addition, and with 
great significance, there is also plenty of evidence that exposes to violence in the 
home during childhood raises the risk of participating in other forms of violence 
later in life (Bott et al. 2012). 

Gender inequalities in Latin American cities intertwine with elevated levels of 
social and spatial inequality in the access to urban opportunities and services (Falú 
2014). Therefore, planners must be aware and initiative taking about the intersection-
ality of gender, with class, race, and other marks of exclusion in urban spaces (Cho 
et al. 2013). In that regard, multiple and complex factors are behind the persistence 
of violence against women. Some of these factors manifest at the individual and the 
family level, while others are connected to cultural and social dynamics. Among
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the latter, cities play a central role because unequal access to and distribution of 
resources—such as the layout and distribution of public transportation networks— 
will impact the likelihood of violent acts taking place (Sauerborn et al. 2021). For 
this reason, in the next sections, we explore how the urban planning practice sets the 
layout for violence against women, both at the symbolic and the physical levels. 

31.3 Violence Against Women in the City: The Private 
and the Public Realms 

Violence against women, it is critical to understand how women are conceptualized in 
urban planning practice. To do so, it is important to identify and deconstruct narratives 
of urban womanhood, how they inform the ways women are seen or expected to 
behave in the city, and ultimately, how these assumptions impact urban planning 
decisions. Stated somewhat differently, by identifying discourses about women’s 
roles in the city, built on assumptions about expected behavior, we will understand 
how and why they are so vulnerable to violence. 

One link between narratives and urban spaces is seen in the adoption of two 
mutually exclusive categories: the domestic realm, which is the site of reproduction 
and is associated with womanhood, and the public realm, where work and other 
productive activities occur and are thus associated with manhood. To the extent that 
the urban planning practice focuses on responding to the needs of production, often in 
ways that undermine or overlook other ways that women also inhabit public spaces, 
their needs are disadvantaged. Moreover, public and private spaces do not receive the 
same care, attention, or programming, precisely because “urban spaces have been 
designed to value production and undervalue reproduction” (Buckingham 2010). As 
a result, the city is an aggressive and non-inviting place for women who venture to be 
active both inside and outside the home.1 One way in which urbanization undermines 
women before exploring how the built environment of the city creates the conditions 
for development which is by making it more difficult to combine domestic and non-
domestic responsibilities. Since the city is not designed for the domestic caregiver 
but for the employed producer, anyone who performs caregiving activities, or who 
aims to combine these with reproductive work, will not find that the city responds to 
their needs (Peters 2013). 

The Private Realm. The first and original locus of discourses concerning urban 
womanhood is the home, which is considered a women’s territory. This is partic-
ularly true in Latin American cities, where cultural norms are deeply impacted by 
conservative patriarchal traditions (Ramm 2016). Even today, after there is a wide

1 Buckingham (2010) argues that “the everyday experiences of women in cities directly stem from 
the social constructions of gender and space”, thus making it crucial to “examine the inequalities 
which exist, to identify and satisfy human needs and human rights”. Although the role as a caregiver 
afforded women an actual role in society, finally (re)gaining societal value, it constructed a role that 
belonged in almost opposite urban spaces to men. Because the public space is where the productive 
work is carried out, it is male, being planned and designed as a response to men’s needs. 



31 Discursive Understandings of the City and the Persistence of Gender … 643

acceptance of women being employed outside the home, women are still expected 
to be responsible for most of the burden of household care; taking care of children, 
elderly, or disabled family members, and conducting the lion’s share of the domestic 
chores. This expectation implies that women stay-at-home for longer hours than 
men do (Sanchez de Maradiaga 2013). There is plenty of evidence that caregiving 
responsibilities are highly correlated with female poverty (Roy 2002). In as much 
as women remain culturally relegated to fulfilling domestic duties within the house, 
their freedom to explore other means for personal development, economic growth, or 
contributing to their community is limited or constrained. It is unclear whether this 
is because society tends to undervalue duties traditionally associated with women, 
which happen to take place within the home or whether it is the other way around, 
namely, that society does not value as much what is not traded in the market, which 
happens to be most of the output of domestic work. Either way, women’s needs and 
priorities rarely fail to land on the agenda of urban planners. 

The ways that rigid boundaries between the public and private realms will limit 
the opportunities for women to have agency outside (as well as inside) their homes 
are evident in a variety of ways. For one, there is evidence that as women expand their 
social network outside the domestic sphere, and they are less likely to remain trapped 
in abusive relations (Klein 2012). As women can navigate the city independently, their 
potential for earning money increases, which in turn raises their negotiation power 
within the household (Fajardo-Gonzales 2020). To be sure, it is worth underscoring 
that employment has not always empowered women. Low-income women who were 
already fully enrolled in the workforce outside their own homes were often underpaid 
and their work undervalued and was still highly exposed to gender violence. Likewise, 
as the COVID-19 pandemic revealed, the uneven distribution of the burden of care is 
not fully alleviated by the economic independence or level of education of women, 
narratives and cultural practices impose a gendered division of labor in the household 
(Power 2020). But overall, freedom to maneuver in the city without constraints gives 
women more economic and social power. 

When cities’ lack of responsiveness to the struggles of women to balance a work-
load both inside and outside the home, they unleash a vicious circle of exclusion 
and self-exclusion (Rosenthal and Strange 2012). Evidence of these dynamics is to 
be found in the persistence of gender pay gaps, even when controlling for education 
and experience levels of men and women (Vaccaro et al. 2021). This pay gap is 
often explained as a rational decision by employers, who factor in their compensa-
tion the likeliness of higher absenteeism among women employees, as they would 
be responsible for taking care of family needs (Anker and Hein 1985). Whatever its 
origins, the gender pay gap reinforces the economic justification for women to take 
most of the burden of the household’s care since the loss of women’s wages would 
impact less on the family budget than the loss of the men’s wages. Thus, there is a 
vicious circle between urbanization and the gendered distribution of labor that ends 
up undermining women’s financial and social independence. 

However, one should stress that facilitating women to fully participate in the work-
force does not address the core problem of abusive domestic relationships within the 
domestic realm, where women are more likely to be victims of interpersonal violence.
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It is telling that domestic violence increased in response to stay-at-home and lock-
down orders adopted after the COVID-19 pandemic, as shown in several studies 
from different cities, states, and several countries around the world (Piquero et al. 
2021). For example, domestic violence calls for service increased by 10% in the 
United States from March 9 to March 31 during social distance events (Leslie and 
Wilson 2020). Likewise, in Mexico, there was a sharp rise in requests for psycho-
logical services at women’s call centers during lockdown periods (Silverio-Murillo 
et al. 2020). In March 2020, with the beginning of the pandemic, Mexico’s govern-
ment reported that “the country’s emergency call centers were flooded with more 
than 26,000 reports of violence against women, the highest since the hotline was 
created” (Kitroeff 2021). In this context, more Mexican women were murdered than 
died due to COVID-19 in the first three months of the pandemic (OCHA 2020). 

The Public Realm. While the domestic space is the prime loci for discourses on 
womanhood, the discourse on the public realm tends to cast it as a place that endangers 
women. Violence against women in the public realm becomes a cross-cutting concern 
that reveals both de facto limitations to women’s capabilities in the city as well as 
gender biases in society. Sexual harassment of women in public spaces has been 
documented in cities in very diverse contexts (UN Women 2017a, b), although local 
cultures and the design, maintenance, and governance arrangements of the public 
realm are important determinants of women’s higher risk of being harassed. Even if 
the data is scant and likely to suffer from underreporting, especially in countries with 
weak police and legal support, it clearly shows that women are the most common 
victims of sexual harassment in public spaces (Vilalta et al. 2016). In Mexico, victims 
in 92% of sexual harassment cases and 83% of rape cases identified themselves 
as women. Significantly, almost half of these crimes take place in public places 
(INMUJERES 2020). Recent surveys of women found that 60% of respondents in 
Lima, Peru, and 62% of respondents in San Jose, Costa Rica, had experienced sexual 
harassment in public streets (Stop Street Harassment 2021). 

Within the public sphere, mobility typically presents special safety challenges 
for women. In general, women make more multipurpose trips, combining their 
daily work commute with trips to school, childcare facilities, healthcare centers, 
and shopping purposes. Despite women being the majority of commuters in Latin 
American cities, a lack of gender-responsive mobility planning makes traveling more 
expensive, and more dangerous for women than for men. Tellingly, violence against 
women is most evident in the public transportation system, where women’s safety 
remains a central concern. Women are twice as likely as men to be victims of gender-
based violence while on transit (Libertun et al. 2020). To avoid this violence, many 
women make difficult decisions about the trade-off between economic opportunity 
and personal security (Dominguez Gonzalez et al. 2020). It is estimated that lack 
of access to safe transportation will reduce by 15.5% points women’s participation 
(ILO 2017), further undermining women’s economic independence. According to 
one study on public transport in Mexico City, three out of four women are “not 
confident about using the transport system without the risk of sexual harassment 
and abuse or sexual violence” (Munro and Moloney 2018). Moreover, victimization 
surveys indicate that violence against women is acknowledged by both men and
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women alike. When asked to describe the most harmful types of violence, 65% of 
Latin American respondents claim that violence against women is the most harmful 
type of violence, higher than violence organized crime, and gang-related violence 
(both 51%) (Muggah and Aguirre 2018a, b). 

Against this backdrop, it is not surprising that fear plays a significant role in 
determining the way women experience the city (Pain 2014). In the majority of the 
cities of Latin America and the Caribbean, fear is one of the concepts that structure the 
experience of women in the city, furthering the notion of segregation and exclusion 
in her urban experience (Falú 2014). “The most that women in public spaces can 
wish for is that no one will notice, address, or whistle at them” observes geographer 
Leslie Kern. In this way, she presents women’s self-restrained behavior in the city as 
a strategy to avoid unwanted attention and control over their bodies (Learn 2021). 

Women most often than not read the urban space concerning the degree of danger 
they might encounter. As one scholar puts it, the “relationship between people and 
places is expressed in the construction of the ‘other’” (Soto Villagrán 2012), such 
that “fear of violence (is seen) not only as a result of crime but also as an indicator 
of the power relations in which women are embedded” (Koskela 1997). It is worth 
noting that the most relevant factor in the likelihood of being a victim of a crime is 
not gender but income level and neighborhood location (Salahub 2019). Even so, the 
saliency of fear when depicting women in public spaces is also deeply problematic, 
because it naturalizes the notion of women as an inherently vulnerable and lacking 
agency. In addition, it reinforces the patriarchal view that women (as opposed to 
men) should behave as risk-avoiders rather than as risk-seekers. And, significantly, 
such assumptions prevent serious questioning of the social behaviors of men that led 
women to feel fearful in the first place. 

31.4 Urban Policy and Violence Against Women 

From the perspective of human development, an urbanization pattern that supports 
women’s development would increase society’s capabilities holistically and inte-
grally (Sen 1992; Nussbaum 2000). This would require reducing violence against 
women by changing gender biases, rather than by solely focusing on treating women 
as victims who must be protected from threats in productive spaces. Unfortunately, 
it has been common in the practice of urban planning to promote policies that rein-
force gender stereotypes, even when their manifest aim is to reduce violence against 
women and support women’s development. This is not to say that urban scholars 
have not tried to transcend the conceptual divisions between the private and public 
realms. According to the feminist historian and urban planner Dolores Hayden (1980, 
p. S176), a “program to achieve economic and environmental justice for women 
requires, by definition, a solution which overcomes the traditional divisions between 
the household and the market economy, the private dwelling and the workplace.” 
Still, it is important to underscore that the stark division of productive and repro-
ductive realms remains a feature of affluent societies that have access to multiple
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buildings and can enforce zoning regulations. In the urban survival economies of the 
poor, the household itself is a vital source of production, which moves seamlessly 
from the house to the streets. The boundaries between livelihood and household 
are extremely porous, both spatially and economically (Jarvis et al. 2009). In these 
contexts, women are even more exposed to suffering the consequences of street 
violence within their households (Libertun de Duren 2021). 

Let us consider the case of housing policies that target female-headed households. 
Consistently, the data shows that women are overrepresented among those living in 
inadequate housing conditions as well as among households located in informal 
or underserved neighborhoods. On top of this, most land titles are still registered 
under men’s names, and it is estimated that women account for less than a quarter of 
landowners in Latin America (Chant and McIlwaine 2015). At the same time, women 
are severely underrepresented in the mortgage markets, even if they are more than 
three times less likely to default on their payments (Libertun and Hernandez 2020). 
This high rate of housing deficit serves to increase low-income women’s exposure to 
violence, through several diverse mechanisms. Women living in substandard housing, 
for example, face increased risks of sexual assault at night when using sanitation 
facilities located outside their homes. Also, because poor neighborhoods have limited 
access to efficient means of public transportation, women in these areas are required 
to make long journeys at early or late hours, further increasing their exposure to sexual 
violence during the daily commute (Libertun de Duren et al. 2018). In contrast, there 
is evidence that women’s ownership of title correlates with a decline in gender-
based violence, either because of a change in men’s attitudes (Amaral 2017) or  
because women are more inclined to leave abusive relationships when they have 
secure housing (Moser 2017). 

Despite the urgency of empowering women (particularly low-income women) 
outside of the domestic realm to increase their independence and autonomy, most 
development policy has reinforced the gendered assumptions that women are defined 
by their domestic roles, something which further constrains them. Take for example 
the Conditional Cash Transfer programs. In these programs, to qualify as beneficiaries 
of a monthly payment, women are required to perform motherly and housewife-like 
duties’ (Chant 2008). Tellingly, this approach has been called a ‘modernization’ 
of policies (Molyneux 2007). While these programs emphasize the valuable role 
women play in society, they do so at the expense of limiting and rigidly prescribing 
these roles to gendered, female activities within the home. Therefore, the position 
of women as public citizens with responsibilities in the work world continues to be 
ignored by policy, leading to further undervaluation, such that exposure to domestic 
violence remains high (Bradshaw et al. 2019). 

Violence and the fear of violence that women experience in public spaces are 
other areas where urbanists have been proactive. Dark areas, isolated parks, empty, 
and poorly lit streets, underground parking lots, and pedestrian underpasses provide 
opportunities for criminal activities and cause fear and insecurity for women. Because 
of that, many planners have advocated for layouts that make it harder for violence to 
take place and that increase women’s sense of security, an approach commonly known 
as Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design or CPTED (Cozens and Love
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2015). Eventually, this approach evolved into one which proactively included women 
in the design of a safer city. “Women Safety Walks,” a design strategy developed 
in Toronto, Canada, in the late 1980s, allow participants to identify safe and unsafe 
spaces and provide recommendations on how to improve the safety of the area. It 
also promotes a partnership between users and experts, residents, and governments 
(Whitzman et al. 2009). More recently, this concept has incorporated the use of 
digital technologies and Geographic Information Systems to improve the mapping 
of the areas in which women feel unsafe, integrating a quantitative and a qualita-
tive approach (Gargiulo et al. 2020). This method has been replicated with success 
in various urban settings. Significantly, it has allowed women to provide concrete 
feedback based on their own lived experiences, as well as empowered them to make 
positive changes in their neighborhoods. But while these are important gains, it would 
be misguided to assume that violence and fear can be simply “designed out” because 
it is not the urban space per se that causes violence (Kosekela and Pain 2000). That 
is, violence is not the outcome of poor design and maintenance, but of a society that 
condones the behavior and that does not treat women as equals. 

A similarly limited approach informs most urban policies that center on the issue of 
the burden of household care. Instead of aiming for creating equality among men and 
women’s workloads, most policy advocates seek to facilitate the capacities of women 
to take on this extra load. Urban transportation systems provide an instructive lens to 
understand how this gender bias works in our cities. As it is well known, the layout 
of the transportation matrix supports the needs of those who work in paid activities 
outside of the home. Therefore, those who perform caregiving activities are faced 
with poor service and less efficient transportation choices (Libertun de Duren et al. 
2018). Complicated routes must be carried out in an urban infrastructure that has not 
been designed to respond to, or designed for, the accommodation of kids, strollers, or 
groceries. To challenge this concept, urban planners have pushed for the incorporation 
of the category “mobility of care to consider the invisibilized, underqualified, unpaid, 
and undervalued work of taking care of others and the upkeep of the home” (Sánchez 
de Maradiaga and Zucchini 2019). But even after this clear call for action, there is a 
risk that the current gendered experience of the urban transportation systems becomes 
the blueprint for the urban transportation policies of the future, thus reinforcing the 
assumption—or the expectation—that women disproportionately carry both work 
and home burdens while commuting. This approach compounds the “feminization 
of obligation and responsibility” in which women are the service of policy, rather 
than served by it (Chant 2008). 

Transportation systems have also been the focus of policies targeting violence 
against women. Quite often, their approach has been to prevent gender violence by 
providing segregated spaces for men and women. These initiatives aim to increase 
women’s safety by compartmentalizing the urban experience into fragments of 
isolated and disconnected spaces, which may serve to undermine women’s freedom 
and access to opportunities in the city. That is, these measures put “the burden on 
women to protect themselves by withdrawing from the male gaze into second-class 
services…(even though) the onus should be on men to stop harassing women, not on
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women to escape them” (Whitzman 2012). The City of Mexico, whose public trans-
portation system ranked as the least safe for women in Latin America and the second-
least safe among the 15 largest cities in the world (Granada et al. 2016), adopted a 
policy based on gender segregation. As a measure to prevent gender violence, the 
city launched the program “Let’s travel safely” (viajemos seguras), which provides 
separate and exclusive cars for the use of female commuters in the Metro, Metrobus, 
Trolleybus, Light Train, and a women-only bus system (Soto Villagrán et al. 2017). 
The program has led to mixed outcomes. One positive and significant result of this 
policy is a reduction of about 11% of the occurrence of sexual violence among women 
riding the women’s only bus. However, at the same time, the program has led to an 
increase in violence in other spaces. 

Indeed, evaluations of the program show that women who do not use segregated 
buses—which are available less frequently than the regular buses—have been even 
more exposed to gender violence than before. This is because many men interpret 
that if a woman do not travel in segregated women-only cars, they do not mind being 
harassed. This is the view captured in a qualitative study on gender violence and 
public transportation in Mexico City: “If you don’t like being touched, then go to 
the all-women metro cars. I don’t know why some women like to go with the men 
during rush hour and sometimes it is inevitable and other times they like it.” (Dunckel 
Graglia 2016. p. 631). Another unexpected, and deeply disturbing, outcome of the 
program is a 30% increase in events of non-sexual, physical violence among male 
commuters (Aguilar et al. 2021). It is unclear the reason behind this increase, but 
it certainly suggests that violence against women and others could be seen as the 
emergent expression of a violent society. Accordingly, without addressing the roots 
of that violence and solely targeting women’s behavior, there would be a displacement 
of the violence and the social exclusion of different targets in society. 

The City of Quito, Ecuador, took a different approach to preventing gender 
violence in public transportation. Rather than isolating men from women, it provided 
all passengers with the agency to prevent it. The program “Get rid of harassment” 
(Bájale al acoso) was implemented in 2017 on the Trolleybus system. It allows any 
passenger who feels threatened with harassment while traveling on a bus to send an 
SMS message directly to a control center, identifying the bus route. The driver of 
the bus is immediately informed that there is an incident taking place onboard and 
plays a recorded alarm and voice recording to warn passengers that inappropriate 
behavior is occurring and asks passengers if they see someone in distress. At the next 
stop, specially trained police or other security staff would board the bus so to allow 
the person affected to identify the perpetrator (Allen et al. 2017). Also, Quito imple-
mented a streamlined and centralized legal process, so the victims do not have to be 
burdened with a lengthy trial to bring to justice the harasser. Significantly, a contin-
uous impact evaluation showed that the program contributed to reducing situations 
of sexual harassment in the bus system. Further, by using SMS instead of smartphone 
applications, the campaign is more inclusive of lower socioeconomic levels. This is 
an example of how effective reporting can be implemented, helping the victims when 
they most need it without questioning the legitimacy of what they experienced while 
identifying and punishing the perpetrator (Granada et al. 2018). More importantly, it
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empowers the victim to speak up and all passengers to contribute to stopping sexual 
harassment. 

31.5 Conclusion 

Some of the contemporary patterns of urbanization endanger women in both direct 
and indirect ways. Concerning the former, women are more exposed to being victims 
of sexual harassment in public spaces and public transportation systems, as well 
as being victims of violence within their homes. These occurrences make fear of 
violence central in many women’s lives and lead them to change their behavior in 
a manner that can further undermine their personal development, such as limiting 
their participation in labor markets and civic life. Concerning the latter, urbanization 
patterns—as mediated by infrastructure—also weaken women’s status in society 
and thus make them more likely to be victims of violence. For example, the layout 
of the public transportation matrix makes it onerous for women with household 
responsibilities to work in full-time jobs, at the same time as housing titling and 
financing practices make it more difficult for women than for men to own property. 
But urbanization has dented women’s development in yet another way, which is 
by promoting urban policies that, under the manifest purpose of helping women, 
have naturalized gendered roles in society without questioning the inequality in 
which these assumptions are embedded. Indeed, by reinforcing traditional patterns 
of female behaviors, these and other urban policies have ignored or failed to engage 
in conversations about the cultural and institutional practices that have contributed to 
constraining women’s development in the first place (Bradshaw and Linneker 2015). 
In this way, failing to realize women’s right to the city. 

An example of this is the frequency in which policy focuses on women solely 
address the responsibilities of motherhood. When considering programs for women, 
policymakers tend to prioritize women’s access to economic support or have focused 
on easing the burden of care on women rather than on constructing a society in which 
men and women equally share the burden of care alike. As Martha Nussbaum has 
stated in her reading of gender from a “capabilities” framework: “One might sum 
all this up by saying that all too often women are not treated as ends in their own 
right, persons with a dignity that deserves respect from laws and institutions. Instead, 
they are treated as mere instruments of the ends of others—reproducers, caregivers, 
sexual outlets, agents of a family’s general prosperity. Sometimes this instrumental 
value is strongly positive; sometimes it may be negative” (Nussbaum 2001). 

A similar focus on the outcomes rather than on the causes of gender inequality is 
present in many policies aimed at stopping gender violence, whether in the house-
hold or the city. They revolve around seeing women as victims, without addressing 
the problem of abusive men and violence in society. Segregating women and men, 
or proscribing women’s behavior without listening to their concerns, cannot be a 
long-term approach to curbing violence against women, or any type of violence. In 
the short term, these strategies displace violence from one place to another or shift
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the likelihood of victimization from one group of people to another one. Urban plan-
ning practitioners and policymakers need to internalize the notion that preventing 
violence against women is the first step in producing equitable cities. They also 
must understand that any kind of violence is a manifestation of an unequal society. 
This demand that urban planners and policymakers think about society and not just 
(urban) space, and find programs focused on the latter that will positively impact the 
former. While gender-responsive regulations and interventions are required, partic-
ularly in the design and management of housing, transport mobility systems, and 
public spaces, they should be part of a holistic and integral approach to addressing 
violence in cities and society simultaneously. 

Even when stopping violence against women requires a systemic approach, urban 
planners can be vigilant about including three specific actions in all projects they 
tackle, to contribute to gender equality in cities. First, one must always give voice to 
those whom the project intends to benefit. Otherwise, the risk of misinterpretation, 
lack of ownership, or continuation of oppressive practice remains. Second, one can 
never solve social problems by furthering spatial, social, or gender segregation. It 
will likely create a tiered system of benefits, and it will be unlikely to improve social 
conviviality. Third, one must consider the whole of the city, in which the public 
and private realms, the cultural norms, and the forms of the built spaces, are deeply 
interconnected and intertwined when conceiving of all actions. Boundaries between 
the two are fabrications that do not reflect the complexity of the lived experiences 
of urban residents. All in all, this is not to say that urban planning needs to revolve 
only around the challenges of women, violence, or violence against women. Rather, 
it needs to integrate gender into its realm, incorporate human relationships as an 
intrinsic part of the way in engaging in the production of our cities, and focus on the 
incessant tasks of building cities for all. 
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Chapter 32 
Border Cities Between Life and Death: 
Ciudad Juárez and El Paso 

Mauricio Vera-Sánchez and Luis Alfonso Herrera-Robles 

Abstract This text contains a reflection on the border cities of El Paso, Texas, 
and Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, from an unconventional reading within the Social 
Sciences. It is about capturing those physical and imaginary elements such as the 
wall, so that through notions such as border, emotional, degradation, decomposition, 
abandonment, and other categories, an interpretation of the urban, citizen, and border 
frameworks that are put into play is developed these types of geographic regions. 
In addition to going beyond the academic tradition of geopolitics and culture as a 
starting point for any explanation of border phenomena. This time, the bet is on an 
interpretation that speaks of the life and death of both cities based on the aesthetic 
practices of geopoetics and urban imaginaries that constitute an “other way” of 
reading the reality of two cities that to the south and to the north of each of their 
countries (the United States and México) make up the current phenomenon of the 
gradual death of cities. The urbicide. 

Keywords Cities · Borders · Geopolitics · Art · Aesthetics · Image of the city 

32.1 Introduction 

The urban border between the cities of El Paso, located in the United States, and 
Ciudad Juárez, located in México, reveals to us as an object of study with a double 
dimension: the first one from a geopolitical perspective of military, economic, and 
migratory control; a geometrical and measurable border. A border that is visible in 
the media that shows–like a death liturgy–violence, narcotraffic, destruction, and 
urban degradation: illegal bodies that jump over the wall or go through the desert or
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cross the river looking for their relatives, trying to reach the so wanted but not always 
achieved American dream. 

The second dimension allows us to understand these border cities as sensible 
possibilities and realities, as well as anchored aesthetics that are constructed in 
the citizens’ imaginaries and in their artistic expressions that answer–mostly from 
geopoetics rather than geopolitics–to the inevitable human need of getting together 
with others, of being with others. To achieve this goal, numerous strategies will be 
designed, showing that any border is invariably porous and that will always have 
holes in which the unstoppable desire of survival and transcendence will find its 
way in. 

In this order, this chapter approaches some topics related to the urban border 
between these two cities that also relates in many aspects, to the border between the 
two countries. First, this paper approaches the reference about the border wall as the 
most extreme materialization of geopolitics and the exclusion of the south from North. 
The research Geopoeticas, memoria e imaginarios en la frontera Mexico-Estados 
Unidos (Vera 2020) (Geopoetics, memory and imaginaries in the Mexican American 
Border), retakes the reading of the wall from a geopolitical and geopoetic dimension, 
as well as the concept of urban imaginaries–in Armando Silva’s perspective (2014)– 
of El Paso and Ciudad Juárez citizens. Elements like the differences and similarities 
between both cities, the otherness perception, the emotions, the media, where the 
difference becomes sensible, are also studied. Under Silva’s methodologic route, 
which emphasis is hermeneutical, and it is centered in the search of meaning, the 
perceptual or aesthetical experience as an inherent factor of human knowledge, as 
well as the construction of the otherness, a survey was created to facilitate the research 
about the citizens’ imaginaries around these aspects. 

Thereby, the applied instrument that simultaneously operates as an interview, was 
structured from axes of a historical order, identity, visualities, and memories from 
the border. This instrument was applied to a non-probable sample and stratified by 
levels of age and geographical location in both cities. Thus, the study includes 60 
participants between artists, urbanists, architects, and academics from Ciudad Juárez 
and El Paso, within an age range of 18–60 years. This sample facilitates a broad view 
of perceptions. Likewise, three deep interviews were completed with people linked 
to art museums in both cities. 

In the same way, an analysis of some artistic processes and artistic work to which 
the central focus is the border wall was made. These illustrate not only a critical and 
hopeless reading of the interstitial emptiness that sometimes the border can be, but 
simultaneously, show the possibility of life. Methodologically, the selection of the 
analyzed pieces has as a central focus, the relation between art, identity, territory, and 
the border, which are seen from their conceptual, formal, and aesthetic proposals. 

Also, this research works specifically about the abandonment processes and the 
urban degradation that has taken place in Ciudad Juárez. Some of these because 
of the city’s condition as a border city with the United States. In the same way 
that the border wall makes itself sensitive to the art’s geopoetic and in the citizens’ 
imaginaries as sensitive and aesthetic manifestations, it is important to analyze some
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artistic productions related to the violence experiences, deterioration, and urban death 
of the city. 

32.1.1 The Border Wall 

The wall as a border, meaning the territorial limit in a strict sense, talks about the 
extreme, radical, and complex geopolitical condition of the border between México 
and the United States. From the theory of the imaginaries (Silva 2014) it is possible 
to point at the perceptual relation between the word border and the image of the wall, 
to the point that its images–inhabited by migrant bodies in transit trying to cross 
it–mark the feeling about the border condition: the wall imposes with forcefulness, 
the concept of the border between these nations in the most rational, geometrical, of 
military power and economical control of a country above the other. Therefore, to 
think today about the border, more than in any other moment in history, is to think 
about the wall. 

Historically, the discourses and justifications about the wall–specially the Anglo-
Saxon ones- have spun around the reaffirmation and maintenance of the asymmetrical 
relations of surveillance and migratory control that have characterized the position 
of the United States in its relationship with Mexico and Latin America in general. So, 
since the late nineteenth century and the beginning of twentieth century it is possible 
to track expressions like the one used by the immigration inspector Marcus Braun: 
“I knew that eternal vigilante on the Mexican border line is the prize of liberty”, as 
well as actions like the installation of disinfection stations in El Paso, utilized by 
border authorities to implement surveillance strategies centered in the control of the 
migrant body that tried to cross the north from south. 

In this sense, the Anglo-American border imaginary about Mexicans starts to take 
shape, and it is the same still today. This imaginary lays out a reality in which Mexico 
and mexicaness are described and placed as the other, the one that is different, and 
it needs to be restricted, except for when low-cost workforce is needed or when 
American products and culture consumers are needed. Under this logic, the wall 
shows itself as an effective strategy to the urban space exclusion that occurs between 
both cities and that allows the perpetuation, precisely, of the imaginary of separation 
in the geopolitical order between both countries. 

The border wall reveals then, the complexity in the understanding of the border 
as the urban object from which international politics and territorial relations revolve 
around. The same that allows the implementation of the difference between ones and 
the others. This human exercise of dividing what in terms of space seems like a whole, 
it also puts into play the cultural, economic, and historical relations between those 
two parts that are being separated. Simultaneously, affective relationships are also 
being modified, configuring the territory, the emotions, and collective imaginaries 
where it stands the understanding of an own and different place. 

Like this, in the urban imaginaries, Ciudad Juárez and El Paso citizens identify 
the economy as one of the biggest historical differences, which is linked to their
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Fig. 32.1 Differences and similarities between Ciudad Juárez and El Paso. Source Own elaboration 

ways of life and life quality. In the same way, it is also recognized that customs and 
traditions are shared and those are represented in everyday life through language 
idioms derived from the fusion between English and Spanish, as well as gastronomy 
and music (Fig. 32.1). 

From the theory proposed by the urban imaginaries of Silva (2014), we could say 
that is there, in the border imaginaries–of an emotional base, or better, aesthetic– 
where border citizens construct, from the perception of their own social reality, what 
the dividing wall between México and the United States is. In this order, the imagi-
naries, being emotional, thus aesthetic, allow us to draw, rather than a geopolitically 
rational map, a sketch of the emotions that pound in the people that inhabits the 
border. To the questions “What kind of emotions do you believe become sensi-
tive to the differences in the border between the Unites States and México?”, an 
emotional state is revealed. This sentiment goes from urban feelings such as racism, 
fear, powerlessness, but also unity and affection (Fig. 32.2).

These emotions allow us to understand the historical tensions that frames the 
relationship between these cities–also reflecting the relationship between México 
and the United States–and that shows no other feelings more positive or opposite to 
fear, anger, hopelessness, or racism. The wall then, as an object of urban reference of 
this separation, operates simultaneously in a material, symbolic, and cultural notion 
of one nation over the other one. 

It is meaningful that fear, as a mutual sentiment between citizens from Ciudad 
Juárez and El Paso sets the border imaginaries. As described by Silva (2014) in his  
text Imaginarios, el asombro social, fear is one of the urban topics with the most 
contagious capability: 

The fear in the cities serves as a reference to understand the emotional distribution modes of 
the imaginaries, in its attachment to the group aesthetic expressions. […] Perhaps it is fear 
the feeling with the most consistency in the contemporaneous urbanism: the fear in the city, 
as a residue of other sentiments (vengeance, illusions, hate) that lead to react (p. 265).
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Fig. 32.2 Emotions that evidence the differences between Ciudad Juárez and El Paso. Source Own 
elaboration

Thus, the border becomes a strategic category to be understood as that social, cultural, 
and symbolic space. A space where to rethink about the current crisis of a globalized 
world and an unstoppable capitalist economy. 

Now, about the fear of “the other”, as a characteristic of the mutual citizen’s 
urbanism of El Paso and Juárez, it is related indeed to the construction of otherness. To 
the question about how would you defined “the other” in the border context, the urban 
imaginaries give account of answers that range between the “el pocho” figures, to 
the chicano or el gringo. These are cultural identities movements that are historically 
rooted in the 40 s and 50 s, as a result of the evident discrimination processes against 
Mexicans, especially in the southwest of the United States (Fig. 32.3).

The figure of the so called “pachucos” shows the initial marks of some resistance 
aesthetics expressed by fashion and language, configuring an identity that is still 
being resignified, precisely, by the “cholo”, chicano en “pocho” culture. This can be 
seen, not only through the urban imaginaries but also in artistic productions like Paola 
Tascón Tello’s work, who has shown through her photographical project “CHOLOS, 
Identidad Fronteriza Mexicana” (CHOLOS, Mexican Border Identity) the “chola” 
subculture. This subculture also known as “latino gangs”, as a way of self-definition 
and differentiation of other gangs uses fashion, language, and tattoos as a resistance 
to an American dominant culture (Biennial 2015, Ciudad Juárez + El Paso). This 
can also be seen through the graphic work of El Paso artist Gaspar Eriquez, who 
shows the political tension caused by the chicano and how this lifestyle passes from 
one generation to the next one, surviving war, prison, and conflict. More importantly, 
it shows that this situation will not change until poverty and the destruction of the 
neighborhoods in both cities does not stop: “one is born Mexican, but decides to be 
a chicano”, as the artist states (III Biennale Ciudad Juárez-El Paso 2013, p. 39).
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Fig. 32.3 How do you define the “Other” in the border. Source Own elaboration

32.1.2 The Geopoetics of the Wall 

As it has been proposed previously, it is necessary to think about the border, meaning 
the wall, rather than as a geopolitical map and barrier, as a sketch of a geopoetic order. 
In this way, both, the imaginaries and art, do not in fact map the border but draw a 
sketch of feelings and sensitivities from which the border acquires a more complex 
character that tries precisely to understand its closeness and porosity. The wall is 
then sort of body in between the divided bodies. Divided by geopolitics, but brought 
together by geopoetics through art. Art is an object that exerts a day to day tension to 
those who are in both sides, giving them different options like legally cross it though 
the international bridges, illegally jump it in those far away from the city places or 
“mock it” through aesthetic strategies, like those made by artist Gracia Chávez, who 
in her creative process for the 2018 Biennial in Texas, took the place of an immigrant 
female worker who works legally as a domestic employee in the United States. She 
crossed from Ciudad Juárez to El Paso instead of her, looking to show how absurd 
immigration requirements are, as well as to symbolically deactivate the harassment 
against immigrants. 

In a similar way of trying to expose the porous condition of the border wall, artist 
Martha Palau build an installation titled, precisely, Muros (Walls). In such work, she 
places in dialog and tension two walls made of rough wood. These vertical walls 
represent the military power and the migratory rigor of the border Patrol, between 
these she places a human figure made from jute material. This figure emulates the 
body of an immigrant that has been killed after trying to cross the border illegally, 
establishing like this the indissoluble and inevitable relation between life and death in 
the border. The aesthetic condition of life, meaning, the capacity of feeling and being 
felt, as José Luis Pardo (1996) refers, the permanent search of emotional insertion
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with “the other” that brings along the explicit possibility of death while trying. Palau 
shows us a wall not only by its solid structure made of geopolitical engineering, but 
also in a symbolic and aesthetic dimension. 

Even though it is not specifically inspired by the border wall between Ciudad 
Juárez and El Paso, the performance by artist Jesus Plastic in 2016 puts in evidence 
the impertinence and foolishness of trying to build the totality of the wall throughout 
the 3200 km of border, promised by former president Donald Trump. The artist 
built a small wall surrounding the hall of fame star located in Hollywood of who 
became the president of the United States but was just a candidate then. Spectators 
walking around can jump, play, and photograph the small wall, showing that life at 
the end is an entertainment–not in the Hollywood sense–that recognizes the citizen’s 
dependence on “the other”, on the other side of the wall and without whom one 
cannot live without. 

Finally, the wall is a metaphor to understand the universal sense of what the border 
is, both in the rational sense as in an emotional one. A wall that as a piece of clothes, 
it is a surface of contact, an in between bodies. The border, incarnated in this case 
in the wall, is a body, is the way of appearing for the contact between nations, and 
by being a human construction it is inevitably permeable. 

32.2 Ciudad Juárez, Abandonment, and Urban 
Degradation 

Currently, cities can be read through various perspectives, most of all from 
different traditions and theoretical constructions, in this case from urban imaginaries. 
However, it can also be done from different inputs of urban sociology that allow a fine 
reading about urban, political, and social frameworks. These incarnate in processes 
and phenomena produced by a border city full of tensions and multilevel structural 
contradictions, articulated in a micro and macro social level. These tensions affect 
the ways the citizens live the city and the way in which they are governed by local 
and state authorities. 

It is common to notice processes that started decades ago and today are part 
of the city’s corporeity. The urban degradation that can be seen in many founding 
neighborhoods of the old city, and the social decomposition of community and family 
structures can also be added to the emergence of precariousness as a way of urban life. 
All the above mentioned, shows a model of urban and economic development that bet 
everything on creating jobs for the manufacturer industry, as well as the construction 
of houses, commercial plazas, and big stores, but was careless about implementing a 
social development model centered on people and not objects. A local development 
that comes from below, but without the decomposition or degradation of life. 

In this sense, the precarious situation of thousands of industrial workers who live 
on their wages is evident. They waste time of their lives traveling to work centers far 
away of their homes, and faraway of those spaces where citizenship is constructed.
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It is easy to see the configuration of an emergent class within the so call precariat, 
explained by Guy Standing in the following manner: 

The precariat consists of people who makes a living from unstable jobs, intermingled with 
periods of unemployment, or forced retirement, living a life of insecurities with an uncertain 
access to public resources. Experiencing a constant feeling of transience. The proletariat 
lacks the seven forms of job security that the old working class fought for and that were 
internationally pursued by the International Labor Organization (ILO). There have always 
been workers in unsecure conditions. But that, by itself, does not define the current precariat. 
(Standing 2014, pp. 27–28) 

From this, it is important to highlight the current border city, the existent and built city 
that articulates itself in a bedroom city form, in which the organizing logic prioritizes 
the daily commuting and traveling of hundreds of thousands of industrial workers 
to the factories where they spend most of their time. To guarantee the arrival of 
millions of workers to the industrial areas, it was necessary to develop series of road 
infrastructure and public and private transportation to facilitate an ongoing and never 
stopping productive apparatus in the city. This kind of city was planned to create 
large areas of public homes equipped with school, recreative and commercial zones 
so the tenants could buy groceries, have access to certain areas of consumption, and 
in a lesser level, access to places where to relax and enjoy their free time with family. 

In that sense, the main objective of the city is to make sure that industrial workers 
can go to their jobs every day, go back home in the afternoon or night, sleep and go 
back to their jobs the next day for long periods of time. In this, the utilization of free 
time is limited and is usually spent buying groceries in the big stores, strategically 
located near to their homes. In this regard, the bedroom city was designed to optimize 
the utilization of the workforce and workers by facilitating a series of accessories for 
their daily lives. 

Unfortunately, cities like Ciudad Juárez, lack of services, equipment, and basic 
and complementary infrastructure, which ends up making of these urban areas just 
failed housing developments where there is an urban component, but there is no city. 
For a city to really exist, there should be certain equipment of schools, health centers, 
sport, cultural, and recreative spaces. Based on this premise, understanding that an 
urban area is not the same as a city, it is possible to affirm that what is imposed here 
is a no city logic, meaning, there is a denial of the city. This anti-city version finally 
becomes an urban suicide, understanding this concept as the gradual and slow death 
of the city. 

On the other side of the social decomposition and urban degradation as a denial of 
the city, we find the “possible city”, the city of those that are far away, the ones that 
are excluded. This city is formed by millions of poor urban citizens who live the evil 
consequences of the economical development model that privileged a manufacturer 
productive system and neglected social and urban policies. Such neglect brought 
disastrous consequences for the population that will be difficult and very expen-
sive for the local and federal governments to reverse. The creation of an extended, 
scattered, distant, expensive, and exclusive city finds its foundational bases with the 
arrival of the Industria Maquiladora de Exportación (IME) (Export Maquiladora 
Industry) in 1965 within the Programa Nacional Fronterizo (PRONAF) (Border
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National program). This program created infrastructure, equipment, and other federal 
government programs like the one known as “artículos ganchos”, that was used to 
attract tourism from the United States. However, it also encouraged the social decay 
faced by the border city. 

This reading of the city has been repeated in previous research and recognized by 
the academic and organized civil society, in which unfortunately the economic and 
social dimensions tend to be juxtaposed or faced against each other. This can be seen 
in authors like Borja, Carrión and Corti: 

Many social groups and urban thinkers advocate for urban justice as a right, characterized 
as the right to the city. These two options are not necessarily contradicting each other but 
could end up doing it in a world in which the economic and social dimensions tend to be 
dissociated. (Borja et al. 2017, p. 13) 

The hopeful part of the material history of the city is the emergence of the rights to the 
city and the set of urban rights (to lighting, centrality, security, connectivity, universal 
accessibility, urban mobility, and monumentality) that articulate within alternative 
approaches to urban models that privileged an extended city. A city that generated an 
urban periphery full of poor people that could merely survive the day to day. Despite 
local and federal administration’s interventions with community and assistantship 
projects, these are not enough to eradicate the deep urban problems experienced by 
the city, like unsafety and violence. There is an interesting characterization given by 
Professor Alicia Ziccardi from UNAM in one of her visits to the border, where she 
stated: “In Juárez, lots of houses, but not enough city”. 

Ziccardi truthfully represented the city from its urban reality. An overwhelming 
and devastating reality in which public housing projects multiplied since 1998 at the 
end of the twentieth century. During this period constructors and developers took a big 
bite of the cake, building hundreds of parcels for the workers in the maquila factories 
located in the outskirts of the city. Soon, problems linked to the lack of equipment 
and services appeared. It was the reproduction of a peripherical expansion model, a 
centrifugal model that expelled thousands to the margins of the city, most of these 
families were migrants that had just arrived to work in the maquilas factories. 

The housing developments model experiences a deep and direct process of transformation, 
while in the 40s, the urbanistic logic was the peripherical expansion of the cities, currently that 
logic goes toward an existent city, causing a mutation in the traditional tendency of urban 
development, exogenous, and centrifugal toward one that is endogenous and centripetal. 
(Carrión 2010, p. 15) 

The discussion established within the academia and decentralized planning organi-
zations from the municipal and state government, along with the universities and 
research centers, agrees that the economic projects of the previous decades, that 
moved forward without a social and community model in which social and health 
programs are important, ended up creating the reigning city. The city experienced a 
systemic policy of abandonment based on the concealment of social issues and urban 
unrest that were visible in popular sectors of the city since the 1980s and 1990s. Youth 
gangs appeared, disputing territories withing the city and neighborhoods of the city. 
The same gangs that were later directly linked to criminal structures of narcotraffic.
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This abandonment policy was institutionalized for decades and privileged the 
welfare and political clientelism. At a certain point, welfare was no longer enough 
to satisfy the population’s needs that found in other social and criminal structures a 
source of financing their economy of poverty. Precariousness as a way of urban life 
has become a solid way of living as the new urban precariat of the city. Today, the 
urban degradation has become part of the city’s image. 

On the other side, and from a different reading, the perspective of abandonment 
from the surveillance concept of the so called “gothic-Calvinistic” world, oppose to a 
humanism centered in tolerance and coexistence has been imposed, which fractured 
humanisms. The city understood as a territory and border geography has been part 
of a policy of population control in charge of the United States. Historically, the 
border meant a risk for the United States safety, not only military threat, but also a 
health and biology one. That is why Texan governments created a cordon sanitaire 
to avoid Mexican and immigrant populations of Syrian, Lebanese, Turkish, Greek, 
Italian, Chinese, and Japanese descent, could cross the border since the end of the 
nineteenth century. 

The surveillance society established and founded in the United States influenced 
its own politicians and leaders allowing the establishment of the eugenics as a science 
to stop and control these foreign populations. Immigrants were needed to work in 
the construction of the railway infrastructure in the south of the American Union, 
and later to cultivate the fields. They were seen as necessary evil and as a response to 
a policy of recruitment for cheap labor, quasi-slave labor. Thus, Mexicans accepted 
these policies and were subjected for decades to sanitary controls and to the hygienism 
that permeated a good portion of the American society. 

As a result of this, the border region became a city that was besieged at the 
middle of its own territory and by its relationship with the neighbor up north. A 
city surrounded by the criminality of delinquency groups that started a process of 
accelerated corrosion of the institutions and authorities. The northern border society 
modified its social, political, and economic structures when the biggest transfor-
mations of a structural order occurred. The accelerated growth detonated the old 
issues and aggravated the current ones like narcotraffic and immigration. Therefore, 
is convenient to revise not only the material history of the city as geopolitical and 
geocultural, but also from a geopoetic view, where aesthetic practices and the city 
imaginaries negotiate with cultural and social practices. 

32.2.1 Geopoetics of Abandonment and Urban Degradation 

The city does not only extinguish in a material perspective, but the deterioration 
also emerges as well in the urban imaginaries of its citizens, who from their own 
perception–and therefore sensible path of the city–identify ugliness, abandonment, 
and degradation concentrated in zones like Anapra or Riveras del Río Bravo on the 
northwest and southwest, respectively. Such can be perceived from the answers to 
the question for the urban space they like the least (Fig. 32.4).
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Fig. 32.4 What is the space you like the least from the border? Source Own elaboration 

In his work, Máquina del Tiempo (Time Machine) (2012) exhibited in the Ciudad 
Juárez-El Paso art Biennial III, artist Alfredo Espinoza Gutierrez presented a photo-
graphic display recreating a mason’s work who is digging–it is not clear if he is 
building or destroying a determined urban space–from the present’s shallowness and 
the pretension of finding the roots and traces of that liminal phenomenon that is 
Ciudad Juárez, oscillating between transformation and demolition: 

I constantly try to distance myself a little bit, and taking a stand in history, I try to find 
references that result pertinent to generate a broader view and to make a complete reading of 
the city’s present. For example: the conditions of the city’s foundation, the multiple migratory 
displacements, the prohibition of alcohol in the United States and the transnational industry 
are punctual references that turn out to be helpful to understand that the word city is a 
concept that can easily dilute, but that at the same time entails the opportunity to ask a series 
of questions of how to rethink it (III Bienal Ciudad Juárez-El Paso 2013, p. 41). 

During the presidency of Felipe Calderón, who in his declaration of war against 
narcotraffic militarized the city instituting a long period of violence, stigmatizing 
the city in the international environment as the most violent city in the world, the 
artist Francisco Javier Rosales shows through his work the death liturgy and the 
abandonment in those “bedroom areas” that became obsolete and transformed into 
ghosts’ zones. In his photographic series Sillón con casa para perro #12 y Sillón 
rojo #8, we see degraded urban spaces, stripped off their life and waiting for their 
inhabitants to come back and take over those colorful armchairs that were used to 
rest. 

These chairs, deteriorated and rotten, lay peacefully in the middle of what used 
to be homes, and have now become a testimony of the pause and transit toward an 
uncertain future. They are evidence of how the city dies because of violence and all 
the changes that came with the deindustrialization that took over that shadowed time. 
So, in the same way that the imaginaries allow the consolidation of an aesthetic and 
ethical scope of thought, the artistic production of Rosales draws attention over the 
political orientation and the lack of government that characterizes not only Ciudad
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Juárez, but most of Latin-American cities. The artist, as the citizen, works from 
its own perceptions and emotions, materiality, and memory of the city as a social, 
political, economic, and of course, aesthetic fact. In other words, as a place of the 
human: 

The chairs in the exteriors, in the sidewalks or outside the houses are an allegory, a fictitious 
and imaginary loft within the abandoned spaces of the city. These chairs offer comfort and 
security in an ephemeral and timed way, silently inviting people to rest for a moment. They 
are like a manifestation about the moment in which the streets will be part of the citizens, 
the ones who build and give life to the cities. Citizens are the ones who are supposed to walk 
through and retake the public space and declare it their own. A sofa in the street represents the 
possibility to be able to walk around the city again, feel it, smell it, and rest it. (III Biennial 
Ciudad Juárez-El Paso 2013, p. 95) 

As in the psychic inscription of Silva’s (2014) imaginaries–that simultaneously 
operate with the social and technological orders–we can affirm that in the imagi-
naries there are new theories that come into play. These new emotion theories do 
not pretend the creation of a science of feelings, but its projection as a motor for 
social processes. In other words, to recognize that emotions are not separated from 
reason, as it is assumed by various classic approaches of sociology, and instead that 
these are conditions that interact. It could be said that we reason from emotions 
available in the environment and that are shaping our thoughts. The armchairs then, 
like an intersection between death and life in the city, as objects that concentrate 
emotions and awake rationalities, allow–notates Francisco Javier Rosales (2013)–to 
generate a consideration about the wait and reencounter of the citizens with their 
city, a necessary rest claimed by the city of the suffered chaotic processes. 

Now, the city its equally build in the images broadcasted by communication 
media outlets, nurturing and enhancing the consolidation of urban imaginaries, and 
it is reflected in the answers provided by citizens when asked about what the media 
says about Ciudad Juárez. Television and Internet, mostly made by images, stand 
out from other media outlets. In regards the predominant topics we find narcotraffic 
(and the violence generated by it), immigration (illegal), and politics (corrupt) are 
the topics dominating the agenda (Figs. 32.5 and 32.6).

From the dark explosion of information produce by the media, another explosion 
follows, one of a creative order that gives origin to a series of artistic productions. 
These productions anchor themselves to the destruction imaginaries of the city. Imag-
inaries of war against human and drug trafficking, of death and fear, of the feeling of 
living in a city that is considered one of the most violent cities in the world. Within 
these productions, it is worth mentioning the work of Ciudad Juárez artist Alejandro 
Morales, called Hallan destazado (2013) (Found butchered). 

It is interesting–according to Morales–the day-to-day aesthetic that we experience 
through the media and how it can change the identity of a society affected by violence 
(III Biennial Ciudad Juárez-El Paso 2013, p. 79). In this way, taking as an example the 
front page of a local newspaper that displays the image of a dismembered body found 
in the city’s downtown by the police, along with the title in capital letters: “THIS 
MORNING A BUTCHERED BODY WAS FOUND”, the artist uses his technique to 
disappear the body with an eraser, to make him appear again. The body appears, not
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Fig. 32.5 What media outlets talk about the border? Source Own elaboration 

Fig. 32.6 What kind of information is dominant? Source Own elaboration

from the physical or pornographic presence of the journalist exercise but from the 
absence: the body does not lay in the paper anymore, instead it rests in the feelings 
of the viewer. A viewer that without seeing the body, still knows that it is there, along 
with all the other bodies that have accumulated and are still accumulating throughout 
the multiple violence that has shaken this society generation after generation: 

I place myself in the generation that emerged in the wake of death and pain brought by 
the war against narcotraffic, a war that does not seem to have an end. Living in the most 
dangerous city in the world helped me to create my own visual and conceptual vocabulary, 
full of endemic violent constructions (…) I am from that place where the border between
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the legal and illegal, the real and unreal is blurry, where the sinister goes around within 
stories (…) My work goes through hypothetical situations where I try to make (in)visible 
the (un)conscious processes from collective imaginaries, where abandoned lines, empty lots 
and forensic paraphernalia coincide. (III Biennial Ciudad Juárez-El Paso 2013, p. 79) 

Urban imaginaries, incarnated in the citizens bodies and engraved in the memories 
and collective senses, as well as in the forms of art or communication acquire by 
these, confirm the major symbolic concentration and social perception that the sepa-
ration has in the inhabitants of the border cities. Following the theory from Armando 
Silva (2014), the urban imaginaries in Ciudad Juárez allow an artistic and mediatic 
production that gets together with those border imaginaries that have been identified 
in the border wall. Imaginaries such as the abandoned parcels, the chairs, the pocho 
figures, the chicano or cholo allow to understand this territory that we call the border 
as an aesthetic symbol. The border as a symbol that has become a living part of the 
body in each person that lives in the community, an assimilated truth that constitutes 
the existence of the city itself, like an identity certainty: The border is Juárez, Juárez 
is the border. 

Finally, whether the city is approached as a field and group of aesthetic practices, 
geopoetics, from geopolitics and culture or from the abandonment policies, it is 
important to try not to fall in fatalist discourses or sociological pessimism. On the 
contrary, it is necessary to show the political, economic, social, cultural, and aesthetic 
reality where two cities articulate and are knitted together in never ending interstices 
that open an opportunity for a city that is possible. A city that can be inclusive, 
integrative, and with enough sensibility for the newcomers and justice for those who 
are already established. A land that avoids the gradual or accelerated death of the 
city. 
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Chapter 33 
The Metamorphosis of Infrastructure 
in Latin American Urbanization: From 
Insufficiency to Presence as Fictitious 
Capital 

Beatriz Rufino 

Abstract This article aims to discuss the significant transformations in the produc-
tion and operation of infrastructure, recognizing this process as the metamorphosis of 
infrastructure valorization. Taking into account the socioeconomic differences among 
Latin American countries, we intend to consider some general reflections about the 
particular impacts of this global process on the urbanization of the region. Renewing 
urban spoliation as a historical feature of Latin American urbanization, the metamor-
phosis of infrastructure will provide important insights into the updating of critical 
debates on Latin American urbanization and in the understanding of privatization as 
a relevant dimension of Urbicide. 

Keywords Urban infrastructure · Process of urbanization · Town planning · Latin 
America 

33.1 Introduction 

The implementation of neoliberal policies has led to a series of changes in the manner 
in which infrastructure is produced, financed, and operated (O’Neill 2017; Christo-
phers 2020). This process is perceived globally. However, it also displays specificities 
tied to different productive sectors, countries, and regions. 

Particularly since the 1990s, neoliberal ideas have had a profound effect on the 
legitimacy of privatization policies in infrastructure, running parallel to the expansion 
of the role of the private sector in the Global South. The privatization of several 
spheres of infrastructure became a recurrent directive of the international financial 
institutions under the Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) in the 1980s and 1990s
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(Loftus et al. 2019). Through various agreements of privatization and concession 
(Bakker 2003; Christophers 2020), in the three decades that followed the Washington 
Consensus, a process is evinced in which activities that had previously been under 
state management and operation are transferred to the private sector (O’Neill 2017). 

Privatization processes became more sophisticated with the rise of financial 
markets in the course of the twenty-first century (Lorrain 2011; O’Neill 2017), 
with large financial institutions seizing increasingly significant roles in the provi-
sion of infrastructure. The expanding complexity of credit markets began to organize 
new possibilities for capital mobility, especially given the centrality of public and 
private debt mechanisms, their ability to transact within secondary markets, and their 
participation in the financing of fixed capital, including urban infrastructure (Harvey 
2018). 

These changes result in a major shift of the function of infrastructure in the 
expanded reproduction of capital. Infrastructures, understood as general conditions 
of capitalist valorization and social reproduction, are projected in contemporary 
times as an important business sector (Rufino 2021). Thus, we note the constitution 
of a metamorphosis. The metamorphosis of infrastructure is characterized by the 
transformation of its dominant form of valorization worldwide, in such a way that 
infrastructure now functions both as a precondition and as a result of the movement 
of capital (Lencioni 2021). 

Infrastructures, which historically functioned as fixed capital, essential to indus-
trial capitalist accumulation (Harvey 2006), and which became determinant condi-
tions of social reproduction in urban contexts (Lencioni 2007), are redesigned in 
contemporaneity as important gears of fictitious accumulation, based on the capital-
ization of rents under the increasing control of finance. Even though infrastructures 
remain functioning as fixed capital in the process of expanded capital reproduction, 
with this metamorphosis, their immediate determination became subordinated to the 
production of fictitious capital. 

Certain specificities in the social formation and urbanization processes of Latin 
American countries demand a particular critical analysis of this global phenomenon, 
in order to grasp the specific relations of accumulation at play within this relatively 
new dynamic context, the contradictory centrality of the state, and the reproduction 
of older and newer forms of inequality in the production of urban spaces across the 
region. 

In line with this new rationality, we argue that the growing investments in Latin 
American metropolises have given rise to new forms of spoliation, particularly new 
forms of spoliation in finance and real estate (Pereira and Petrella 2018). 

Examining the conditions of urbanization in Brazilian metropolises in the 1970s, 
Kowarick (1979) defined urban spoliation as the systematic exclusion of the poorest 
strata of population from access to services of collective consumption. The process 
of urban spoliation is materialized when this excluded populational stratum takes 
matters into their own hands by constructing their own housing in precarious terri-
tories (Kowarick 1979). This is what has become more widely known as popular 
urbanization (Connolly 2013). Still, Kowarick recognizes this process as a magic 
formula of dependent capitalism, enforced to lower the costs in the reproduction of
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the labor force, balancing a high rate of accumulation with increasingly deteriorated 
wages (Kowarick 1979). 

This article has the purpose of discussing the significant transformations in the 
production and operation of infrastructure, as these transformations are observed 
in the metamorphosis of infrastructure valorization. The discussion focuses on the 
particular impacts of this global process on the phenomenon of Latin American 
urbanization, bringing to light an analysis of the so-called public–private partnerships 
(in Portuguese, “Parcerias Público-Privadas” or abbreviated as PPPs), the primary 
means of promoting this metamorphosis in the region. 

Despite recognizing the need for more specific studies that address the various 
kinds of infrastructures and that consider the particularities of their provision and 
operation as well as the different intensity and nature of infrastructure privatization 
and financialization among the countries in the region, in the present work we have 
opted for a more general approach, to give an overview of the production of urban 
infrastructures while also attempting to scrutinize and question the urbanization 
processes of the region. 

This article seeks to organize two main contributions. First, it seeks to outline a 
theoretical reformulation of a critical debate on Latin American urbanization as a 
general theme and the production of infrastructure, in particular, organizing these 
themes in association with the intense discussions on global financialization. Addi-
tionally, it seeks to bring forth some elements regarding the debate of Urbicide. In 
line with the book’s proposal, we understand Urbicide as a multidimensional process 
that points to the erosion of cities. Among the various multidimensional components 
of Urbicide developed in this publication, the metamorphosis of infrastructure helps 
us to understand how, in a context of global financialization, privatization processes 
change the social relations in the production of urban spaces and the role of both 
politics and state in the cities. As we will try to demonstrate, the increased rele-
vance of infrastructures as a private business places it as a central political object 
for the dominant classes, driving the commodification of its use and a consequent 
depoliticization of the access to infrastructure as a right. 

The article is structured into three main sections. Initially, we will discuss the 
global process of infrastructure transformation, articulating the political economy 
concepts of fixed capital and fictitious capital, as well as the growing debate over 
the financialization of infrastructure, set forth mainly from the Global North. In the 
second part, based on the categories of urban spoliation and public funding, once 
formulated for the interpretation of Latin American urbanization processes, we will 
turn to the discussion of the historical conditions of infrastructure production and the 
particular repercussions of the accelerated urbanization of the region in the context 
of Import Substitution Industrialization (ISI) between the 1950s and 1980s. Building 
on the debate of the two previous sections, we will seek to reflect on the primacy 
of fictitious capital in the design and operation of infrastructure in the urbanization 
of Latin American metropolises, discussing the transformations of the public funds 
and the new forms of spoliation that radicalize the inequalities of Latin American 
urbanization.
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33.2 Metamorphosis of Infrastructure as a Global Process: 
From Fixed to Fictitious Capital 

Attentive to Marx’s contribution to the Critique of Political Economy in which he 
designates infrastructure as a specific form of fixed capital, Harvey (2006) empha-
sizes that fixed capital represents, like all capital, a value in motion; therefore, it is 
not a thing “[…] but a process of circulation of capital through the use of material 
objects, such as machines” (Harvey 2006, p. 205). In this sense, fixed capital can 
be defined as a working instrument employed to facilitate the production of surplus 
value. A machine “becomes fixed capital as soon as it is bought and incorporated 
into a production process by a capitalist” (Harvey 2006, p. 208–209). 

Due to this specific function in the production processes, the value of fixed capital 
presents itself in a state of eternal flux, being simultaneously determined: “by initial 
purchase price, by the surplus value it helps to produce through productive consump-
tion, or by replacement cost” (Harvey 2006, p. 210). Thus, technological innova-
tions and broader social change can lead to abrupt variations in the value of fixed 
capital, calling into question its use-value and exchange-value. As a general rule, by 
intensifying the productivity of labor, fixed capital enhances exploitation. 

Infrastructure, in the form of railways, waterways, roads, and aqueducts, does not 
appear as a simple instrument of production within the production process but as an 
autonomous form of capital which becomes particularized in the valorization process 
by functioning as a general precondition of production. Constituting themselves as 
necessary premises for the reproduction of capital, these (pre)conditions are termed 
general because they are comprehensive conditions and not restricted or exclusive. 
Their usufruct is always collective and not individual or private, hence the idea that 
their use or consumption is socialized (Lencioni 2021). 

As Lencioni (2007) argues, in the urbanization process, these general conditions 
of production many times are not detached from the provision of means of collective 
consumption favoring the reproduction of the labor force. As Pírez (2013) further 
argues, infrastructure and, more specifically, urban services should be understood as 
essential components of urbanization that define the urban landscape and allow the 
daily functioning of the entire material support system. 

In the course of capitalist development, the periodic processes of overaccumula-
tion, distinctive to capitalism, determine new rounds of investment. This recurrent 
transfer of capital from a primary circuit (of production) to a secondary circuit 
(of consolidation of the built environment) is mediated and accelerated by the 
consolidation of a credit system. 

Conventionally, in their function as fixed capital and general (pre)condition of 
production, infrastructures stand out for their large scale, durability, and fixity in 
space. These specificities are reflected in the great amount of resources required for 
construction. These conditions, associated with their established feature as means of 
collective consumption, determine specific difficulties and risks in their production 
and circulation while, at the same time, placing them as a central strategy in the 
context of the capitalist crises of overaccumulation. By capturing a large volume
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of excess capital, investments in infrastructure become an important engine for the 
creation of new cycles of economic expansion, oriented toward an increase in the 
social productivity of labor. At the same time, the mobilization of large sums of 
capital for extended periods of time turns infrastructure into an obstacle for the 
broader circulation of capital (Harvey 2006). 

These characteristics of infrastructure highlight a basic contradiction of fixed 
capital. This contradiction is due to the fact that, from the point of view of produc-
tion, infrastructure is the pinnacle of capital success but, from the perspective of 
circulation, it becomes “a simple barrier to further accumulation” (Harvey 2006, 
p. 238). The following passages from the work of Harvey explain both sides of this 
matter. First, from the perspective of production: 

Fixed capital raises the productive powers of labour to new heights at the same time as it 
ensures the domination of past ‘dead’ labour (embodied capital) over living labour in the 
work process. From the standpoint of the production of surplus value, fixed capital appears 
as ’the most adequate form of capital’ (Harvey 2006, p. 237). 

However, from the standpoint of circulation, “Fixed capital limits the trajectory 
of future capitalist development, inhibits further technological change and coerces 
capital precisely because it is tied to its existence as a determined use value” (Harvey 
2006, p. 320). 

In a different text, Harvey (1978) points out that the aforementioned tendency 
to transfer capital from the first circuit to the second circuit in the course of an 
overaccumulation crisis can take the form of over-investments in the infrastructure 
sector. Harvey argues that this over-investment occurs only in accordance with the 
needs of capital, having no relation to the needs of the population. These needs, as a 
rule, remain unfulfilled (Harvey 1978, p. 112). The over-investment may put pressure 
on the devaluation of these very infrastructural assets in subsequent periods. 

If, in the short term, infrastructure emerges as an outlet that mitigates economic 
fluctuations, in the long run, these investments can lead to new crises through the 
devaluation of the fixed capital itself (Harvey 2006). In capitalist production, peri-
odic devaluations of fixed capital, which, in the case of infrastructure, can also be 
understood as the devaluation of the built environment itself, provide one of the 
inherent means of containing the deflation of the rate of profit and accelerating the 
accumulation of capital value through the formation of new capital (Harvey 1978, 
p. 116). 

Due to the fact that most infrastructures have the distinctive feature of being 
fixed in space, a set of other contradictions, inherent to the production of capitalist 
space under the domain of private property, emerge, reinforcing infrastructure as a 
fundamental mechanism in the unequal development of capitalism. Harvey asserts 
that promoting investments in a given physical space also generates a greater flow 
of capital into that space, delimited by fixed capital, with risk of devaluation and 
significant consequences for the interest-bearing capital that funded it (Harvey 2018, 
pp. 149–150). 

Although they are used as a social symbol of inclusive growth, infrastructures 
have historically responded primarily to the interests of the ruling classes, providing
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them not only with conditions for expanding labor exploitation, but also ensuring 
new levels of income acquisition. 

Infrastructure as capital incorporated into the land in the form of improvements 
(Harvey 2006, p. 307) tends to lead to transformations both direct and indirect in 
the possibilities of land rent capitalization through ownership. Developing the idea 
that the city in its entirety was constituted as a socialized form of fixed capital, Folin 
(1977) argued, in the late 1970s, that infrastructure was realized in a particular way 
through land rent. In Folin’s interpretation, this income was earned by landowners 
through the processes of property fragmentation. If we take into consideration that 
infrastructures can also be constituted under private property regimes (Arboleda and 
Purcell 2021), control over them earns the owner a revenue, as well as conditions for 
regulating labor in providing the service. 

Not only do we perceive, from these particularities, an important function of 
infrastructures within capitalism, their contradictory features, and their pivotal role 
in moments of crises, but we are also able to discern significant variations of this 
phenomena in the course of the development of capitalism and among its distinct 
spaces of accumulation. 

Historically, the development of infrastructure has been a precondition for the 
advancement of industrial capitalism (O’Neill 2017). Initially, what we have come 
to know as the general conditions were produced by processes of appropriation, 
conversion, and primitive accumulation. “The early industrialists acquired much of 
their fixed capital by putting old structures (mills, barns, houses, transport systems, 
etc.) to new productive uses” (Harvey 2006, p. 218). Starting in the nineteenth century, 
infrastructures were developed as local networks, structured by private enterprises 
(Graham and Marvin 2001). However, when private sector activity proved to be inef-
ficient, with several cases of competition and bankruptcy among investors (O’Neill 
2017), the consolidation and integration of infrastructures became a defining task of 
the modern nation-state, essential in the definition of its territory, ensuring a certain 
sense of national cohesion (Graham and Marvin 2001). 

A broad social consensus over the centrality of public intervention in providing 
infrastructure was consolidated during the Keynesian period, consecrating infras-
tructure as the main area of investment by the state in the core capitalist countries 
(O’Neil 2017). State-developed planning, financing, and operation of infrastruc-
ture were proven to be successful, evincing the pinnacle of a mode of production 
conducted by the state. This centrality of the state in providing infrastructure, based 
on the fiscal strategies of Keynesianism, was reinforced in the post-World War II 
period and in the three decades of economic growth that followed the conflict, as the 
state supported the necessary volume of investments. 

By organizing the possibilities of direct and indirect profitability of capital, the 
effective participation of the state as a public fund (Oliveira 1998) in the production 
of fixed capital was fundamental in concealing the previously discussed contradic-
tions of infrastructure. It also provided an important decommodification of the social 
reproduction of the workforce in the post-war context of the core capitalist countries 
(Pírez 2012).
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Even though this form of infrastructure provision was decisive in sustaining capi-
talist expansion, it was progressively dismantled. The shift from what was then the 
effective paradigm took place during the 1980s and was linked to radical transfor-
mations in capitalism, such as “declining sovereignty in the face of globalization, 
slowing economic growth rates, constraints on states’ fiscal capacities, and a loss of 
confidence in the effectiveness of the state apparatus in the supply of essential public 
services” (O’Neill 2017, p. 176). 

The promotion of neoliberal ideals and their prescriptive method of privatization 
paved the way for the stature of infrastructure to surge as an economic sector of 
global capitalist accumulation (O’Neil 2017; Lorrain 2011). Now undertaking a 
predominantly regulatory role, governments began to ensure extraordinary dividends 
to private agents, through the privatization of assets under market value, while also 
guaranteeing the constitution of monopolies and oligopolies and instituting several 
guarantees for the value of tariffs (Pírez 1999). 

Studies on the progress of infrastructure privatization have indicated significant 
changes in this process at the turn of the twenty-first century. Above all, the changes 
came about due to an increased coordination between the infrastructure sector and the 
stock market, repositioning the debate on the matter of financialization at the core of 
discussions over infrastructure production and operation (Loftus et al. 2019). Backer 
(2003) calls attention to the fact that the widespread use of the term “privatization” 
can lead to a series of misunderstandings. The term is used broadly to refer, in many 
cases, to distinct or overlapping strategies, ranging from the total alienation of the 
asset to various forms of public–private partnerships. Each of these strategies results 
from specific political and economic contexts, with different implications for the 
term as it relates to asset ownership, prospects of accumulation, and transformations 
to the urban space. 

Although providing infrastructure is a recurring solution to the contradictions of 
capitalist accumulation in the course of a crisis, the growing dominance of finance has 
imposed both the intensification of this strategy and the creation of new relations of 
production. Currently, it is possible to identify a broad global agenda of investments in 
infrastructure. For Dodson (2017), the emergence of a coordinated effort to stimulate 
the development of infrastructure, at national and global levels, through a series 
of international apparatuses, is responsible for the “global infrastructure turn”. At 
the basis of this movement is the excess of capital over productive ends and the 
consequent decrease in expectations about future economic growth, in a context of 
persistently low interest rates. 

Infrastructure products are recognized, in contexts of major instability, as an asset 
class capable of generating stable and long-term returns (Dodson 2017). The inter-
national financial crisis of 2008, while revealing the dimension and power of global 
finance in the production and operation of infrastructure (Lorrain 2011), also consol-
idated changes in the way financial agents and corporations acted. They began to 
prioritize direct ownership of land and urban infrastructure for rent extraction to the 
detriment of participation as credit agents (O’Neil 2019; Purcell et al. 2020). 

Land rent, as the historic form of realizing infrastructure, is renewed with the 
extension of the forms of private monopoly and becomes increasingly sought after
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by fictitious capital (Purcell et al. 2020). According to Chesnais (2005), the current 
regime of accumulation, characterized by the dominance of finance, is sustained by 
the ascendancy of a mind-set of financial valorization of capital and by the cardinal 
presence of fictitious capital, which contributes to the centrality of private property 
of a rentier ethos. In dialog with the work of Marx, Chesnais (2005) postulates that 
fictitious capital is all financial assets whose value rests on the capitalization of a 
stream of future revenue, which have no counterpart in effective industrial capital. 

The processes of valorization occurring through infrastructure are transformed in 
this context. Purcell et al. (2020) point out that understanding these new accumulation 
strategies requires an interpretation in which value, rent, and finance are seen as 
strongly intertwined, revealing the political, economic, and spatial implications of 
these processes, as well as the underlying class interests. 

With the increasing transfer of infrastructure ownership to financial institutions 
and corporations, infrastructures have come to function as a form of fictitious capital, 
determined by the possibilities of capitalizing future streams of rent, which is ensured 
by the continuous flow of tariffs and enhanced by sophisticated financial engineering 
(Pryke and Allen 2019; Ashton et al. 2012). This is not new, since the insertion of 
infrastructures in the general process of valorization has always propounded the 
possibility of pricing by future determinations. What is new is the intensity and 
celerity of these capitalization processes which transform the role of infrastructures 
as fictitious capital, giving this new function a dominant stance over the historical 
and permanent functioning of infrastructure as fixed capital. 

Thus, we could say that, under this rationale, infrastructures are increasingly 
designed as a function of capitalization possibilities. They are becoming discon-
nected, at least in part, from the valorization of capital and the needs of social repro-
duction, leading to a form of “inverted capitalism” (Blank 2018). According to Blank 
(2018), this inverted capitalism would be characterized by the fact that the long-term 
expansion of fictitious capital no longer reflects the development of working capital. 
Rather, the growth of productive capital has been “inverted” into a dependent variable 
of the growth of fictitious capital. 

The transformation of infrastructure into financial assets is the subject of a broad 
debate that has suggested strong impacts on the development of urban policy and 
on the production of space itself (Graham and Marvin 2001; O’Neill 2017; Dodson 
2017; Purcell et al. 2020). 

33.3 The Insufficiency of Infrastructure in Latin American 
Urbanization: The Limits of the Public Funds 
and Urban Spoliation as an Accumulation Strategy 

In Latin American countries, as a result of varying sociopolitical situations, the pace 
of emergence and development of infrastructure was uneven in terms of quality and
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quantity (Pradilla 1994). As a general tendency, the historical limitation of invest-
ments in infrastructure is related to the particular conditions of Latin American 
configuration, marked by relative shortcomings in the accumulation of capital at a 
global level, which is derived precisely from the region’s subordinate position in 
global capitalism (Jaramillo 1988). 

Even so, it was through infrastructural networks that colonial and imperialist rela-
tions were configured in the region, fomenting economic and technological depen-
dence (Davies 2021). In articulation with the colonial dynamics of extractivism, a set 
of infrastructures—railroads, telegraphs, and port improvements—were produced, 
in most cases, with foreign technology and capital (Campos 2021). As Seabra (1987) 
argues based on observations concerning the city of São Paulo, the predominance 
of concessions that were granted to foreign companies (especially to British compa-
nies) comes both from the dynamics generated by agricultural-exportation activities 
and from the fact that the capitalist system had already developed an international 
apparatus for infrastructure operations at the end of the nineteenth century, with elab-
orate financing arrangements and concentration of capital in large companies. When 
private investments started being directed toward the cities, infrastructure also played 
an instrumental role in the structural transition from a dominant rural oligarchy to 
an urban economic elite (Davies 2021). 

With the crisis of the primary economic regime of exportation, the national-
developmentalist governments of the region initiated processes of nationalization 
directed toward infrastructure companies of foreign capital, aiming at the interruption 
of harmful practices and the need to boost national industrialization (Pradilla 1994). 
As Pradilla (1994) states, given the low profitability of many infrastructures and 
the inability of private interests to centralize capital for the development of general 
conditions, especially in periods of recession, the states took on a fundamental role 
in infrastructure provision, by socializing the costs. 

Within the developmentalist project, infrastructures are taken as essential general 
conditions of production for the emerging industrialization of the region, with the 
states taking upon themselves the task of assembling the economic infrastructure 
to promote industrial development, thus organizing the conditions of accumulation 
for multinational companies to thrive in the environment of Import Substitution 
Industrialization (ISI), an environment observed in the most dynamic economies of 
the region between the 1950s and the 1980s. 

In prioritizing the immediate interests of dominant sectors of society, governments 
played a limited role as unifying figures in the global agenda of the exploiting classes 
and in promoting long-term strategies for developing interests. The result is that 
the provision of infrastructure gave privilege to use-values directly linked to capital 
accumulation, particularly to the production of goods, to the detriment of those linked 
to the needs of the working classes in consumption and reproduction (Jaramillo 1988, 
pp. 29–31). Although state actions led to significant development in some countries 
of the region between the 1940s and the 1980s (Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico in 
particular), as stated by Pírez (2013), these measures did not succeed in diminishing 
the weight of the working-class population that was out of mercantile conditions, nor
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did they succeed in institutionalizing a Welfare State as in core capitalist countries 
(Pírez 2013). 

If, in those core countries, the infrastructure that was executed by the use of public 
funds became a precondition for the accumulation of capital and the reproduction of 
the labor force, being dispensed globally for the entire population by social spending 
(Oliveira 1998, p. 8), in Latin American the accumulation of capital is constituted 
as a primary objective, resulting in limited and partial decommodification of the 
reproduction of the labor force (Pírez 2013). 

In this sense, the role of public funding in the constitution of infrastructure in 
Latin America generally serves to heighten accumulation beyond the limits imposed 
by the generation of profit, using public wealth that is not capital and, therefore, is 
not retributed in the general equation. This distorted mobilization of public funds 
would result in the constitution of an “Un-welfare State” (Oliveira 1998), with very 
significant repercussions on the urbanization process of the region. 

As a result of the urgency of peripheral capital to create urban centers with a certain 
degree of consolidation for industrial development, there was a concentration of the 
limited amount of resources in a few primary centers, with very unequal distribution 
of infrastructure within these cities and in the larger regional scale as well (Pradilla 
1994). 

In the majority of great Latin American metropolises, whose accelerated growth 
began in the 1950s, the spatial result is the reinforcement of inequality in the distribu-
tion of infrastructure and facilities, with the state exonerating itself from the provision 
of some of these services in the more peripheral sectors. In turn, this leads to what has 
come to be recognized as popular urbanization (Jaramillo 1988). As Emilio (1998) 
has shown, popular urbanization represented half of the land area and population of 
the large Latin American metropolises at the end of the twentieth century. 

The lack of infrastructure became a structural element of urban spoliation 
(Kowarick 1979), that is, the systematic exclusion of working classes from access 
to services of collective consumption resulting from the urbanization processes. By 
allowing a significant reduction in the reproduction costs of labor power, this form of 
spoliation ensured the expansion of industrial accumulation. The formation of huge 
peripheral areas in Latin American metropolises is, in this sense, the product of urban 
spoliation, and they constitute a margin of accumulation without value production 
(Pereira and Petrella 2018). 

The peripheral areas are characterized as those most distant and of lowest differ-
ential ground rent, occupied by the section of the population with lowest income 
and who are inserted into the working environment in the most precarious manner 
(Kowarick 1979). Up until the 1980s, they represent territories which are lacking in 
state presence and influence, almost totally untouched by public policies, except for 
the mass housing developments that started to be implemented from the late 1960s 
onward in the continent’s most industrialized countries (Rufino 2015). 

Given the relative exhaustion of the ISI model in the region in the 1980s, countries 
have tried to restructure their position in world capitalism (Jaramillo 1988). This 
process, in conjunction with the exhaustion of the Fordist model in the core capitalist
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countries, had immediate implications for the provision of infrastructure, with lasting 
impacts on urbanization. 

As a general rule, the economic asphyxiation Latin American countries experi-
enced during the 1980s favored a shift in the conception of what the role of the state 
is, with a particular emphasis on the crescent push for privatizations (Pírez 2013). 
According to Pradilla (1994), the breadth, depth, and speed of these processes in 
Latin America can be explained, at least in part, by the deep relations of dependence 
toward the core capitalist countries. They are also exacerbated by the large amount 
of external debt, which grants great power and influence to international banks and 
agencies in establishing privatization policies. 

The region experienced accelerated privatization processes in the 1980s and 
1990s. Those were initially marked by the integral sales of public companies to 
national and foreign private investors, but with significant differences among the 
various countries in the region. Chile, for instance, was a pioneer in the privatization 
of infrastructure, given that the global tendency was reinforced locally by an econom-
ically liberal dictatorship that took power in 1973. Other countries, such as Mexico, 
Venezuela, Argentina, and Peru, followed suit in the 1980s, once the local govern-
ments abandoned their interventionist alignments (Pradilla 1994). Under varied polit-
ical circumstances, Brazil, Colombia, and Paraguay, only timidly and partially, began 
promoting privatizations in the 1980s, with processes accelerating during the 1990s. 
In the remainder of the countries, the liberal agenda would only move forward in the 
twenty-first century, with a new round of privatization processes more largely tied 
to finance. 

For the infrastructure companies, which, in most cases, were established by the 
developmentalist efforts of the previous decades, the privatization processes were 
marked, on the part of the private sector agents, by an emphasis on financial self-
sufficiency and on the application of market mechanisms. These processes trans-
formed the social relations that permeate the provision of infrastructure by intro-
ducing into the field powerful companies, usually foreign, with great ability to influ-
ence policy and decision-making (Pírez 2013). For the most part, private capital 
(especially transnational capital) was only interested in infrastructures that presented 
possibilities of immediate or short-term profit. This led to strangle holds and several 
areas of infrastructure being voided (Pradilla 1994; Rocha 2013). 

According to Pradilla (1994), the most profitable businesses and territorial frag-
ments were concentrated mainly in energy, telecommunication, highway, and railroad 
sectors. These were benevolently accepted by national and international investors. In 
addition to choosing the most profitable sectors, foreign capital expanded mainly in 
the control of companies and sectors whose tendencies were to produce oligopolies 
at regional or global levels, such as telecommunications and energy (Rocha 2013). In 
general, private investment tended to focus on the acquisition of existing facilities, 
adding little to the capacity of provision in sectors and territories with significant 
historical shortcomings (Bayliss and Fine 2008). 

In the 1990s, Latin America also began to stand out for the implementation of 
the PPPs, concentrating the largest number of contracts worldwide (Michelitsch and 
Szwedzki 2017). In theory, PPPs differ from company privatizations insofar as they
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are established as a contract between public and private agents in which risks and 
management responsibilities are transferred to the private sector through control of 
the infrastructure production and operation (Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge 2018). 
In practice, the instrument expanded coordination between private investors and the 
state, altering the rationale for mobilizing state subsidies. Instead of favoring some 
level of decommodification of services, subsidies were now subject to competition 
by private agents as means of ensuring higher levels of profitability. 

In general, the processes described above resulted in a growing difference in access 
to infrastructure, reinforcing the logic of investment in the most profitable projects, 
with the energy and highway sectors accounting for 60% of investments in PPPs 
throughout the 1990s. The permanent restriction of investments in urban infrastruc-
ture through these new instruments of privatization, while reinforcing the extreme 
polarization of income distribution in the territories of Latin American metropolises, 
indicated structural limits to the advancement of PPPs given the very high poverty 
rates of the region. 

By the end of the decade, there was a severe drop in investments through PPPs, and 
several of the projects implemented under this modality faced financial difficulties 
(Michelitsch and Szwedzki 2017). The case of the Mexican highway concessions 
gained notoriety as one of the most symbolic cases of failure to implement PPPs in 
the region, resulting in massive expenditures for the local government (Pradilla and 
Lopéz 2017). 

The justifications for the various attempts at privatizing infrastructure were usually 
drawn from an ideological standpoint and are based on the supposed greater efficiency 
of private agents. On the other hand, they failed to take into account the material 
determinations and contradictions which had once led Latin American capitalist 
states to control infrastructure (Pradilla 1994, p. 57). 

33.4 The Presence of Infrastructure as Fictitious Capital 
in Latin America Cities: The Transformation 
of the Role of Public Funds and The Emerge of New 
Forms of Spoliation 

During the first decade of the twenty-first century, as part of the global tendency 
toward the metamorphosis of infrastructure into fictitious capital, Latin America 
has experienced a new momentum in the expansion of PPPs. Between 2006 and 
2015, $361.3 billion dollars were invested in the region, in more than a thousand 
infrastructure PPP projects. These projects were heavily concentrated in Brazil, with 
Mexico and Colombia in distant second and third places (Michelitsch and Szwedzki 
2017). As the World Bank data shows, the volume of investments in the region became 
more significant after 2009, reflecting the global expansion of financial liquidity and 
the economic growth in the region.
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Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge (2018) named the general process the “PPP 
revival”. The name speaks to the expanding mobilization of the instrument, evidenced 
since 2005, particularly in developing countries. According to the authors, although 
this resurgence is based on previous privatization initiatives, it is differentiated, during 
the “revival”, by the central role played by global finance. While in the 1990s, the main 
argument for the advancement of PPPs was the potential gains derived from greater 
efficiency, thanks to control being handed to private agents, in this new stage, the 
large availability of financial capital on a global scale becomes the main justification 
for the reemergence of the instrument (Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge 2018). 

After the 2008 crisis, traditional PPP financing models were strongly affected 
by the substantial increase in the cost of credit, with negative implications for the 
viability of PPPs, given their dependence on long-term financing (O’Neill 2019; 
Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge 2018). The answer to this question was to reorganize 
the financing of PPPs in order to tap into the possibilities of a great demand by 
institutional investors for stable, long-term returns. The massive injection of liquidity 
by Central Banks of the Global North (Fernandez and Aalbers 2020), through policies 
of “quantitative easing” that compress the profitability of debt securities, has made 
infrastructure investments more attractive by offering higher returns with relative 
stability (Bayliss and Van Waeyenberge 2018). And, once the logistics of finance 
were at the forefront, infrastructure provision became increasingly shaped by investor 
interest. 

Overall, the ways in which governmental and intergovernmental agencies provide 
support for the expansion of institutional investors are shaped by the configurations 
emerging from financial markets (Bayliss et al. 2021). Strengthening the institutional 
regulatory capacity of states is a measure recognized by multilateral agencies as a key 
aspect in developing well-structured projects that ensure leveraging infrastructure as 
an asset class to channel private savings into the sector (Serebrisky et al. 2015, p. 17). 

Thus, the potential of infrastructure to generate attractive financial revenue is 
a central element in the structuring of the projects. On the other hand, the appeal 
to financial investors is a central strategy for solving the huge demand for invest-
ments in the region (Vassalo 2017). The significant economic growth experienced 
in several Latin American countries from 2004 onward, which derived in large part 
from the commodities boom and from an association with a state of high interna-
tional liquidity, was an essential element in the resurgence of PPPs. The expansion of 
national reserves was fundamental in the decision by local governments to develop 
a set of countercyclical policies as a response to the 2008 crisis, boosting invest-
ments in infrastructure. These investments were made possible, in many cases, by the 
implementation of PPPs, with the states taking key roles in financing and structuring 
projects, as well as defining new financial instruments (Rufino 2021). 

Given a scenario in which the development of the capital market was relatively 
limited, bank financing functioned as a vital catalyst for the operation of infrastruc-
tures, one that was more closely tied to the logistics of finance. Although multilateral 
agencies such as the World Bank had played a relevant role in financing PPPs in Latin 
America since the 1990s, in this new cycle the presence of national and regional devel-
opment banks gained prominence. In the Brazilian case, for instance, the National
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Bank for Economic and Social Development (Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento 
Social e Econômico—BNDES) became the primary agent of PPP promotion and a 
privileged source of subsidized loans for the provision of infrastructure in Brazil. 
Moreover, the bank also played a significant role in the development of other coun-
tries in the region (Rufino 2021). Through its credit-lines for the exportation of engi-
neering services, BNDES made it possible to expand the activities of large Brazilian 
contractors, as they began to acquire control over PPPs in other countries, by asso-
ciating with local groups and international investors, thus, consolidating a complex 
network of interests in the expansion of PPPs. 

Bayliss et al. (2021) argue in their review of the critical literature on PPPs that the 
attraction of the private sector to infrastructure provision in developing countries has 
not necessarily reduced the demand for public funds. Substantial public investments 
are usually needed to attract financial investments in sectors with limited commercial 
returns, both to offset the risks of long-term uncertainties and to ensure that the 
benefits reach the entire population, not just those who can afford them. According 
to World Bank data concerning Latin America, about one-third of PPP financing 
comes from public funds, with half of all PPPs receiving some form of governmental 
guarantee (Bayliss et al. 2021). 

As a general rule, selectivity in the expansion of investments continues, with PPPs 
being concentrated in more profitable segments and in the most dynamic regions 
within countries (Rufino 2016). According to the PPI-World Bank data, of the 1056 
PPPs contracted in the region between 2005 and 2015, 588 were within the energy 
sector. These accounted for over 43% of total investments. On the other hand, general 
expansion of investments and improvements in project structuring has ensured an 
expansion in the mobilization of PPPs in the case of urban infrastructures, with 
significant advances in sectors such as urban mobility and sanitation (Vassalo 2017). 

Still, the provision of urban infrastructure via PPPs faces a number of other chal-
lenges related to the historical characteristics of Latin American urbanization, the 
persistent socioeconomic inequalities, and the financial deficits experienced by local 
governments. As Pradilla and Lopéz (2017) demonstrated, the historical lack of 
interest displayed by private investors in areas such as transportation, water supply, 
and solid waste treatment derives from the high level of investments required for 
such infrastructure and the high risks associated with their urban locations, as well 
as from the uncertainties regarding the tariff prices charged to users. 

In the perception of investors who design PPPs, allocation and management of 
risks are extremely complex variables in the context of projects developed in Latin 
America (Vassalo 2017). More generally, the provision of new infrastructures in an 
urban context involves additional risks related to land expropriation and construction, 
increasing the need for credit and extending the wait on investment returns. Other 
difficulties are in predicting the demand for services and the recovery of investments 
through tariffs. The very ability, on the part of the population, to pay for the services 
is a structural limit to the extent of this rationality in the region. A history of demon-
strations against the increase of public service tariffs makes the dependence on these 
revenues a social risk for PPP investors. The differentiation between the “political 
tariff” (or “social tariff”), paid by the user for the service, and the “contractual tariff”
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(or “compensation tariff”), to which the concessionaire is entitled for the provision 
of the service (Magalhaes 2021), became the norm in PPP contracts in the region. 
Subsidies, then, start to be mobilized not as means of decommodification of services, 
but as a way of ensuring an expected profitability. 

In this sense, while in countries of the Global North, the predictability of tariffs 
is the main foundation for sophisticated securitization processes (Purcell et al. 2020; 
Pryke and Allen 2019), in developing countries, and particularly in Latin America, 
it is the guarantees set forth in contracts that ensure the viability of PPPs. Closer 
analyses of various contracts have demonstrated how PPPs, rather than taping private 
resources to fill the financing gap, have tied governments to long-term contracts while 
absorbing a substantial portion of governmental budget (Bayliss and Wanguerbele 
2018). Additionally, the recurrent incidence of contract renegotiations has resulted 
in the transferring of complementary resources to PPP controllers. As Sánchez and 
Lardé (2020) demonstrated, renegotiations have been a common feature of PPP 
contracts in the region, occurring in more than 55% of cases between 2004 and 
2015. Between 1985 and 2000, renegotiations occurred in 30% of contracts. 

In order to ensure higher returns and greater predictability in revenues, PPP 
investors receive different forms of government guarantees and various forms of 
subsidies (Bayliss and Wanguerbele 2018). As a result, PPPs have been enshrined 
as the dominant form of accumulation in infrastructure provision. In this context, 
the public funds emerge as essential components in enhancing mechanisms for the 
capitalization of revenue streams in infrastructural projects, serving as the basis for 
expanding the instrument of PPPs to new geographies and sectors that had hitherto 
been perceived as unprofitable. 

Although the use of public funding in the provision of infrastructure is not some-
thing new, as we have already discussed, the form and direction in which the funds 
are now mobilized impose a particularly new movement to the metamorphosis of 
infrastructure in the region. It is based on very close ties with public funding that 
infrastructures come to be determined by fictitious capital. 

Through infrastructure, the use of public funds is imposed as a condition for 
the fruition of fictitious capital in the region (Blank 2018). The detailed analysis of 
the structuring of PPPs shows that the state itself starts to produce fictitious capital 
through the creation of new financial instruments. As the financing for long-term 
projects has generally not been sufficient, governments in the region have increas-
ingly explored financing mechanisms such as structured credits or debt markets bonds 
(Valenzuela 2021), thus resorting to the production of fictitious capital in the very 
establishment of public funds. In this sense, these funds have not only become a 
fundamental place of rapine and plunder of the wealth appropriated by the state, but 
a locus of production for new fictitious wealth (Blank 2018). 

The particularities that the metamorphosis of infrastructure assumes in Latin 
America allow for the renewal of expedients of spoliation as a determining aspect in 
urban transformations through accumulation in finance and real estate, illuminating 
a particular dimension of Urbicide in the Latin American cities directly connected 
with privatization processes.
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The state, by subordinating public funds to capitalization mechanisms, becomes 
the central agent in the development of financial spoliation, ensuring to companies 
and financial institutions an accumulation that is independent from the production 
of value. Additionally, in the production of contemporary Latin American cities, the 
expedients of real estate spoliation overlap with those of urban spoliation. These 
are also greatly coordinated with the processes of infrastructure renewal. Thus, it 
can be affirmed that the growing investments in infrastructure have not disrupted the 
historical processes of unequal urbanization in the region. On the contrary, despite 
the fact that the major metropolises of the region have received large investments in 
infrastructure (especially in transportation) and have continued to grow in a dispersed 
manner, an acceleration in the densification of popular territories has been observed. 
According to Jaramillo (2018), although the proportion of self-built houses in relation 
to the total number of dwellings has been decreasing since the 1980s, from the 1990s 
onward this trend has lost strength, and, in some of the most populated cities of the 
region, it has been reversed and currently reaches figures similar to forty years ago. 

Even while the traces of urban spoliation remain evident in several precarious 
territories of the large metropolises of the region, the possibility of better access to 
services and infrastructures in some of these territories is capitalized by the high costs 
of housing, leading to the densification and commodification of popular urbanization. 

On the other hand, investments in infrastructure have become increasingly asso-
ciated with processes of urban renewal and urban expansion, which take on increas-
ingly innovative profiles. Supported by discourses and labels such as sustainability, 
compact cities, and more recently smart cities, these processes have intensified the 
centralization of capital in the emergence of sophisticated real estate complexes. 
These processes originated from changes observed simultaneously in the financial 
markets, the real estate industry, the provision of infrastructure, and the design of 
public policies, as this rapprochement between real estate and infrastructure becomes 
a fundamental aspect in the acceleration and expansion of accumulation in the produc-
tion of built space, constituting a key process for the expansion of inequalities in these 
metropolises (Rufino 2022). 

33.5 Final Considerations 

In this chapter, we have argued that a metamorphosis of valorization occurs in the 
production of contemporary infrastructure. This metamorphosis is apparent in the 
dominant function of infrastructure as fictitious capital to the detriment of its tradi-
tional role as fixed capital. The process is unfurled in a generalized global scale but 
takes on particularities in distinct social contexts. 

Despite the fact that, in Latin America, the insufficiency of urban infrastructure 
is a historical trace mobilized by politicians, public officials, and financial investors 
as a central aspect to promote an agenda of privatizations, the growing investment 
in infrastructure provision results in an overall presence of infrastructure that is still
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timid, inconstant, and selective. With the mobilization of more sophisticated finan-
cial instruments in the modeling of infrastructure projects (Bayliss et al. 2021), Latin 
America has seen priority given to more profitable projects with lower risks. Mean-
while, there have been limited responses to the historical infrastructural shortcomings 
of Latin American urbanization. 

Public–private partnerships (PPPs), by enabling significant allocation of public 
subsidies to private investors and letting the state absorb a large part of the risks 
involved (Bayliss et al. 2021), have been established as the primary means of driving 
infrastructure metamorphosis in the region. 

The general analysis of the process in Latin America reveals how, through the 
implementation of this instrument, infrastructure provision establishes itself as a 
powerful mechanism for the transfer of wealth. This is supported by the structuring 
of capitalization processes established through property control by powerful private 
agents. These processes, which begin to form and are designed by contracts estab-
lished in times of economic growth, are prolonged in contexts of crises and seize 
past, present, and future social wealth in the form of fictitious capital. 

The state, by means of the public funds, becomes a central figure in this rise of 
infrastructures as fictitious capital. Of course, this constitutes a considerable trans-
formation of its historical function. From a previously omissive position concerning 
the decommodification of social conditions of reproduction in the industrialization 
processes of some of the most advanced economies in the region during the 1960s 
and 1970s, the state emerges as a presence at the turn of the century, operating 
sophisticated expedients of spoliation in real estate and finance. 

As we have tried to argue, these new forms of spoliation overlap with the more 
historically observed forms of urban spoliation to result in direr living conditions in 
these Latin American metropolises. At the same time, they provide forms of capital 
accumulation without any direct relation to value production. 

The provision of new infrastructures has instrumentalized significant appropria-
tion of public funds in such a way that it enables the engineering of financial spoli-
ation, leading those very funds to operate as fictitious capital, by mobilizing future 
wealth through the use of public debt securities as collateral for PPPs. Therefore, 
even if the infrastructures remain as a fixed capital essential to the reproduction of 
the urban, the way in which they will be produced and operated is conditioned by 
the production of fictitious capital. 

In turn, the real estate spoliation operates through transformations and increased 
coordination between infrastructure provision and real estate production. On the one 
hand, the slow advance of infrastructure in the most precarious territories consoli-
dates its limited presence as a catalyst for the increase in the price of popular housing. 
On the other hand, the provision of infrastructure, in conjunction with other urban 
policies, has consolidated real estate capitalization and opened new fronts for its 
valorization, supporting unprecedented levels of capital centralization and construc-
tion densification in the large metropolises of the region, despite the continuity of 
the processes of dispersed urban growth.
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These processes illuminate a particular dimension of the Urbicide in the Latin 
American cities directly connected with the specific nature of the infrastructure priva-
tization process and its impact in the urbanization. At the base of these processes, 
there is a significant movement toward a depoliticization of the urban. As we have 
already noted, the transformation of urban infrastructures into instruments of capi-
talization employs the elimination of social risks as a fundamental strategy for its 
expansion. What investors perceive as “social risk” is precisely the possibility that the 
despoiled population might organize themselves politically to reclaim their rights. 
This poses an objective limit to planned capitalization. By bearing most of the risks 
and ensuring greater predictability of profits, the state conceals underlying or immi-
nent conflicts and transforms the rights of the population into a lucrative business, 
narrowing the horizons for transformative political actions in the cities. 
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Chapter 34 
Public Policies (Or Their Absence) 
as Part of Urban Destruction 

Marcelo Corti 

Abstract In our times, cities are constantly threatened: authoritarian or technocratic 
attempts at demographic deconcentration, based on moralistic, economic or political 
arguments; on the dispersion induced by mobility based on the private car or by 
erroneous policies of public housing in the peripheries; on the various privatopias 
of closed neighbourhoods, on urbanizations by “Communities of Special Interest”, 
etc. So in this article, I am going to address those threats or attacks that are directly 
and specifically related to urban public policies. There are three basic issues that I 
would like to comment on in relation to these; it is about the application of certain 
erroneous urban policies or the conscious application of urban policies that, whatever 
their objective, ended up being disastrous for the city. There are three issues, at least 
from my point of view: the conception of the “facilitating” State of private markets, 
an equivocal notion of “subsidiarity” of local governments and the abuse of “tactical” 
conceptions of urban planning. All of this basically confronts us with the need to 
recover a public role for urban development. It is about recovering the role of the 
public sector as the great city builder, the actor that configures the city and the 
territory. 

Keywords Disasters · Public policies · Urban planning 

34.1 Introduction 

First of all, I confess that the very concept of “urbicide” arouses caution in me, as 
it refers to an instance of intentionally caused death, a murder of the city. Surely, 
there are actors and agents directly interested in that death, and many more who do 
it out of negligence or incompetence. And certainly, we are going to have to work 
hard to defend that urban way of life that defines the very concept of life in society. 
Nancy (2013) argues that the art of the city is to live together, “for that purpose it was 
founded, built, organized”. It is not defined by the functions of protection, government
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and exchange; “Through the domus or the villa one can reach the village, but not 
the city, whose constitution requires that living together is not given in advance”. 
For Nancy, the city is the “other one” of the countryside, “from the beginning it is a 
new country, the ‘country’ of uprooting”. But for that reason, because it is a logical 
consequence of the way in which human beings organize our lives, I am convinced 
that the city will not disappear. 

Let us never forget that civilization is ultimately a word that shares its origin 
with that of city. To destroy the city, or the concept of the city, is practically to end 
civilization and that is why I think we must to work, we must seek and find the 
ways to maintain the city in any of its scales, in its forms. Basically, the concept 
of the city is that of a meeting place for different people, a place of interaction and 
specialization but, at the same time, a place for interaction between diverse human 
beings. And that is the reason why I believe the city will prevail. I remember in this 
regard a very funny phrase by Fran Lebowitz. You may have seen—and if you have 
not seen it, I highly recommend that you do—the series “Pretends is a City”, about 
New York, directed by Martin Scorsese, who also conducts the interviews with the 
writer (on Netflix, 2021). In one episode, Lebowitz recalls the famous phrase of then 
US President Gerald Ford when the New York City Council was declared bankrupt 
in 1975: “New York is dead”. Nearly half a century later, Fran Lebowitz wonders: 
“Who is dead now?”. 

Rumours about the death of the city seem, therefore, exaggerated… But it is 
true that our civilizing heroine is constantly threatened: authoritarian or technocratic 
attempts at demographic deconcentration (of which the genocide of Pol Pot and the 
Khmer Rouge in Cambodia was the most extreme and abject expression), based on 
moralistic (the city as “great harlot of Babylon”), economic or political arguments; 
on the dispersion induced by mobility based on the private car or by erroneous 
policies of public housing in the peripheries; on the various privatopias of closed 
neighbourhoods, on urbanizations by “Communities of Special Interest”, etc. So 
in this article, I am going to address those threats or attacks that are directly and 
specifically related to urban public policies. 

There are three basic issues that I would like to comment on in relation to these; it is 
about the application of certain erroneous urban policies or the conscious application 
of urban policies that, whatever their objective, ended up being disastrous for the 
city. There are three issues, at least from my point of view: the conception of the 
“facilitating” State of private markets, an equivocal notion of “subsidiarity” of local 
governments and the abuse of “tactical” conceptions of urban planning. Surely, there 
will be others. 

34.2 The State as Facilitator of Private Action 

The first of these is the idea that began to prevail from the seventies and especially 
in the eighties of the last century, the one that places the State as a facilitator of 
private actions in the city, rather than as a promoter or an instance higher control and
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regulation regarding urban management. This has to do with the flaws and cracks 
in the Welfare State, as it was conceived in the period roughly between the Great 
Depression of 1929, World War II, the Cold War and the oil crisis of 1975. And 
especially the so-called Thirty Glorious Years from 1945 to 1975, characterized by 
policies of strong state intervention and regulation in the economy (both in produc-
tion in numerous sectors of activity and in the provision of social welfare services, 
health, education, recreation, etc.). This model of production and distribution within 
capitalist societies with different degrees of development entered into crisis in the 
1970s, together with many elements of the so-called Fordist economy, character-
ized by mass and serial production in large locally established factories and with a 
large and highly unionized staff. Not many years later became the collapse of the 
socialist economy, which had also shown its limits and shortcomings in the previous 
period—the socialism that really existed, as it was said at that time. 

Based on these facts, a deregulatory tendency against state interventionism in 
the economy grew up. The idea spread worldwide that the State should, ultimately, 
give up the control of many issues—among them, the management of the city—to 
hand it over to the private sector. At most, the role of the public sector would be 
to facilitate the task of the private sector. This is expressed in many instruments, in 
many processes and procedures of that time that continue to this day. In general, this 
voluntary or forced withdrawal of the State is manifested in the idea of public–private 
partnerships or commitments, where the public sector is often the secondary guest of 
private business. Or for example, in operations such as the British “Right to buy” the 
houses built by the municipalities at the time before Margaret Thatcher. It provided 
the possibility of purchase by tenants, and later this led to unfortunate processes, 
especially in the city of London. That is how that heritage of public housing built 
for much of the twentieth century was wasted, and this gave rise to other forms of 
speculation on the city. A tour of London today gives us several immediate visual 
impressions: luxury, high technology and a scale of outrageous intervention, close 
to the grotesque. Anna Minton, a journalist for The Guardian, with postgraduate 
studies in architecture, reveals in her book Big Capital (2017) the political-economic 
structure that explains the visible city and its social consequence: the displacement 
of thousands of Londoners from their city and the enormous difficulty of working 
sectors, middle classes and professionals to access housing in the British capital and 
in other cities of the UK. 

The book combines testimonies of people displaced from neighbourhoods where 
they spent their entire lives, through an impeccable description of the device with 
which the expulsion was implemented and the formidable increase in land value 
that sustains that process. How is it possible, for example, to demolish an entire 
social housing neighbourhood like Heygate, in Southwark Council, to make way 
for a luxury complex like Elephant Park, whose apartments none of the previous 
residents can even dream of accessing? For Minton, this process cannot even be 
called “gentrification”; it is a completely different phenomenon, a new politics of 
space in which global capital reconfigures the entire territory based on rates of return 
on the value of property that far exceed those that productive activity can support.
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In the beginning, it was the anti-modernist rhetoric of the Charles Jencks 
versus Pruitt-Igoe matrix that fed the bad reputation of the post-war social housing 
complexes, (produced by the councils), where at the early eighties a third of the 
London population lived. This interpretation of architectural and urban criticism was 
combined with the Thatcherian discourse of individual effort and entrepreneurism to 
get out of the Welfare State. The Right to Buy programme, designed to “turn proletar-
ians into homeowners”, allowed for the scrapping of the housing structure by giving 
resident tenants access to the property. This operation implied a trap: the housing 
units were sold but not the land on which they are located, which continued to be 
municipal. What has skyrocketed in this century is the forced purchase of homes for 
demolition to make room for extreme luxury interventions, dedicated to a global elite 
(the “alpha elite”) and closely linked to money laundering operations—according to 
Transparency International, UK is a “premium” destination for the cream of inter-
national corruption to launder illicit wealth and to access a luxurious lifestyle. The 
“owners” received a payment that does not consider the value of the land and whose 
amount, even combined with life savings, is not enough to buy an equivalent property, 
not just in the new luxury development but even in the same district. Families are 
thus forced to move to peripheral neighbourhoods, losing social capital, relationship 
networks, access to work and urban services that they had achieved in their orig-
inal neighbourhood. In their host boroughs, the same mechanism is reproduced and 
the economic filter displaces families and households out of London to other cities 
where the process starts all over again, in a devastating domino effect. The councils 
that thus recover the land from the previous social housing do not even capitalize to 
take advantage of the process by developing an urban regeneration that allows them 
to maintain their residents, because the rent paid by developer corporations barely 
covers the cost of the sum of the forced purchases. 

The elimination of the higher land value tax, another legacy of the Thatcher era, 
deprives the public sector of the possibility to act in land management. Minton recalls 
that this tax (historically promoted by figures as far removed from left-wing thought 
as Adam Smith, Loyd George and Winston Churchill) and the Greater London Green 
Belt were key in urban planning policy after the Second World War, which in addition, 
through the Housing Act of 1949, promoted integrated and socially mixed neigh-
bourhoods. The device of expulsion and social “cleansing” that currently replaces it 
generates personal and family situations almost similar to those portrayed by Charles 
Dickens in the nineteenth century. This system is made up of 

. the so-called demand subsidy (we will return to this topic) through the granting 
of housing vouchers to the supposed beneficiaries, 

. the deregulation of prices and rental terms, 

. the decoupling between property prices and the subsidies that can be granted by 
councils, 

. the facilities that Housing and Planning Act of 2016 grants to the demolition and 
“regeneration” of built-up areas,
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. and the legal traps that allow developers to exempt themselves from complying 
with the affordable housing quotas that they should incorporate in their projects, 
based on the distortion of their financial evaluations… 

This process cannot be separated from the disenchantment that gave rise to the 
Brexit victory in the 2016 plebiscite. Minton quotes Terry and Brenda, former 
Heygate residents confined to Sidcup, an hour and a half from central London by 
public transport, who voted leave even though it was not very clear whether or not 
it was the best option. “But then I thought that the Southwark Labour municipal 
government kicked us out of our house and did nothing to protect us. They left us 
with no options…”, says Terry; voting to leave the European Union thus became an 
option. 

In order to overcome this scenario, Minton deems necessary the consideration of 
the Right to the City, a new democratic and participatory conception of urban plan-
ning processes, the encouragement of cooperative housing associations and policies 
for the completion of fabrics in consolidated areas—in addition, of course, to estab-
lishing the tax on the speculative land valuation. She presents European examples 
that could serve as a reference to a progressive urban policy for London and the 
UK, such as deFlat in Amsterdam, Sluseholmen in Copenhagen and, above all, the 
extensive public housing stock of Vienna or Berlin, cities that base their urban policy 
“in not looking like London”. 

In our Latin American continent, housing demand subsidy policies, with the aim or 
under the pretext of favouring those who really need housing or help from the State to 
gain access to housing, have often given rise to strong speculation and very profitable 
operations for the companies, but very unfavourable for the supposed beneficiaries, 
especially in countries like Mexico and Chile. Ana Sugranyes and Alfredo Rodríguez 
made it clear that the problem in Chile used to be the homeless, and now it is… those 
“with home”. In an interview we had in 2004, Rodríguez told me about it: 

What we find is that there is neither an urban policy nor a housing policy, but rather a housing 
financing system. [...] Particularly, because as this financing system, which dates back to the 
time of the dictatorship, has worked very well (the State guarantees real estate companies 
an annual income) and a lot of houses have been built, the scheme is repeated or copy in 
Latin America. That worries us, and a lot, because we are seeing and demonstrating what its 
results are: in the 1980s, the housing problem in Chile was that of the “homeless”; today, on 
the other hand, the problem belongs to those “with a roof”. The public authorities consider 
the problem solved, but we think that it is not. We’ve done a very large survey, tracking the 
500 or so developments that have been built in the last few years, and we found that there 
is actually a very serious problem in the housing stock. That is why it is necessary to give 
another turn to the policies, and start a policy of improving what has been built. Which is 
quite similar to what happened in other parts of the world, like what the French did with the 
HLM (Habitation à Loyer Moderé), or the case of New York itself. A massive response to 
the housing problem is fine, but then you have to go back to review the maintenance of those 
neighbourhoods, and sometimes this is not so easy. 

MC: What is the essence of this model (which apparently worked so well) managed 
between the State and real estate companies? 

AR: It’s what they call the “housing subsidy”: government annually places some 
300 million dollars in subsidies, people opt for them, and with that subsidy (plus a small
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saving in some cases) a demand is generated which construction companies take advantage 
of. Initially, it was called a demand subsidy model, but in practice it is actually a supply 
subsidy. In the mid-1980s, construction companies bought large extensions where was then 
the periphery of the most important cities. Every year, each company places 2,000 or 3,000 
units, in turn the Ministry of Housing and Urbanism grants these 20, 30 or 40 thousand 
annual subsidies, and then there is an almost stable operation of the system. 

MC: Are the same companies that choose the land and, therefore, define where the city 
will grow? 

AR: Yes, the only thing the government does is give this financial advance. 

MC: That seems consistent with Pinochet’s policy of deregulating land use, assuming 
that in this way its cost would be lowered. 

AR: Yes, but this is only part of it. Another fundamental issue is the operation of financial 
capital within the real estate sector, and its impact on the city: nobody studies on this subject. 
Considering social housing and the rest of the residential developments, only in Santiago 
the financial capital moves between 3 thousand and 6 thousand million dollars per year, but 
there are no studies. And after 20 years there are many millions accumulated. In this matter 
of land management, the growth of the city and its limits, there is a very strong capitalist 
accumulation. The Italians had studied it well in the 1970s (among other studies, there is 
that of Francesco Indovina and his book “Real estate waste”), and this is the same thing, 
the alliance between real estate companies and the State, in which a side incorporates rural 
land into urban land and because of that single administrative act the price of land rises in 
an extraordinary way. 

In the Chilean case, a student wrote an excellent article called “The Virtual Urbanization”, 
because in the year ’94 around 60 or 70 thousand hectares were incorporated in the northern 
area of Santiago for housing of middle and middle low-income sectors. He had estimated 
that it would take around 70 years for the land to be fully occupied, and he wondered “why 
is it then said that the turnover of capital in the construction sector is so fast?” And he 
realized that we were really chasing ghosts, because the deal had already been done! From 
the moment that, due to an administrative act of the Ministry (someone who says “it has to be 
here”), those lands had gone from a zoning that allowed a density of 10 people per hectare, 
to another of 100 people per hectare. Owners went so to the banks and obtained funds, while 
they already had them invested in another sector of the economy. But we worried about the 
houses...! 

[...] And furthermore, according to the survey we did, 65% of the people want to leave 
there, what means their situation has not improved at all. There are high rates of violence 
too; the reason that people generally give to explain why they want to leave is not the small 
size of the house, but the problems of living together: daily violence, aggressiveness, drugs, 
etc. In short: it is poverty (Rodríguez 2004). 

In short, a big number of procedures and strategies have had the objective of 
withdrawing the State from the management of the city and placing it rather as a 
facilitator of private tasks. I think that a good part of the problems that we are seeing 
in this book and in the seminar that originated it are related to those policies (Corti 
2019).
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34.3 A Misunderstood Subsidiarity 

A second front of the attack on the city was generated by a misunderstood subsidiarity 
of the State, which tried to delegate responsibility for the development of cities and 
territories to bodies that were closer—or supposedly closer—to the citizenry, such as 
the municipality. Based on this principle, the entire weight of urban policies tended 
to fall on local governments, withdrawing the national State and even subnational 
governments from their obligations and competencies. 

Many times in the twentieth century—let us not even talk about earlier times—the 
national or subnational States had a very strong importance in the production of the 
city. It was the state powers which founded cities, connected them, provided them 
with infrastructure, equipment and services, expanded them and directed their growth 
(especially in capital cities). With the advance of deregulatory rhetoric, this role was 
left to the cities, a delegation policy often accompanied even by that catchphrase so 
typical of the 1980s and 1990s: the cities competition. 

This idea was complemented by an implicit promise: cities would surpass their 
countries, since they were more relevant and had a greater impact on the new world 
order and on globalization and could therefore, compete between themselves to 
access the benefits of this new phase of the capitalism and, consequently, of economic 
growth. But looking back, what this hypothesis actually covered up was an aban-
donment by national and—to a lesser extent—subnational States in their commit-
ments to cities. Especially, in large metropolitan areas, where the most peripheral 
and youngest municipalities often have very little management capacity and/or are 
very weak economically, have little financing capacity and are very susceptible to 
co-optation by large landowners and private developers. 

In my opinion, this “Greek present” received by the cities is at the origin of a 
good part of the problems that we are analysing at this book. It is true, in contrast, 
that as a consequence of this new role many cities (especially those of great size 
and prosperity) positioned themselves as relevant actors in international politics 
and developed important management capacities. Among the circumstances that 
accompanied and explained this rise, two positive developments can even be pointed, 
particularly in Latin America: the recognition of municipal autonomy in many laws 
and constitutions, and the possibility of citizens to elect their municipal authorities, 
a right that even after the nineties was denied too many cities, especially the national 
capitals. Buenos Aires (which gallantly assumed the character of Autonomous City 
in its own institutional denomination), Bogotá, Mexico City (which also went from 
being a Federal District to a city recognized in that legal specificity), among others, 
benefited from this expansion of rights. But, in general, subsidiarity and its perverse 
sister, competition with other cities, created agendas that cities were neither in a 
position to fulfil, and were not relevant to them. It is overwhelming to think of the 
valuable hours wasted by technical teams, officials and civil society participating 
in meetings and strategic planning studies to determine “which cities ours competes 
with”. Currently, this fetish of competition between cities has been highly discredited 
and it is preferred to think and work for territorial collaboration and, in any case,
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for the competitiveness of cities and regions to insert themselves into the global 
economy. 

It is almost embarrassing to refer to a document as justly criticized as the New 
Urban Agenda of UN-Habitat, approved at the III International Conference held 
in Quito in 2016. It is a compromise agenda, which to be approved by nearly two 
hundred countries had to agree on contents and lead to a compendium of truisms 
with little utility. But I think that one of its very few salvageable points is the one 
that returns—at least in discourse—the need for national and subnational States to 
resume their responsibilities in the urban and territorial issue. Thus, its point 15 states 
that 

We commit ourselves to working towards an urban paradigm shift for a New Urban Agenda 
that will: […] 

(b) Recognize the leading role of national Governments, as appropriate, in the definition 
and implementation of inclusive and effective urban policies and legislation for sustain-
able urban development, and the equally important contributions of subnational and local 
governments, as well as civil society and other relevant stakeholders, in a transparent and 
accountable manner; 

And at point 29: 

We commit ourselves to strengthening the coordination role of national, subnational and 
local governments, as appropriate, and their collaboration with other public entities and non-
governmental organizations in the provision of social and basic services for all, including 
generating investments in communities that are most vulnerable to disasters and those 
affected by recurrent and protracted humanitarian crises. 

34.4 The Abuse of “Tactical Urbanism” 

A third type of public policies that compromise the virtuous development of cities is 
linked to the application of our disciplines (such as urban planning or urban design); 
it is about the hasty, trivialized and simplified application of the concepts that define 
the so-called tactical urbanism. Beyond conceptual differences between tactics and 
strategy, the practice of “tactical urbanism” suffers something similar to which years 
ago was identified in some uses of “strategic planning”: misunderstood, it is limited 
to the idea that our discipline and its convergent disciplinary fields must resign any 
ability for structural planning. In this way, a kind of resignation is established; we 
are no longer going to try to act on the large structures or components of the city, 
but rather, we are will limit ourselves to installing some flower pots, changing some 
direction of circulation, removing some lane from some street, putting together some 
element that proposes or simulates a more pleasant use of the city. 

Of course, in its good manifestations, this tactical urbanism is put into practice with 
excellent intentions and very good results. There are, for example, the implementation 
of Salvador Rueda’s superblocks in Barcelona or the proposal to plant trees in Paris 
by Mayor Anne Hidalgo, just to name a few. There are a large number of experiences 
that I separate from this criticism, which is not related to tactical urbanism itself.
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What I want to question is this idea that in any case what we can do in cities are 
just a few small things that, in many cases, become a kind of “urban franchises”. 
In them, each city has a superblock that is actually located in a place where change 
is no longer necessary, or where it is easier to make a difference and so we forget 
about the most vulnerable neighbourhoods, we forget about the outskirts and about 
all those issues that refer to the more structural mandate of urban planning. 

Of course, it is not my intention to discourage the production of superblocks in 
the consolidated city or the provision of urban attributes that transform each urban 
sector into a “15-min city” or the provision of bike lanes for healthier and more 
sustainable urban mobility. They are good ideas, they are fine, it is just a matter of 
making sure they are implemented well and in harmony with the rest of the urban 
strategies that make up an urban plan. 

The city is not a franchise of a company that forces us to respect signage, service 
standards, offers and staff uniforms (Corti 2020). The city is a social and territorial 
configuration that in a few points replicates all the cities that exist and, in the rest, is 
divided between those to which it responds in a similar way to some of its same region, 
scale or function and those which must be fixed with their own solutions, difficult to 
repeat. It is so disruptive that whoever plans and manages it feels obliged to imitate 
a platonic idea of the city (sustainable, intelligent, competitive, functional, organic, 
slow, safe, inclusive or any of the etceteras that adjective it at a given historical 
moment) as if they fantasized about being in charge of a unique and unprecedented 
entity that escapes any general or particular law of the formation of cities. 

It is good to look at the superblocks proposed by Salvador Rueda in Barcelona 
or José María Ezquiaga in Madrid (Rueda 2016). They are manifestations of an idea 
that is always effective in the modern city: a macro-plot that channels mass mobility 
and a calmer internal plot that guarantees cordiality in neighbourhood life. It is very 
good that we think of the city as a federation of neighbourhoods where 99% of the 
things we need are available within a 15-min walking or biking distance. It is fine 
that we think of low-cost urban solutions and quick results. 

The problem is not that good proposals are disseminated, but that we see them 
as mandates, recipes and magical solutions. Some time ago, in an Argentine city, 
a developer of peripheral urbanizations finished off an intervention in a journalistic 
debate by pointing out that their projects “had been ahead of the pandemic” (due to 
the social distance of low density…) and that now they are planning to adapt them 
to the superblock scheme (in a suburbanization of 20 people per hectare!). What 
happened at the end of the last century with strategic planning should not happen 
with tactical urbanism, which hopefully will not become an excuse for not thinking 
and transforming our cities. 

34.5 The Reconfiguration of the Public 

Those three trends are ways in which public policies have generated obstacles and 
impediments to the virtuous development of cities and fair and inclusive urbanity.
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Surely, there are other problems or other ways in which States have been backtrack-
ings, and have been contracting their policies regarding the city. But independently 
how partial or complete the analysis may be, all of this basically confronts us with 
the need to recover a public role for urban development. It is about recovering the 
role of the public sector as the great city builder, the actor that configures the city 
and the territory. 

With colleagues who are part of the alliance that gave rise to this book and its 
supporting seminar, we are currently finalizing the preparation of a book gener-
ated from some ideas, especially those expressed in Pedro Abramo’s intervention 
at the III Permanent Seminar Rethinking the City, organized by Civitic and Polistic 
and dedicated to the Planning and Management of the Urban Land Market, on 19 
November 2020. In his conference, titled Land market, real estate dynamics and 
capitalist production, Abramo formulated some concepts that we considered inter-
esting in order to expand and discuss regarding the need to recover this role of the 
State. In particular, four strong ideas: 

. the possibility of a new urban pact, which we could also call the urban social pact 
or urban contract; 

. the purpose of moving from the mere vindication of the right to the city to the 
production of a city of rights; 

. the verification that it is no longer enough to recover capital gains, which was one 
of the great themes or leitmotifs of urban discussions at the end of the twentieth 
century and the beginning of the twenty-first century. Now, we have to move to a 
State which must strongly intervene in the production of the city. Not just a State 
that recovers the capital gains that society produces with its actions, but also one 
that intervenes in a very strong way in producing the city; 

. and that these ideas would not be incompatible with a political-economic reform 
that occurs within capitalism. That means that unlike other positions that require 
a total change of system to produce improvements in living conditions and the 
quality of our cities, some very interesting reforms with many possibilities of 
generating a better quality of life in cities are not incompatible with a reformist 
vision of capitalism. 

A case that responds to this model is the city-State of Singapore, whose first 
objective was to lift out of poverty the high percentage of its population that was in 
these conditions when it obtained its independence in 1965 (Heng and Yeo 2016). 
For this purpose, a state agency, the Housing and Development Council (HDB), 
manages almost all of the urban land and develops in an integral manner and with 
criteria of sustainable development the construction and management of housing 
neighbourhoods, which conceived as “new cities”. The State,—with particular char-
acteristics, since it is a city-State of only 718 km2 in area—is the largest individual 
owner of land, administered by various official government agencies as a means to 
facilitate the planning and management of transportation ways, dwelling, schools 
and parks. The Land Acquisition Act (LAA) of 1967 gives the State control and 
coordination in the timing and planning of land development for public projects. The 
Government Land Sales (GLS) programme allows the government to free up state
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land for sale to the private sector, thereby enabling the government to engage the 
private sector in meeting market demands as well as the materialization of develop-
ment plans for housing, offices, shops and industries. State land tenure operates on 
a 99-year lease basis for public housing and 30 years for industrial sites. This land 
tenure system allows the government to repossess land nearing the end of its lease 
and reallocate it for future development needs. Currently, more than 80% of Singa-
pore’s resident population (5.5 million people) live in housing built and managed 
by the HDB, most of them in some of the 23 high-density, mixed use (including 
industry) self-sufficient new cities. In 1974, the Urban Redevelopment Authority 
(URA) was established, with primary responsibility for the management and control 
of land development in Singapore, in accordance with the intentions and strategies 
articulated by the planning instruments. 

The Singapore experience deserves two fundamental clarifications: on the one 
hand, this “socialist” management of the city’s land and production coexists with a 
liberal capitalist management of the rest of the economy, in fact, one of the most 
competitive in the world (could we say that this grassroots socialism sustains and not 
only coexists with the liberalism of other economic activities?). On the other hand, 
it hurts to say that it is a deeply authoritarian political society, with a democracy 
based on a single party in government since its foundation and with a large number 
of restricted human and civil rights. 

Fortunately, other experiences such as those of the Scandinavian countries or the 
Netherlands show that, just as public land management can coexist with a capitalist 
market economy, it can also coexist with political democracy. All land in entire 
regions, like Amsterdam, is public. Public or private constructions are authorized 
under a surface right regime through the payment of a canon, renewable over time. 

Returning to the Asian continent, South Korea is another example of a very 
advanced capitalist development country in which the State is extremely interven-
tionist in urban matters: it is the public sector that defines where the city is going 
to expand, the model of new cities—new towns, a land use plan, its subdivision, 
the architectural plan and marketing. South Korean public companies even carry out 
operations in other countries and continents. For example, Nueva Santa Cruz de la 
Sierra, a Bolivian project whose name itself makes explicit its urban concept and 
location is proposed as a whole new city, just a few minutes from the original Santa 
Cruz, very close to its airport and with all the attributes and functions of urbanity. 
It is expected to house 370,000 inhabitants that at the end of its construction; Santa 
Cruz has more than a million inhabitants (1.8 in its metropolitan area) scattered in 
an urban sprawl that the new city would expand by 50%. The project is led by a 
consortium made up of a Bolivian company, Grupo Empresarial Lafuente (the most 
important real estate holding company in Bolivia) and a Korean State urbanization 
agency LH—Korea Land and Housing Corporation (Corti 2022). 

In addition to these experiences, there are other very diverse and successful ones, 
and not only in highly developed or affluent societies. To name just a few:



704 M. Corti

. The Medellín Urban Development Company, which finances and manages the 
Inclusive Urban Projects of “social urbanism” promoted by the municipality of 
Antioquia; 

. the French Mixed Economy Companies, key in carrying out large urban projects 
through the modality known as Zone d’Aménagement Concerté (ZAC), public– 
private concerted action zones (Garay 2011); 

. Corporación Antiguo Puerto Madero de Buenos Aires, a public limited company 
in charge of the Government of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires and the 
National Government of Argentina in equal parts; the company was in charge of 
the integral management of the urbanization of the old port area of Buenos Aires. 
Beyond the criticism of the segregating and elitist characteristics that the project 
acquired in its development, its opening generated an expansion of the historical 
centrality and a significant contribution of public space for the Argentine capital, 
within the framework of a public policy that resisted the political fluctuations at 
both jurisdictions. 

These and other experiences demonstrate the benefits of a public urbanization 
company. These organizations can be implemented with the objective of producing 
urbanized land provided with the required services at an affordable cost for the 
generation of social housing and, in general, housing for low, medium–low or medium 
income sectors with difficulties to access that land in the particular conditions of the 
real estate market and the different types of facilities and services that make up city 
and territory in general. For this purpose, they may buy or sell land and real estate, 
carry out urbanization works on their own account or on behalf of third parties, carry 
out parcel subdivisions and subdivisions, enter into agreements with State, private 
or community organizations and, in general, develop any operation necessary for 
the fulfilment of their social mission, including the construction and adjudication 
and/or sale of housing units and other buildings. Its creation represents, for the 
municipality or another level of the State concerned, to assume a new challenge of a 
political, economic and management nature that entails a new form of organization 
and implies the decentralization of resources. In this way, the constitution of a society 
with majority state participation is one of the forms of state intervention in local 
development, in which the administration pursues public goals, becoming an active 
subject of development, resulting in this society in a management tool that allows 
obtaining financing from the private sector. 

It will be necessary to discuss whether all of the above is aimed at reconstructing 
the sense of the public of the nineteenth century (and in particular the Welfare State) 
or if it is about building a new sense of the public for the twenty-first century; a 
movement for the creation of cities that, at all scales, would be much more humane, 
more reasonable, more fair, more appropriate to what we really want for our societies. 

Obviously, this also leads us to the issue of financing: how are these public policies 
paid for? Who finances this role of the State? And it carries us to some discussions 
that are also present in other disciplinary fields closely related to the construction 
of the city. In this sense, I especially rescue the idea of a great economist, Mariana 
Mazzucato (2021), who postulates the concept of mission.
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The proposal of her recent book, Mission Economy, is to address the response to 
the environmental crisis and climate change with mission criteria, in a similar way 
to the approach that allowed the arrival of a man to the Moon and, no less important, 
his return to the planet that today we want to preserve (or something less photogenic, 
the way in which the great world wars were faced). This mission approach implies 
a radically different role of the State that the one promoted by the deregulatory and 
privatizing consensus that was born with the crises of the seventies and reached 
hegemonic status with Reagan, Thatcher and the fall of the Berlin Wall and of the 
really existing socialisms in Eastern Europe. And as far as we are concerned as urban 
planners, this transformation of the economy and politics also involves cities, beyond 
the clamour about “unrealistic technological panaceas such as artificial intelligence 
or smart cities” that Mazzucato cites (Corti 2021). 

This idea of mission implies putting the State, not only the public sector but also 
society as a whole, on a mission that aims to recover and build the city of the twenty-
first century and overcome that feeling of “urbicide” that we are facing in this book 
and in the seminary that originated it. 
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Chapter 35 
Metropolitanicide? Urbs, Polis 
and Civitas Revisited 

Mariona Tomàs 

Abstract In this chapter, we challenge the concepts of urbs, polis and civitas as they 
have been traditionally applied to the city. Our exploratory analysis is an invitation 
to a discussion on the different forms that “urbicide” takes place. Indeed, we argue 
that we need to analyse this phenomenon with a metropolitan perspective, since 
cities cannot not be conceived as isolated units but as part of large metropolitan 
systems. This is why we discuss the idea of “metropolitanicide”, or the death of 
metropolises, through the analysis of two main dimensions (polis and civitas). First, 
the idea of polis relates to the way metropolitan regions are politically organized: do 
they have the adequate powers and financial means? We explore the different models 
of metropolitan governance, from metropolitan governments to informal cooperation, 
showing the limits of their powers. Second, the notion of civitas refers to the existence 
of a political community at the metropolitan scale. Do citizens of metropolitan regions 
have the possibility to choose their metropolitan representatives and are called to 
participate in political decisions? Are citizens engaged in political struggles and 
mobilizations at a metropolitan scale? Do they have a sense of belonging to this 
larger territory? In other words, we wonder if metropolises have a political meaning 
for citizens, which has been an under researched topic. We argue that, although 
the physical expansion of cities (urbs) has certainly a metropolitan dimension, both 
institutions and political practices are mainly conceived at a city scale. 

Keywords Urban zone · Urbicide · Urban policies 

35.1 Introduction 

Capel (2003) defines the city as the combination of urbs (related to the physical and 
territorial form), polis (the political and institutional organization of cities) and civitas 
(the political community constituted by the citizens who live in the city). However,
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contemporary cities are not isolated entities: they have become part of a larger terri-
tory and a set of interrelations. There is not a single word to define this reality that 
expands the classic notion of city: metropolises, megacities, urban agglomerations, 
functional urban areas, metropolitan areas, metropolitan zones, metropolitan regions 
or city-regions are some examples (Tomàs 2015). The different names vary according 
to legal, administrative, political, economic or cultural criteria, but they all share a 
common idea: these are territories characterized by strong economic, social and envi-
ronmental interdependencies which need to be managed in an integrative way. The 
United Nations Statistical Commission defines metropolitan areas as a city and its 
commuting zone, consisting of suburban, periurban and rural areas economically 
and socially linked to the city (United Nations 2020a: 4). In this article, we share this 
definition of the metropolitan phenomenon and we use it as a general framework, 
but we refer indistinctively to metropolises, metropolitan areas and regions. 

The goal of this chapter is to conceptualize the notion of “urbicide” (Carrión 2018) 
from a metropolitan perspective. We are aware of the heterogeneity of metropolitan 
spaces in the world in terms of size, population, economic development, inequal-
ities and governance capacity: metropolitan areas differ from country to country 
and within countries. However, in this text we do not intend to make a systematic 
and exhaustive analysis of the metropolitan areas in the world. The article has an 
exploratory purpose, and the case studies serve as examples that support the main 
argument of the article. Indeed, this an invitation to a discussion on the different forms 
that “urbicide” takes place. This is why we discuss the idea of “metropolitanicide”, 
or the death of metropolises. 

The idea of an existing “metropolitanicide” paradoxically cohabits with the fact 
that 55% of the world’s population lives in urban areas (United Nations 2018). More-
over, it is estimated that the amount of people living in urban areas will still be growing 
in future, specially in the regions of Asia–Pacific and Africa. According to the data 
of UN Habitat, almost 1 billion people will become metropolitan inhabitants in the 
next fifteen years. In 2020, 34 metropolises have surpassed 10 million inhabitants; 
while 51 have a population of 5–10 million; 494 of 1–5 million and 1355 of 300,000 
to 1 million (United Nations 2020a). 

The physical extent of urban areas is growing much faster than their popula-
tion, thereby consuming more land for urban development. Indeed, many cities have 
been growing beyond the boundaries of their core municipality, challenging the 
idea of urbs. Moreover, the continuous expansion of cities and the configuration of 
metropolitan regions questions also the notions of polis and civitas. In this chapter, 
we are going to focus on these two last dimensions. The first section is devoted to the 
analysis of polis with a metropolitan perspective, that is, the capacity of metropolitan 
institutions (their powers, their financial needs and their position in the political 
system). The second section explores the notion of civitas at a metropolitan scale, 
by considering the different elements that build a political community (mechanisms 
of political participation, political orientations, sense of belonging). We end the 
chapter with some reflections on the articulation between urbs, polis and civitas at 
the metropolitan scale and on the implications in the research in urban politics and 
urban studies.
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35.2 Metropolitan Government or Misgovernment? 

The concept of polis with a metropolitan perspective refers to the powers, financing 
and political influence of metropolises. Indeed, one of the classic debates in the 
literature on metropolitan governance is about the type of institutions that should be 
created to face metropolitan challenges (Heinelt and Kübler 2005). There are opposite 
views about the political and institutional recognition of metropolitan areas, ranging 
from high institutionalized models to low institutionalized models (for a synthesis of 
debates, see Savitch and Vogel 2009; Tomàs 2012). Four metropolitan governance 
models are generally recognized based on the type of institutional arrangements in 
place, ranging from models of hard to soft governance (OECD 2015; United Council 
of Local Governments 2016; Tomàs 2017). 

In one extreme, metropolitan governments are structures created explicitly to 
face metropolitan challenges. There are two types of metro governments. They can 
be constituted as a one-tier government, after the merger of municipalities—like 
in Toronto—or after being defined as a “metropolitan city”—like in Tokyo. The 
more common type is the two-tier government, where municipalities co-exist with a 
supramunicipal institution, as is the case of many European metropolis like London, 
Stuttgart, Hannover, Barcelona, Lyon or Milan. Some cases are found in America, 
too: Portland, Montreal, Quito, Lima, Medellín (Valle de Aburrá), San Salvador 
or Santiago de Chile. According to the ideal type (Sharpe 1995), these structures 
rely on a directly elected metropolitan council, exclusive competencies and funding 
established by law, meaning the maximum expression of a metropolitan political 
recognition. However, as we will see below most metropolitan governments do not 
meet these conditions. 

Metropolitan agencies are the second type of arrangements. In contrast to 
metropolitan governments, they have the competence for managing or planning one 
sole service (public transport, environment, police, etc.). In most of the countries, 
we find agencies for the planning or/and delivery of one service (the most common, 
transport, waste management, water, fire and emergency services). This approach is 
frequently used in the USA (called special districts) and is also a formula used after 
removal of existing metropolitan authorities (like in the UK and Barcelona in the 
1980s). 

The third model is that of vertical coordination, in which metropolitan policies are 
not made by a specific metropolitan institution but de facto by other already existing 
levels of government (a region, a province, a county, etc.), for example, intermediate 
governments like the Stockholm County, the Region Hovedstaden (in Copenhagen) 
or the regional government of Madrid (Comunidad de Madrid). These institutions 
were not created to make this metropolitan function but they exercise it in practice. 

Finally, the less institutionalized models of horizontal collaboration are based 
on voluntary cooperation between municipalities. In this case, the initiative is local 
and its existence does not mean reforms in existing political structures. The most 
traditional form is that of a Union or Association of Municipalities, like in Wroclaw or 
Vancouver. Its capacity for action in terms of competencies and funding will depend
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on the legal framework in which the partnership is located as well as the capacity of 
local representatives to agree on collective decisions. Another form is through public– 
private cooperation like Montréal International or Barcelona Strategic Metropolitan 
Plan Association, which are non-profit organizations financed both by the private 
sector and regional and local governments. 

Institutional fragmentation exists in most metropolitan areas in the world and 
models with an average degree of institutionalization prevail: robust metropolitan 
governments and voluntary associations of municipalities are in the minority. Indeed, 
51% of the metropolitan areas of OECD countries have some sort of metropolitan 
body, but without the ability to regulate: only 18% have metropolitan authorities 
with powers (OECD 2015). In practice, models of metropolitan governance vary 
according to the tradition of cooperation, political alliances, relations between levels 
of government and the local configuration of public and private stakeholders. These 
balances modulate the kind of governance that evolves over time. There are many 
examples of metropolises that have been through different stages of institutionaliza-
tion of metropolitan governance, moving from a metropolitan government to sectoral 
agencies, from a strategic plan to cooperation between municipalities, to cooperation 
between municipalities to a metropolitan government, etc. 

In any case, to determine the real power of metropolises, we need to know if they 
have the appropriate competencies and funding, and if they are a key institution in 
the political system. 

35.2.1 Competencies, Funding and Multilevel Governance 

Many comparative studies have highlighted that metropolitan areas enjoy no polit-
ical recognition (Feiock 2004; Heinelt and Kübler 2005; Geróházi and Tosics 2018; 
Zimmermann et al. 2020, Nieto and Niño Amézquita 2021). The lack of political 
power at a metropolitan scale has also been claimed by mayors over the world 
through the Montreal Declaration on Metropolitan Areas approved in October 2015 
for Habitat III (United Nations 2015). In most cases, when metro institutions exist, 
their competences are related to hard policies (urban planning, public transport, 
infrastructure and the environment), while they lack competences related to soft 
policies (education, health, social services and economic development). In the case 
of Europe, in the last decade new metro institutions have been created with the 
inclusion of competences related to social and economic development, although 
these are secondary compared to the traditional hard policies (Tomàs 2020). Further-
more, most of the competences are shared with other levels of government (local, 
regional or state-related). The binding or non-binding nature of the decisions made 
at a metropolitan scale is another key point, that is, whether the actions set by a 
metropolitan plan are mandatory or not for municipalities. Without this exclusive 
and binding nature, the capacity of planning and implementing metro policies is 
very limited.
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To a large extent, funding determines a metropolis’ degree of autonomy. This is 
not only true with regard to material resources (the amount), but to the source of 
this funding (own or by other means). As shown in several comparative researches 
(Bahl and Linn 2014; Slack 2017, 2018) and also expressed in the Barcelona State-
ment in March 2015 by European metropolitan mayors, metropolitan areas lack 
the financial resources to meet urban challenges. Metropolitan governments have 
little fiscal autonomy, since most of the resources are transfers from municipal-
ities or regional/state governments (European Metropolitan Authorities 2015). In 
most cases, funding from metropolitan institutions comes from a mixture of sources, 
mainly transfers from other levels of governments and taxes. Relying heavily on 
own source revenues (taxes and user fees) and having the freedom to levy taxes 
creates more fiscal autonomy than reliance on intergovernmental transfers, which 
can be unpredictable and restrict the ability of metro institutions to control their own 
destiny. 

At the same time, metropolitan areas are situated in an environment of multilevel 
governance, where they have to deal with multiple public institutions, agencies, 
private sector, non-profit associations, etc. First of all, metropolitan authorities relate 
to the private sector. Various public, private or joint venture entities of different terri-
torial scopes, diverse compositions and varied functions operate in urban agglom-
erations. As such, another challenge of metropolitan governance consists of coor-
dinating them all (John 2001). In addition, there is the issue of guaranteeing the 
economic efficiency and viability of the management of the services in areas with 
major profits like water and those related to the sustainability of the territory. In this 
regard, major multinational corporations’ growing interest in smart cities puts the 
capacity of governance to the test, since public–private partnership is inescapable 
in this area. In fact, neither city councils nor metropolitan governments possess the 
technology or the knowledge to deploy the smart city: the connection between public 
and private interests is at the heart of metropolitan governance (Clark and Moonen 
2015). 

In the second place, the governance of metropolitan areas is affected by relations 
with other levels of government (municipal, regional and national). In this case, 
the political and legal consideration of the municipality and of the metropolitan 
area is crucial: if it is an important level of government (with competencies and 
funding), if it plays a prominent political role in the country (high turnout in the 
elections), etc. Moreover, to understand these vertical relations, the importance of 
the agglomeration in the region or country as a whole is essential (according to its 
relatively decentralized political structure). In fact, metropolitan institutions are not 
created in a vacuum, but in an already existing political structure. The main reason 
why powerful metropolitan governments are not created is the political resistance 
generated by this type of intervention from municipalities and from other levels 
of government that already exist, like provinces, regions or the central government 
itself. In fact, few governments dare to create new metropolitan governments that 
group together most of the population of the country and/or capital city. When that 
has happened, they were given limited powers (of management, implementation and 
planning) in very specific fields (especially transport and the environment, and to
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a lesser extent spatial planning and economic development). Political recognition 
of metropolitan areas therefore requires acceptance by higher levels of government, 
which are those that legislate and determine their capacities (Andersson 2015). 

In addition to the relations with the private sector and public administrations, 
metropolises have been developing an urban diplomacy, including a variety of initia-
tives and activities such as the creation of networks of cities, both at the national 
and international scale, study visits and partnerships and exchanges. We find several 
examples of consolidated international networks of cities and metro regions, such as 
Metropolis, United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), the Network of European 
Metropolitan Regions and Areas (METREX), the European Metropolitan Authori-
ties (EMA), the Euro-Latin American Alliance for Cooperation between Cities (AL-
LAs) or the Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments, just to cite a few. 
These international activities are driven with many objectives, mainly to mobilize 
resources for urban projects and to develop long-term systems of stakeholders (Beal 
and Pinson 2014). At the same time, metropolises try to become global stakeholders 
in order to influence the global agenda. Enabling the exchange of experiences and 
best practices may serve to stimulate policies in other cities and make metropolitan 
problems visible on a global scale (Kosovac and Pejic 2021), although the real impact 
of these activities is difficult to quantify. 

35.2.2 A Practical Example: The Implementation of SDGs1 

An example of the limits of current metro institutions is the implementation of 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Indeed, metropolitan areas have become a 
key battleground for reducing inequalities, addressing climate change challenges and 
protecting human rights and, as specifically highlighted by the New Urban Agenda, 
establishing the “right to the city” (right to gender equality, housing, mobility, safety, 
basic services and culture). The 2030 Agenda needs to be translated into actions and 
policies at different scales, including the metropolitan scale (United Nations 2020b). 

As the work of de Fernández de Losada and Tomàs (2019) shows, metropolitan 
governance is key to the success of an integrated approach to sustainable develop-
ment, as required in the implementation of the SDGs. According to the authors, the 
first model, that of metropolitan governments, does not in itself guarantee effective 
implementation of the SDGs, especially when there is a lack of binding mechanisms 
(often the case in the two-tier model). In other words, the absence of exclusive powers 
for these institutions in key areas such as metropolitan infrastructures is a weakness

1 This part is based on the research done for the Metropolitan Chapter of the Fifth Global Report 
on Decentralization and Local Democracy financed by the United Cities and Local Governments 
(see de Fernández de Losada and Tomàs 2019). The research was based on documentary 
analysis (academic literature, international reports and databases, official documents) of the main 
metropolitan areas with more than 1 million inhabitants. All the primary and secondary sources 
are cited in the published chapter. In this article, we synthetize the main elements because of space 
limitations. 
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in metropolitan arrangements. Competence for key infrastructures such as high-
ways, railways, ports and airports is typically in the hands of national or sub-national 
governments (federated states and regions). Another obstacle is the lack of fiscal 
autonomy of metropolitan institutions, which is especially problematic in the light 
of the fact that municipal expenditures per capita tend to be higher in metropolitan 
areas because of the nature of services (e.g. public transportation and waste collec-
tion). The absence of powerful metropolitan governments means that, in practice, the 
actions of metropolitan governments are often bypassed by the municipalities (for 
example in Barcelona and Montreal) or central government (for example, Bangkok). 
That said, it is also true that having a metropolitan government at least provides 
the institutional framework to legitimize the development of urban agendas, as the 
example of Seoul shows. 

In contrast, the second model of metropolitan governance based on sectorial 
metropolitan agencies (and utilities) that manage or plan a single task or service 
(public transport, environment, police, etc.) can be useful for the implementation of 
one of the Goals (e.g. mobility, water and sanitation, etc.), but the main weakness of 
this model is that it lacks an integrated vision. To compensate for this single-issue 
focus, coordination with other agencies and levels of government is essential, which 
is frequently one of the difficulties that metropolitan regions face due to the high 
degree of institutional fragmentation. 

As for the third model of vertical coordination, where metropolitan policies are not 
carried out by a metropolitan body but by other levels of government that already exist 
(a region, a province, a county, etc.), the development of SDGs depends mainly on 
the competences and financing of this layer of government (and how it is coordinated 
with other layers). Berlin stands out as a successful example. 

Finally, the fourth less institutionalized models are based on municipalities’ volun-
tary cooperation, whether through an association of municipalities or by means 
of strategic planning. These are soft forms of metropolitan governance, where 
other actors can participate in the development of the SDGs. This model is often 
used as a mechanism to gather all actors together where there is high institutional 
fragmentation, like in the case of New York City. 

To sum up, weak metropolitan governance undermines the potential of 
metropolitan areas to function as cornerstones of national sustainable development. 
At the same time, the extent to which multilevel governance works is a key factor 
in creating an enabling institutional environment for the implementation of the 
SDGs. Indeed, lack of coordination between the different institutions involved in 
metropolitan management with competences related to the development of the SDGs 
clearly affects their implementation. In the case of metropolitan areas, this coordi-
nation is in the hands of cities when no metropolitan institutions exist or when 
metropolitan institutions have limited powers (de Fernández de Losada and Tomàs 
2019).
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35.3 The Difficulties of Building a Metropolitan Civitas 

The previous section has focused on the institutional dimension of metropolises 
(polis). Most metropolitan areas—and specially in developing countries—do not 
have well established governance arrangements or instruments for planning, coordi-
nation and financing at that scale (Andersson 2015: 11). In this context of institutional 
fragmentation, we explore in this section the construction of a political community at 
a metropolitan scale, which has been less analysed in the literature on metropolitan 
governance (Zimmermann 2020). An analysis of a metropolitan civitas includes a 
variety of elements. First of all, building a political community needs mechanisms 
of political participation: the most classic one, the elections. Secondly, civitas can 
be understood as the citizen’s expression of political attitudes (ideology, opinions on 
metropolitan reforms). Thirdly, it also comprises an awareness or consciousness of 
the issues affecting the territory, mainly shaped by commuting and spatial mobility. 
Metropolitan areas can be also be places for the implementation of deliberative prac-
tices and the space for citizens’ struggles for “the right to the city” and a new practice 
of citizenship. Finally, a metropolitan civitas is linked to the construction of a sense 
of belonging, a sense of place. 

35.3.1 Metropolitan Elections 

Elections are the classic mechanism of political participation. The academic litera-
ture on the direct election of local executives, and especially the mayor, is abundant 
in relation to the municipal level, both from a comparative perspective and in terms 
of case studies (for a review of the literature, see Copus 2004; Magre and Bertrana 
2007; Sweeting 2017). According to the studies, direct election makes political lead-
ership more visible: citizens recognize their leader and this facilitates access and, a 
priori, interest. Direct elections establish a closer link between citizens and elected 
officials, increasing their legitimacy and accountability. At the same time, the mayor 
gains political strength, not only in the council but also in relation to other levels of 
government. Direct election also makes it easier for alternative candidates to emerge 
from established political parties and thus renew elites. It also stands out as an advan-
tage that, by being directly elected, the mandate can be fulfilled and therefore there is 
a stability that does not happen in cases of indirect election in minority governments. 
However, various studies also warn of the disadvantages of direct election, especially 
the concentration of power. Indeed, direct election means greater individualization 
of power, leaving less room for different voices and can facilitate the emergence of 
populist politicians. In addition, local government media treatment often focuses on 
the figure of the mayor and less on his or her policies (Sweeting 2017: 5).  

The debate over direct election has important nuances in the metropolitan case. As 
in the municipality, one of the arguments for defending direct election lies in the legit-
imacy that emanates from the institutions and the confrontation with the electorate
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(what is called input legitimacy) (Scharpf 1999). Directly choosing metropolitan 
representatives can help renew local political elites and find people committed to 
metropolitan challenges. In addition, having direct representation at the metropolitan 
level means that there is an election campaign and programme on which to debate 
and make commitments. Direct election gives visibility to the institution and the 
metropolitan fact, strengthening the metropolitan leadership. It also allows for greater 
transparency and accountability to the public. 

Instead, in a model of indirect election, the mayors and councillors must defend 
a common metropolitan interest, while being elected at the base of their munici-
pality. They are accountable to the voters of their municipality, not to the citizens 
of the whole metropolitan area. In addition, the mandate within the metropolitan 
government is linked to the municipal electoral calendar: if there are changes in the 
local political majorities, the composition of the metropolitan government changes 
accordingly. Therefore, the continuity of metropolitan councillors does not depend 
on their performance on a metropolitan scale but on a municipal level. 

However, direct metropolitan election is more expensive (new elections need 
to be held) and can lead to political resistance due to the magnitude of the elec-
tion (metropolitan areas have a large population and the chosen person becomes a 
prominent political figure). Resistance is especially strong in the case of capitals. In 
any case, the possibility of creating political rivalry depends largely on the power 
of metropolitan governments. If these authorities have strategic and management 
competencies and weak funding, the possibility of them emerging as counter powers 
is minimal (Tomàs 2020). 

In OECD, countries and Latin America indirect election models predominate 
(OECD 2015). When direct election occurs, it can take three different forms: (a) 
the presidential model (election of the metro mayor); (b) the parliamentary model 
(election of the metro assembly) and c) the mixed model (election of both the metro 
mayor and assembly). Figure 35.1 shows the last election’s results in seven metro 
regions with direct election of representatives. Figure 35.1 compares the turnout at 
the local level (average in turnout of all municipalities of the metro region) and at 
the metropolitan scale (following the presidential, parliamentary and mixed model). 
Data on presidential models comes from the cases of Liverpool and Manchester; on 
parliamentary model through the cases of Lyon and Stuttgart and on mixed models 
there are the cases of Hannover, London and Santiago the Chile.

Figure 35.1. Comparative turnout between local and metropolitan elections 
(2018–2021). The selection of cases has been based on two criteria: (a) the avail-
ability of data and (b) the inclusion of the three models (presidential, parliamentary 
and mixed). Data has been collected from official sources (local or regional offi-
cial governmental pages depending on the case). In the case of double-turn electoral 
system (Hannover, Lyon and Santiago the Chile), we have just considered the turnout 
at the first turn 

Different ideas can be highlighted from the analysis of turnout. First, voter turnout 
is quite low in the majority of cases. The German metro regions (Stuttgart and 
Hannover) stand out as the metro regions with greatest turnout, exceeding 50%. 
In Stuttgart, after a first vote in 1994 in which turnout bordered on 70%, it began
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Fig. 35.1 Metropolitan elections (2018–2021). Source Own elaboration

to stabilize at over 50% (between 52 and 54%). In the last elections, the turnout 
has increased up to 64%. In Hannover, participation in choosing the metropolitan 
assembly has also oscillated around 50%, in some elections, a little above (2001 
and 2014) and in the rest, below (2006 and 2011). In contrast, the elections for a 
metropolitan mayor, which are held separately every eight years, have shown slightly 
lower turnouts, between 44 and 46%, except in these last elections (more than 50%). 

On the opposite, in Manchester and Liverpool the turnout is around 30% 
(confirming the low participation in the first metro elections in 2017, which did 
not reach 30%). In London, turnout has been stable at under 40%, except in the elec-
tions in 2008 (45%), 2016 (46%) and 2021 (42%). In fact, Blair’s government held 
a referendum prior to the creation of the Greater London Authority in 2000: 72% of 
the people voted in favour, but only 35% of the citizens with the right to vote actually 
exercised that right. In Lyon, the first elections of a metro assembly were held in 
the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, which may explain the low turnout, less 
than 40% (also in local elections, being held simultaneously). In Chile, the election 
of metro mayor (Gobernador) was held for the first time in 2021, while the metro 
assembly has been directly elected since 2013. Turnout for the metro assembly has 
been slightly higher than for the metro mayor and local elections. 

The turnout in metropolitan elections is an indicator of the democratic legitimacy 
of directly elected metropolitan governments and assemblies. The data shows that 
there is no great difference with local elections. Citizens vote as much (or as less) in 
metro elections than in local elections, which makes us think on the purpose of direct 
elections at a metropolitan scale: the emergence of a clear leadership appears as the 
key reason. However, the question of legitimacy is connected to the political power 
of urban agglomerations. If the choice is to have strong metropolitan governments 
with exclusive and binding competences and fiscal autonomy, the direct election of



35 Metropolitanicide? Urbs, Polis and Civitas Revisited 717

metropolitan representatives is inevitable. Contrarily, if output legitimacy is privi-
leged (legitimacy coming from the provision of services and public policies) (Scharpf 
1999), metropolitan institutions remain technical and unaccountable to citizenry. As 
we have seen in Sect. 35.2, current metropolises have limited powers and little fiscal 
autonomy. The debate on direct election of metropolitan representatives is therefore 
necessarily connected to the political importance of metropolises. 

35.3.2 Political Orientations and Practices 

Civitas is made of a political community constituted by the citizens who live in the 
city. How this political community is built at a metropolitan scale? What citizens think 
of metropolitan governance? While mayors’ opinions on metropolitan governance 
have been deeply analysed (Dlabac et al. 2018), the academic debate has not paid 
much attention to the question of what citizens in metropolitan regions think of 
institutional reforms. It has been broadly assumed that citizens think locally, and 
that support for metropolitan authorities is rather low. In recent years, a group of 
scholars has been working on public opinions on metropolitan governance (see the 
special issue in the Journal of Urban Affairs edited by Lidström and Schaap 2018; 
also Strebel 2022). These studies, based mainly on European countries, analyse 
if citizens support stronger metropolitan institutions and what are the factors that 
influence their views on metropolitan governance. According to Strebel and Kübler 
(2021), ideology (voter of left-wing or right-wing parties) and place attachment 
influence citizen’s support for institutionalized forms of metropolitan governance. 
Other studies have focused on vote and ideology considering the place of residence of 
citizens living in a metropolitan region: do people from suburbs vote more or less than 
people from central cities? Do their political orientations differ (more conservative, 
more progressive)? Both comparative studies (Sellers et al. 2013) and specific case 
studies (Walks 2004) have shown disparities on the political behaviour of citizens 
within metropolitan regions. 

Cognitive factors may be important to understand citizens’ views on metropolitan 
governance and their attachment to a metropolitan territory. Different authors (Kübler 
2005; Lidström  2013; Wicki et al. 2019) argue that the awareness of being part of a 
metro region is related to commuting and spatial mobility. According to their research 
based on Swedish and Swiss cities, cross-jurisdictional mobility for multiple reasons 
(daily commuting, shopping purposes and residential moves) increases the awareness 
of problems in other municipalities in the region. Citizens in metropolitan regions 
may also have common needs in relation to transportation; or they may own property 
in other neighbouring municipalities. According to the authors, the consciousness 
of belonging to a metropolitan region affects their support for more institutionalized 
forms of metropolitan governance. The research of Walter-Rogg (2018), based on 
the case of Germany, shows that having more knowledge about metropolitan politics 
is associated to a bigger attachment to their metropolitan area.
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Another strand of literature sustains the existence of an urban citizenship (Purcell 
2003), urban and regional forms of citizenship (García 2006) or even a metropolitan 
citizenship or “metrozenship” (Yiftachel 2015). According to the authors, the tradi-
tional notion of citizenship associated to the nation-state is in crisis, since new forms 
and practices of citizenship are arising. According to Purcell (2003), citizenship is 
being rescaled, territorialized and reoriented. Is the metropolitan region a scale where 
a political community is being created? Purcell (2003: 573) states that new citizen-
ship forms are being pursued by social movements mostly at the neighbourhood, the 
city and the urban region. Indeed, following Lefebvre’s work, those who fight for 
the right to the city are those who live in the city and create urban space. According 
to Yiftachel (2015: 734): “Metropolitan regions are, gradually, forming a living and 
political space, where material (rather than formal or legal) ‘citizenship’ is being 
attained through residence, investment, work, invasions and struggles”. We agree 
that metropolitan regions are more than territorial or statistical units for planning; 
they are living territories where political struggles take place around the issues of 
economic development, social cohesion, sustainability, etc. However, little empir-
ical research has been done to analyse whether social mobilization occurs at the 
metropolitan scale (meaning that social mobilizations are scaled up), or whether that 
occurs at municipal and neighbourhood level within a metropolitan region. In this 
sense, we share Yiftachel’s concern (2015: 736) about the need to adopt new methods 
for studying urban society and struggles. 

Another way to build a political community is through citizen participation 
(Heinelt 2012). Traditionally, democratic innovations such as participatory budgets 
or deliberative councils have been rooted at a local level (city or neighbourhood 
level): the proximity with citizens and their day-to-day practices is one of the key 
issues on citizen participation (Martins 1995). Can this participation be scaled up 
to metropolitan regions? Are the metropolises a suitable space for democratic inno-
vations? There is little empirical research available on this topic. The experiences 
linked to citizen participation at a metropolitan scale are limited and mainly related 
to urbanism and urban planning (Kahila-Tani et al. 2016; Roy-Baillargeon 2017). 
The more institutionalized systems of citizen participation are to be found in the 
French métropoles (through a permanent consultative council), while there are some 
specific experiences in Helsinki and Barcelona (for the design of the master plan), 
London (a youth council) and Montréal (a metropolitan agora) (Medir et al. 2022). 
The scarcity of mechanisms of citizen metropolitan participation is not a surprise. 
Firstly, because citizen participation is still an emerging practice at the local level, 
specially in developing countries. Secondly, because of the absence of strong metro 
governments, as we have seen in the previous section. Last but not least, because 
metropolises are still spaces where a strong sense of belonging is not developed. 

Indeed, a metropolitan civitas is also related to the sense of belonging, the sense 
of place. As Nelson et al. (2020) show, this is a large concept that includes different 
terms such as place attachment, place meaning, place identity, and territorial iden-
tification. Civitas is then a collective social construction based on the day-to-day 
experience of citizens and their perception of the experience. One key element of 
this social construction is built narratives: do they exist at a metropolitan scale?
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Metropolitan narratives are part of the social process of metropolitan building, where 
different actors have their own definition of the territory: ideas on nature, land-
scape, the built environment, culture/ethnicity, dialects, economic success/recession, 
periphery/centre relations, stereotypic images of a people/community, etc. (Paasi 
2003: 477). Metropolitan narratives will be more difficult to build if citizens do not 
share symbols or imaginaries associated to metropolitan regions. And this is often 
the case because of three reasons: (a) there is no simple or single definition of what 
a metropolitan region is; (b) metropolitan regions are weakly institutionalized and 
(c) different actors have their own imaginations of what metropolitan regions are 
and are for. As Harrison et al. (2020: 135) explain, metropolitan regions are imag-
ined and constructed across space and time: metropolitan spatial imaginaries are 
dynamic, constantly evolving and always contested. Moreover, the imaginaries are 
not necessarily shared by all the actors. 

To sum up, a metropolitan civitas is associated to the political meaning that citizens 
acknowledge to this territory. The scarcity of empirical research done in this field 
makes it difficult to prove that metropolises have (or have not) a political meaning for 
citizens. However, having political institutions at a metropolitan scale with elected 
representatives should, a priori, enhance the political mobilization of citizens. At the 
same time, if metropolises constitute a political community, there would be citizen’s 
claims for direct election of representatives and citizen participation. Zimmermann’s 
quotation illustrates this idea (2020: 70): 

As metropolitan regions are growing and functional interdependencies between municipali-
ties are getting denser, many policy controversies also have a regional dimension. Congestion, 
protection of green belts, airport extensions or other infrastructure decisions clearly are more 
than just local issues but only a few metro regions have strong governance institutions with 
directly elected assemblies that are capable of procuring legitimate decisions. Why should 
citizens engage in arrangements that are comparatively weak (compared to local government 
where they are entitled to vote and pay taxes), abstract (in terms of size), and closed in terms 
of access points for participation? 

35.4 Conclusion 

As Jouve (2005:6) states: What distinguishes a metropolis from a city? Is the 
metropolitan reality different in essence from the urban? Is the legal and institu-
tional analysis relevant to define it? In this chapter, we have argued that while 
the metropolitan urbs is a reality, the creation of metropolitan institutions and a 
metropolitan political community (polis and civitas) is at stake. 

Is this the end of metropolises? Can we talk about a “metropolitanicide”? Are 
we assisting a phase of major changes in urban and metropolitan development? 
As statistics are showing, we are shifting towards a metropolitan society, where 
many adjustments are taking place. These adjustments are quicker when it comes 
to the territorial expansion (urbs), but slower when it affects the creation of institu-
tions in metropolitan regions (polis) and the construction of a metropolitan political 
community (civitas).
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We think that the analysis of Beal and Pinson (2014) on urban mayors can be 
applied to the metropolitan scale. Using Scharpf’s differentiation of output and input 
legitimacy (1999), and based on the French case, the authors argue that urban mayors 
are involved in a process of transforming forms of legitimacy, giving more impor-
tance to legitimacy through “outputs” as a result of public policies. Indeed, their main 
political activity would have shifted to the creation of urban policies, the construc-
tion of coalitions and the articulation of resources that enable the elaboration and 
implementation of these policies. In the case of metropolitan regions, legitimacy 
would come in a similar way: through “outputs” rather than through “inputs”, not 
without difficulties. Indeed, most metropolitan regions lack of resources to meet 
urban challenges. 

While comparative analysis on metropolitan institutions are numerous, civitas in 
metropolitan regions has only been researched to a limited extent. As Lidstrom and 
Schaap (2018: 2) affirm in their introduction to the special issue devoted to this topic: 
“This is surprising as the potential conflict between traditional municipal forms of 
citizenship and the everyday practice of being a citizen in a city-region is becoming 
increasingly significant all over the world”. Indeed, one of the main problems of 
analysing a metropolitan civitas is that we are referring to a territory that evolves 
constantly and that has not a single definition. Maybe civitas in metropolitan regions 
cannot be associated to a specific polis: they are several to cohabit in the same 
territory. Moreover, metropolitan regions are heterogenous in relation to their size, 
population, economic development, inequalities and governance capacity, just to cite 
a few. In this sense, more empirical research in urban studies is necessary to show 
both the diversity of forms of “urbicide” and the different elements that characterize 
an existing “metropolitanicide”. 

We can conclude that the weakness of a metropolitan political community is a 
common characteristic in metropolitan governance, which could foresee the death 
of the metropolises. However, we prefer to understand it in the opposite sense: that 
means that there is still room for the creation of a metropolitan political community. 
In other words, the metropolitan region is potentially a territory where mobilization 
and creation of a political meaning can still take place. The key question is which 
are the conditions to enable that this promising opportunity occurs in the short or 
mid-term. 
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Chapter 36 
International Tourism, Urban 
Rehabilitation and the Destruction 
of Informal Income-Earning 
Opportunities 

Alan Middleton 

Abstract As enablers of accumulation through the promotion of international 
tourism and the refurbishment of buildings and public spaces, city governments 
become tools for the displacement, exclusion and destruction of income-earning 
opportunities for the urban poor. Through the expulsion of street traders in an attempt 
to cleanse the city and bring the artefacts of elite history into view, the neoliberal 
city denies free trade to its poorest inhabitants. In addition, its policies for moderni-
sation and rehabilitation have an unforeseen indirect impact on informal producers, 
who are irrecoverably displaced from their workshops as improvements are made to 
city transport systems and central places are made safe for a new international elite. 
Crime is displaced into surrounding poorer neighbourhoods, catalysing the decline 
of vibrant communities of artisans and shopkeepers. These processes are exemplified 
in the city of Quito, Ecuador. 

Keywords Urbicide · Public space · Urban rehabilitation 

36.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, Urbicide is treated as a process in which certain social, economic and 
cultural sectors of the city are losing a struggle for survival. There are destructive 
processes, some of them located in the advance of globalisation and urbanisation, 
that are having a negative impact on the largest sector of the urban workforce in the 
cities of developing countries, the so-called ‘informal sector’. Not all the destruc-
tive processes, however, are global. Global forces are experienced on the streets 
through the policies and practices of national and local governments. Local authori-
ties respond to international pressures and opportunities, increasing or relieving the 
negative impact on the urban workforce, through the generation of policies that have 
intended and unintended consequences. This chapter will focus on a selection of 
urban policies that are generating destructive outcomes for income generation in the
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informal sector. First, it is important to be clear about what we mean by ‘the informal 
sector’. 

It is thought that the literature on informality over the 50 years since the ILO 
Kenya Report extends to tens of thousands of books, articles and reports, covering 
Asia, Africa and Latin America, as well as the urban areas of Europe and the 
USA. Numerous review articles and PhD introductory chapters have highlighted 
the evolving definitions in the trajectory of the concept. An excellent summary and 
discussion of this evolution can be found in Bromley and Wilson (2018). It is not our 
intention to repeat this work, but it is important to set out our use of the concept. 

Defining informality has always been a contentious issue. For the purposes of this 
chapter, we understand the informal sector to be a heterogeneous mix of social and 
economic relations that underpin production and exchange in the cities of the South. It 
includes small enterprises with up to seven employees, where the owner of the enter-
prise continues to be involved in manual labour. In the 1970s, the concept referred 
to small-scale income-earning opportunities that were thought to exist outside the 
formal capitalist system, free from the regulations that applied to the ‘formal sector’ 
(Hart 1973; ILO  1972). As research progressed it became clear that even the most 
marginal activities were linked to the capitalist system of production and distribution 
(Bromley 1978; Birkbeck 1978), and that many of the firms that were considered to 
be formal also evaded the regulations that should have applied to them (ILO 2002; 
ILO and WIEGO 2013). 

Informal sector enterprises are intimately linked to formal capitalism through, for 
example, the purchase of raw materials—by tailors who buy textiles and shoemakers 
who buy leather from national or international sources. Capitalist production lies 
behind artisan repair workshops involved in the repair of televisions, computers, and 
German or Japanese cars. These workshops rely on the supply of spare parts from 
all over the world and their existence supports the development of local markets for 
international manufacturing. There are street traders involved in the sale of cigarettes, 
chewing gum, sunglasses, watches, CDs, DVDs, clothes and other manufactured 
goods, made by national or international capitalist firms whose operations are either 
legal or are based on the theft of intellectual property. There are also waste pickers, 
whose labour gives value to discarded glass, plastic, metals and other materials that 
can be recycled and find new uses within capitalist production processes. There are 
small shops and bars selling the products of national and international capitalism. 

Defining and measuring informality has been made even more difficult by inter-
national agencies and national governments agreeing to expand the coverage of the 
‘informal economy’ to include the capitalist firms that abuse local laws covering the 
wages and conditions of their workers. As the ILO and others have expanded the 
scope of the definition of ‘informality’ to cover up to 70% of the urban labour force 
in developing countries, the concept of the informal has not only become meaning-
less, it has also become unmeasurable with any consistency across the nations of 
Africa, Asia and Latin America (Middleton 2020). Despite the efforts of the interna-
tional community to standardise the meaning, different governments have different 
measures for an economic concept whose analytical value has been reduced by every 
extension of its definition.
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The heterogeneity of the ‘informal sector’, even if there is agreement that it refers 
to small firms employing less than 5 or 10 people outside an identified range of state 
legislation, also makes this a generic concept with little analytic value. Its definition 
varies from country to country and, in any single country, it covers such a variety of 
economic activity (different types of producers, traders and a range of other services) 
that it needs to be broken down into finer constituent parts. However, the variation of 
the different types of economic activity from country to country makes international 
comparisons an exercise in mythmaking. 

Nevertheless, for around 50 years there has been general consensus that high rates 
of urbanisation, combined with the capitalist sector’s inability to absorb the growing 
labour force, has made understanding informality vitally important for academics 
and policymakers. A supply of labour that is far more than the structural demand 
for waged labour has ‘flooded the streets’ with vendors and has encouraged what 
Bremen calls ‘the myth of the infinite absorption capacity of the informal sector’ 
(Bremen 2010, 121). However, this apparently ‘free and flexible’ labour market 
creates a dilemma for city administrators who wish to create ‘world-class’ cities that 
will compete internationally for footloose dollars in tourism and global investment 
in industry, finance and property. In this context, international organisations, urban 
elites and city planners collude to eliminate street trading from the urban landscape. 
The neo-liberal promotion of the free market and deregulation appear to apply to 
everyone except street traders, who are often repressed with state violence. 

It should be no surprise that this contradiction between the international aims of 
the urban elites and the reality of the daily struggle to survive of most of the population 
often leads to conflict that can turn violent. These conflicting pressures exist right 
across the developing South, occasionally finding a peaceful resolution through some 
form of participatory planning, but more often resulting in the suppression of those 
working in the public spaces and buildings of modernising city centres. 

The influences on the fortunes of artisans and traders in the informal sector are 
the product of global, national and local social relations of production and exchange. 
Understanding how macro-level changes impact on street level activities involves 
combinations of macro and micro analyses that overlap and interact to connect the 
informal sector to the wider social, economic and political systems in which they 
operate (Middleton 2020, 2022). The study of single cities cannot discover all the 
complexities of these forces. Case studies can, however, raise questions about the 
global trends and their local consequences. 

In this chapter, we have chosen to look at both traders and artisans in the context 
of global pressures. The chapter provides examples of how certain micro-economic 
urban changes that are related to global forces have had an impact on informal activ-
ities at a local level. It focuses on the ramifications of the promotion of international 
tourism for street traders and utilitarian artisans.1 The growth of global tourism is, 
of course, only one of many international developments that have had an impact on 
the informal sector. The micro-economic urban changes we have chosen to highlight

1 Utilitarian artisans produce goods and services for everyday consumption, as distinct from the 
small number of craft artisans in urban areas who produce specifically for the tourist market. 
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are concerned with the refurbishment of urban infrastructure and the reduction of 
crime, both of which serve to attract international tourists. Obviously, infrastructure 
upgrading and crime reduction do not always depend on such international pres-
sures, but they are typical responses where local policies aim to attract tourists or 
other forms of international investment. 

The chapter will therefore examine the consequences of tourism attraction on 
informal traders and artisans, before going on to discuss the unintended repercussions 
of urban refurbishment and crime displacement on artisan production. The later 
discussion of refurbishment and crime will rely on information gathered in Quito 
to illustrate the main points. The case of Quito, particularly in relation to artisans, 
is used to exemplify how global phenomena reach into urban neighbourhoods in 
unintended ways and become destructive forces in developing cities. First, let us 
deal with the competition for space between the promoters of international tourism 
and informal street traders. 

36.2 International Tourists and Street Traders 

Creating a world-class city or developing tourism policies that will attract interna-
tional visitors generally demands the removal of street traders. Planners often have 
an authoritarian perspective, a culture of control that is an essential part of their 
professional training in the theory and methods of planning practice. This culture is 
rooted in the planning experience of the North and the historical values of colonising 
nations. Citizen participation has been an important aspect of planning education in 
the UK and USA since the 1960s, but the culture of control has been the dominant 
feature of planning practice since 1947 (Government of the UK 1947). When this 
culture of control confronts the basic needs of a large section of the urban labour 
force, the result is a devastatingly negative outcome for the city and its labour force. 

The attempted urbicide of this section of the labour force in the interests of world 
status, however, is based on another myth: that the economic activities of some 
of the world’s poorest people can be destroyed by repression and violence. These 
economic activities are embedded in social relations of the family, the community 
and the workplace. They are overlapping relations that exist between individuals, 
within and between family units, within and between small units of non-capitalist2 

manufacturing and commerce employing wage labour, and between informal and 
capitalist firms. The precise nature and structure of the social and economic relations 
varies from city to city. They are resilient and they lead displaced street traders to 
continue their activity nearby, but there are certain common processes that restrict 
the opportunities for the urban poor to earn incomes and accumulate wealth. 

The restrictive processes are seldom linear and direct, by which I mean there are 
sometimes small gains in the defence of declining sectors that are later wiped out by

2 They are non-capitalist in the sense that the owner of the enterprises also works ‘on the tools’ as 
a manual worker. They are, however, fully integrated into the world capitalist system. 
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more powerful forces. These forces may be systemic, generated by socio-economic or 
cultural relations beyond the control of the individuals or urban communities affected. 
Other forces may be more local, operating through the governance of the city. The 
relations are embedded in the city itself, but the sectors persist or decline in the context 
of national and global forces that influence urban change, as well as urban policy 
responses to these forces. Sometimes, the city can be prospering according to inter-
national development indicators, while some of its essential historical components 
are dying. 

From the perspective of first world economists and international organisations, 
the informal sector is mainly seen as a backward and marginal part of the economy. 
Despite the decades of evidence that it is intimately connected to national and 
international capitalism, it is treated as pathological, and it apparently needs to be 
‘formalised’. The perspective of the workers in the informal economy depends on 
their position within this heterogeneous socio-economic network of income-earning 
opportunities but being ‘formalised’ is the least of their concerns. The survival and 
development of the family unit is their primary consideration. 

There are, however, other processes that lead to the social and economic exclusion 
of street traders and artisans. These involve the destruction of the social and economic 
world of small family enterprises which, despite their precarious nature, have never-
theless offered income-earning opportunities where such opportunities have been in 
short supply. The pursuit of international tourists through city promotion is at the 
heart of this decline. 

The earliest studies of city promotion for the attraction of inward investment in the 
UK go back to the 1960s and 1970s (Cameron and Clark 1966; Northcott 1977). In 
response to the growth of ‘world class-itis’ in the 1980s, authorities developed ‘pres-
tige projects’, such as International Convention Centres, and promoted cities through 
‘civic boosterism’3 (Hambleton 1990; Loftman 1990). In the 1990s, the fascination 
with world-class cities spread to the South and the relationship between street traders 
and planners was influenced by competition between cities for an increased share of 
the global tourist market. 

According to the WTO, tourism is ‘the world’s largest industry and one of 
the fastest-growing, accounting for over one-third of the value of global services 
trade’ (WTO 2009, 1). Although the statistics are notoriously difficult to gather and 
compare, before Covid and over the previous six decades, tourism was one of the 
largest and fastest growing sectors in the world economy, supporting a very large 
number of small and micro-businesses in a wide range of industries (WTTC 2022; 
OECD 2021). 

However, part of the untold story about tourism is how the world’s largest 
economic activity has an impact on the non-tourist activities of precarious micro-
firms in the developing world. Its acknowledged global position as a foreign earner 
makes it an important target of economic policy and it has the potential for generating 
large-scale employment in small firms, but policies aiming to stimulate international

3 The aggressive marketing and promotion of the city in the context of increasing global competition 
between city administrations. 
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tourism also have the potential for the destruction of existing informal economic 
activity. 

As cities compete for global tourism across Latin America, Africa and Asia, their 
history and heritage, as expressed in the architecture of their churches and cathedrals, 
the art and artifacts of their museums and the design of their squares and streets, are 
presented by city authorities as unique selling points. However, these buildings and 
spaces, along with their cultural contents, are also expressions of the wealth and 
power of a colonial history whose values reach into the present. They tell the story 
of an historic elite for the entertainment of a new elite. Particular representations 
of history become an integral part of the world’s political economy, producing a 
continuation of elite politics and influencing social and economic relations in urban 
communities across the South. 

These elite interpretations of history and heritage are reinforced by planners and 
other city administrators when they view the people who depend on the economic 
vitality of the streets as the main barriers to economic regeneration and the moderni-
sation of city centres. Street traders, for example, are seen to create the congestion, 
rubbish and insecurity that send tourists elsewhere, while their enterprise and their 
contribution to the local and national economies are ignored. 

Based on elite perceptions of class and race, the removal of street traders from the 
streets of Latin American cities has been an issue since the eighteenth century, long 
before there was a tourism industry. Since the growth of international tourism in the 
final decades of the twentieth century, however, a flurry of activity across the global 
south has seen the violent application of intervention against the traders in Asia and 
Africa as well as Latin America. From the 1970s, street traders have been increasingly 
harassed, displaced, and had their goods confiscated without compensation (Skinner 
2008; Jimu  2010; Middleton 2003; Brown and Lyons 2010; Lindell 2010a). 

Heritage tourism ignores the fact that the colonial economy was based on forced 
labour and debt bondage, that the church’s wealth depended on the super-exploitation 
of the indigenous population, and that these relations extended into the twentieth 
century. Heritage tourism, through which middle-class tourists from Europe and 
North America demand access to historic city centres, is based on interpretations 
of history that can be contested by social groups whose ancestors have suffered at 
the hands of colonial masters (Baud and Ypeij 2009; Middleton 2009). This is the 
historical socio-economic context for tourism policy and the values that drove the 
history continue to have an impact. The promotion of heritage tourism illuminates 
the political nature of international tourism. For some, it highlights the continuity of 
inequalities from the past to the present. 

When planners and street traders are in conflict over the characteristics of an area 
that ought to be preserved, they are expressing different histories of meanings and 
interpretations. When planners emphasise the importance of historic monuments 
and seek to remove informal traders from city centres, their rational-technocratic 
approach can obscure a violent cultural attachment to ideas that have racist roots 
and deny indigenous interpretations of history. When different social, economic and 
cultural interests come into conflict in these contested spaces, planners, who believe 
they are acting in the public interest, tend to identify with local elite interpretations.
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The enforcement of these interpretations, when they are funded by international 
organisations and they ignore the needs of local populations, usually results in the 
destruction of urban livelihoods. 

This is true across much of the global south, although the precise details will vary 
from city to city; and over time there may be variations in the levels of collaboration 
and repression. The people who are most directly affected are traders, who have 
become the direct targets for urban policy. However, these policies for attracting 
international tourism also have deleterious consequences for pre-existing small-scale 
urban production and services. Every city will have a different story to tell about the 
fine detail, but there are common characteristics that can be identified. There are direct 
and intentional consequences for traders and indirect and unintended consequences 
for artisans. 

36.2.1 The Direct Impact on Traders 

The removal of street traders from the streets and pavements of the cities of the 
developing world existed as a policy of urban governments long before international 
tourism offered its substantial riches. Across Africa, Asia and Latin America, local 
and national governments have opted for violent measures to restrict the movement 
of street traders (Lindell 2010b; Brown  2006a; Shrestha 2006; Middleton 2003). 
In Africa and Asia, violence against indigenous traders was an integral part of the 
violent history of colonialism, an expression of apartheid and the inequalities of 
ethnicity and race that continued into the post-colonial cities such as Durban (Skinner 
2008), Cape Town (Jordhus-Lier 2010), Harare (UK Government 2005), Lusaka 
(Potts 2008) and Karachi (Zaidi 2019). In the neoliberal world city or megacity, there 
is an intensification of social cleansing, economic inequalities, spatial displacement 
and social exclusion. In cities such as Lagos, for example, the already marginalised 
conditions of informal workers deteriorate further (Lawanson 2014; Ojalade et al. 
2018; Ojalade and Lawanson 2022). 

However, some city authorities may have a complex mix of policies that involve 
not only persecution, harassment and eviction, but also tolerance, regulation and 
promotion (Brown 2006b, 12); and this policy mix can change over time. Different 
departments within a local authority can have different policies (Middleton 2003), 
but harassment, theft of merchandise and violence becomes the dominant behaviour 
of the state in almost every case at some time. 

At any one time, there can be differences in the approaches of central and city 
governments, each of which can be transitioning in different directions over time. 
These alternative approaches are linked to the perspectives on world cities and traders 
that planners bring to the discussion. The ultimate aim of the local authority is to 
remove the traders from the streets, but the approach taken by any authority, local or 
national, can fall somewhere along the continuum between trader participation and 
outright violent eviction. In the ‘world city’ or the ‘African model Megacity’ this 
global economic and financial hub is described as clean, safe, secure, functioning,
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modern, orderly, productive, progressive, prosperous, and business-friendly (Olajide 
et al. 2018; Crentsill and Owusu 2018; de Gramont 2015). On the other hand, the 
justification for the removal of traders from public spaces is based on language that 
dehumanises the traders. 

Traders are characterised as unsanitary, unhygienic, filthy, illegal, and immoral. 
They are seen as the causes of traffic congestion, overcrowding, obstruction, poor 
sanitation, crime, extortion, noise, hazardous products, uncleanliness, litter, health 
hazards, and the pollution of the environment. According to the local state and local 
elites, they are involved in dysfunctional activities that need cleansing and eradica-
tion (de Gramont 2015; Crentsil and Owusu 2018; Lawanson and Omoegun 2018; 
Olajide et al. 2018; Njaya 2014). The practical responses of local government cover 
a range of inhumane treatment, involving raids, forced evictions, confiscation of 
goods, fines, imprisonment, beatings, harassment, abuse, cruelty, repression, bribery 
and exploitation (Njaya 2014, 77; Crentsil and Owusu 2018; Roever  2005; Lawanson 
2014; Lawanson and Omoegun 2018; de Gramont 2015). 

In a climate of bribery, corruption and repression, encouraged by the low-income 
levels of metropolitan police officers, street traders are harassed, beaten and robbed. 
Women food sellers in particular are relieved not only of their profits but also 
their capital.4 The state vilifies and punishes the poor, making sustainable urban 
development unattainable. Its action contradicts the essence of sustainable develop-
ment and poverty alleviation when it deliberately targets the informal activities of 
the urban poor. The repression of informal traders in the interests of international 
capital in world-class megacities destroys livelihood opportunities and exacerbates 
inequalities. 

As indicated above, not all city authorities consistently behave in this way. In 
the cases of Quito, Accra, Durban and across the major cities of India, there have 
been periods of collaboration between the authorities and traders’ organisations 
(Middleton 2003; Oteng-Ababio and Arthur 2015; Skinner 2009; Madhav 2022). 
In several cities, the authorities have been working with informal organisations, 
building relations of trust, responding to the informal groups’ expectations of local 
government through providing training programmes, health clinics and improved 
roads, all of which have reduced the propensity of the state to resort to violence. 
The traders’ associations offer political leaders a bridge to informal workers that 
they otherwise would not be able to reach. Nevertheless, the outcome remains a 
reduction in the income-earning possibilities for the urban poor. In addition, there 
are unintended consequences for other parts of the informal sector, such as artisan 
producers.

4 Many borrow money on a daily basis from moneylenders, who charged exorbitant rates of interest, 
and then they have their goods stolen by the state’s enforcers (Middleton 2003). 



36 International Tourism, Urban Rehabilitation and the Destruction … 733

36.3 The Indirect Impact on Artisans 

Some of the processes that have an impact on artisans are based on market forces 
where, for example, urban consumption expands and it becomes viable for capitalist 
enterprises to serve the growing market. There is increasing profit to be made from 
an expanding middle class, which is first exploited by national firms, causing the 
hand-made production of artisan tailors and shoemakers to be replaced by industri-
ally produced cheap products from an expansion of local capitalist production. The 
experience of recent decades shows that this is eventually supplanted by interna-
tional capital, usually based in China or South Korea. Some destructive processes 
are based on changing technology. This occurs when, for example, printing work-
shops are displaced by photocopiers in the small shops in every neighbourhood or 
by computers and printers in almost every home. 

Paradoxically, these destructive processes can also depend on national economic 
policies that intend to help, such as those for the promotion of small firms. This 
happens when the needs of the smallest manufacturing firms are ignored, either 
because they are difficult to identify, count and reach, or where the owners of these 
micro-firms are squeezed by the interests of larger enterprises when they come 
into competition for scarce development resources. When government finance is 
made available, for example, it inevitably fails to reach the smallest informal firms 
(Middleton 2020). If these firms do not have the collateral or banking history that 
will allow them to access the funds, larger businesses will step into the space and 
sweep up the benefits. 

Just as important as these national and international forces, however, are the 
consequences, intended or unintended, of local responses to the wider relations and 
processes. The degradation of informal income-earning opportunities for the urban 
poor is amplified by local governance policies, such as the promotion of international 
tourism, the destruction and creation of buildings and public spaces, and the failure 
to deal with escalating violence in the poorest urban neighbourhoods. Within each 
of these elements, there are contradictions between public policy and public interest. 
When public policy promotes tourism, it also promotes urban regeneration and the 
elimination of crime. These are worthy aims, but their promotion can have unfortunate 
side effects that ought to be considered, in the public interest. In the case of Quito, 
the first city in the world to be recognised by UNESCO as a Cultural Heritage Site 
of Humanity in 1978, there were negative repercussions for the small-scale urban 
productive enterprises in and around the historic city centre. The perspective of the 
artisans of Quito is worth looking at more closely. 

In Quito, artisans have been in decline and they are being restructured by global 
forces (Middleton 2020). The restructuring is based on the accelerated decline of arti-
sans producing the means of subsistence (such as tailors, shoemakers and carpenters) 
and a slower demise or, in some cases increase, of artisans who can repair the prod-
ucts of twentieth century capitalism (such as the repair of cars, cookers, refrigerators 
and computers). The main reasons for the demise of subsistence artisans have been 
competition with industrial capitalism, with its higher levels of capital investment in



734 A. Middleton

new labour-saving technologies. In the case of Ecuador, the catalysts for periods of 
rapid decline include a series of neoliberal-induced crises that have sucked demand 
from the economy, such as the (temporary) importing of second-hand clothes, the 
national banking collapse, the dollarisation of the economy, unfair competition from 
Chinese manufacturers, the international financial crisis, and the instability of the 
price of oil. These macro-influences are not directly related to international tourism. 
However, local urban policies related to this aspect of globalisation have also had 
an impact in Ecuador. When the transformation of the Historic Centre of Quito 
was underway, the displacement of street traders was a priority for making the city 
centre more attractive as a destination for international tourists, but artisans were 
also affected by the regeneration. 

36.3.1 Artisan Decline and Displacement 

Between 1975 and 2015, censuses and surveys of artisans were carried out in three 
areas of Quito, covering part of the Historic Centre of Quito (HCQ), neighbourhoods 
immediately around the HCQ (the peri-centre), and what was initially known as the 
South of the city (Fig. 36.1). Stratified random samples of artisans in these areas were 
carried out in 1975, 1982, 1995, 2005 and 2015. In each year, the first stage of the 
fieldwork was to carry out a mapping of all the artisans in the study area—referred to 
as ‘the census’ of artisans. In 1982, the census showed that most of the artisans were 
no longer in their 1975 workshop locations. From 1982 onwards, the second stage 
of the fieldwork was to find out what had happened to those who had disappeared, 
using a survey of the neighbours and new occupiers for a randomly selected number 
of missing artisans. From 1982 to 2015, the third stage was to repeat the 1975 survey 
for a stratified random sample of new and old artisans. In 1995 and 2015, there was a 
fourth stage, when a number of in-depth life-history interviews were also carried out 
with elderly artisans. In the remainder of the paper, we will call on information that 
derives from stages 1, 2, 3 and 4. The types of artisans included tailors, shoemakers, 
carpenters, mechanics, painters, jewellers, printers and others. A full explanation of 
the methodology can be found in Middleton 2020 and 2022, along with a discussion 
of the heterogeneity of this section of the urban workforce.5 

As detailed in the key (‘Leyenda’), the solid line represents the ‘Edge of the study 
area’ and the dotted line represents the edges of three ‘Neighbourhood groupings’. 
These three grouping were identified as the Colonial Centre (‘Centro Colonial’, now 
HCQ), the Peri-centre (‘Peri-centro’) and the South (‘Sur’). 

In Tables 36.1 and 36.2, we can see the changing distribution of artisans between 
these three sectors of the city between 1975 and 2015. In 1975, the census identified 
2308 workshops but by 2015, the numbers had declined by 40%. In the historic 
centre and the pericentre around it, the decline in the numbers was much greater, over

5 For an online description of the methodology and categories of artisans, see Birmingham City 
University: http://www.open-access.bcu.ac.uk/12428/.

http://www.open-access.bcu.ac.uk/12428/
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Fig. 36.1 Map of the study area. Source Own elaboration updated by Valeria Vegara and the 
Instituto de la Cuidad, Quito

60%. However, the decline in numbers was accompanied by a redistribution of the 
artisans in space. When the second census was carried out in 1982, the total numbers 
were slightly up and there was a highly significant redistribution in space towards 
the Historic Centre.6 These were the years of the oil boom and before structural 
adjustment was introduced in 1982. Between 1982 and 1995, the total numbers 
declined significantly and there was a significant redistribution away from the centre 
towards the south.7 

In 1982, however, the remapping of the artisans across the whole area showed 
that almost two thirds of the workshops we had identified in 1975 no longer existed. 
When we surveyed the new occupiers of the properties or their neighbours, asking 
what had happened to the firms that had disappeared, we found that almost 70% had 
not gone out of business but had relocated, mainly within the same neighbourhood. 
That is, they had been displaced, rather than destroyed. 

When we asked why people had moved, we expected many to have done so 
because of expansion, as free market theorists would have predicted. In fact, very 
few of them had experienced growth (between 2 and 7%) (Table 36.3). In 1982, only

6 A Chi-square test showed a p-value of 0.0013. The number of firms in the historic centre grew by 
28%. 
7 P-value = 2.93665E−10.
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Table 36.1 Artisans in each sector, 1975–2015 

1975 1982 1995 2005 2015 Decline 
1975–2015 

No % No % No % No % No % % 

Peri-centre 1031 44.7 980 41.2 598 33.5 427 32.3 388 28.1 −62.4 

South 899 39.0 917 38.5 870 48.7 656 49.7 853 61.7 −5.1 

Historic 
centre 

378 16.4 483 20.3 318 17.8 238 18.0 142 10.3 −62.4 

Total 2308 100.0 2380 100.0 1786 100.0 1321 100.0 1383 100.0 −40.1 

Source Middleton (2020, 40) 

Table 36.2 Average annual growth and decline of artisan workshops, 1975–2015 

Average annual 
Growth 
1975–1982 

Average annual 
Growth 
1982–1995 

Average annual 
Growth 
1995–2005 

Average annual 
Growth 
2005–2015 

% % % % 

Peri-centre −0.7 −3.7 −3.3 −1.0 

South 0.3 −0.4 −2.8 2.7 

Historic centre 3.6 −3.2 −2.9 −5.0 

Total 0.4 −2.2 −3.0 0.5 

Source Table 36.1

14% had moved because of business growth or because the workshop was too small.8 

In 2005, only 10% had moved for these reasons, and in 2015, only 6%. By far the 
greatest reasons for people moving their businesses were not related to the internal 
dynamics of the firms nor their relationship to the market. Almost 70% were property 
related. The main reasons that re-locations took place were because the owner of the 
property demanded the return of the workshop, because the artisan moved home, or 
because the rents were too high. With rehabilitation and gentrification in the HCQ, 
fragile firms were pushed over the edge, never to be replaced.9 

8 Saying the workshop was too small did not mean that they moved for reasons of business expansion. 
It usually meant overcrowding could be eased without employing more workers or investing in new 
machinery. 
9 A components of change analysis showed that the producers of the means of consumption that 
were closing were not being replaced; while the producers whose labour or goods were linked to 
capitalist production, who had similar closure rates, were being re-placed by new firms (Middleton 
2007).
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Table 36.3 Reason for change of location 

1982 1995 2005 2015 1982–2015 

% % % % % 

Owner demanded workshop 37.3 37.2 12.9 24.1 33.5 

Change of house 26.4 31.9 29.0 29.6 28.6 

High rent 4.1 5.3 16.1 16.7 7.2 

Workshop too small (without growth) 10.9 2.7 3.2 3.7 6.9 

Badly situated 7.8 3.5 9.7 9.3 6.9 

Business growth 3.1 7.1 6.5 1.9 4.3 

Lack of services 1.0 0.9 3.2 0.0 1.0 

Other 9.3 11.5 19.4 14.8 11.5 

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Total workshops 193 113 31 54 391 

Source Stage 2 fieldwork survey, 1982–2015, to find out what had happened to those who had 
disappeared 

36.3.2 Artisans and the Refurbishment of Public Spaces 

Contrary to what neoliberalism predicts, over the four surveys there were no reported 
cases of businesses closing or moving because of government bureaucracy, regula-
tions or red tape. When we asked about reasons for closure in 1982, around 30% 
had merely ‘failed’, another 30% had either retired or died, and around 40% gave a 
wide variety of other reasons, including bad debt, bad workmanship, robbery, having 
no clients, being ejected by the owner of the building, alcohol problems and simply 
owning ‘unprofitable businesses’. In 2005, however, after death and retirement, the 
next most important reasons were related to issues concerning the property: artisans 
moving home and giving up the workshops, owners asking for the property to be 
returned for their own use or so that they could raise rents, the Municipio buying the 
buildings through compulsory purchase for the regeneration of the HCQ, and so on. 

From the 1940s, the upper and middle classes of Quito had been steadily moving 
out of the old colonial-style houses of the city centre, leaving large multi-roomed 
buildings for the lower classes. As the housing deteriorated, the 20–40 rooms that 
were occupied by a single family and servants became the homes for 20–40 fami-
lies. The internal patios of these large buildings became the locations for artisan 
workshops and other small enterprises. Some of the rooms of the houses opened 
directly onto the streets, which contained the passing trade of customers for arti-
sans, shops, bars, and cafes, mainly people who worked in what was to become 
the Historic Centre of Quito. The process of intensification of artisan activity in the 
centre continued through 1978, when Quito was declared by UNESCO as a World 
Cultural Heritage site, to 1982 (Table 36.1). As the buildings deteriorated, ground 
rents declined relative to the north and south of the city, but landlords’ income was 
increasing at a faster rate than ground rents through the increasing concentration of
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families in single rooms in the multiroom buildings. Many of these rooms had a dual 
function as living spaces and places of work, particularly the rooms facing directly 
onto the streets. 

When the Company for the Development of the Historic Centre of Quito (ECH) 
was set up in 1995, its programme of work consisted of the rehabilitation of public 
spaces and buildings of particular historical and architectural value, improvement of 
the urban infrastructure and the provision of services that would rescue the historic 
area from its declining functional importance. It was thought that this would improve 
the quality of life for those living in the HCQ, but the main challenge was to rescue, 
rehabilitate and conserve this part of the national and international patrimony and 
generate a dynamic and secure environment that would attract investment from the 
private sector (Empresa de Desarrollo del Centro Histórico de Quito, n.d.). The ECH, 
supported by a $41 million loan from the Inter-American Development Bank (BID 
1994),10 sought to consolidate and enhance the many development activities that 
were already under way in the HCQ. At the time of the company’s inauguration, the 
first phase of a new transport infrastructure was coming into operation, which was 
to have a devastating effect on a number of small firms. 

36.4 Artisans and Transport Infrastructure Improvements 

Upgrading the transport infrastructure is an important element in the development 
of a city, for economic, social and environmental reasons. A new tram line connects 
people’s homes with workplaces, shops, bars and restaurants while reducing car 
journeys and pollution. Creating new roads, tunnels and bridges can also reduce 
journey times between home and work and speed up the journey times for the delivery 
of goods and services. Leaving the complexity of environmental considerations aside, 
they can be the stimulus for increased productivity and economic growth. In Quito, the 
opening of the trolly service in 1995 was an essential ingredient the city’s investment 
in infrastructure. However, the unintended consequences of such investments can 
include the cutting off street access to small businesses, often resulting in business 
failure. 

The displacement of small enterprises can occur during both the construction 
phase and the operational phase. During construction, land is bought up by the public 
authorities, buildings are demolished and businesses are destroyed. If the existing 
roads survive, buildings can be made inaccessible over long periods and businesses 
can be cut off from their customers. 

In 1995, when Quito’s trolley-bus service was put in place to connect the centre of 
the city to the expanding residential areas in the north and south, the route ran along 
Avenida Maldonado in the southern section. In 1975, this section of Maldonado, 
between the Machángara River at La Recoleta and Villa Flora, was the location

10 The BID/IDB argued that the informal traders were holding back private sector investment in the 
HCQ. 



36 International Tourism, Urban Rehabilitation and the Destruction … 739

Table 36.4 Decline of Avenida Maldonado, 1975–2015, southern section 

1975 1975 1975 1982 1995 2005 2015 

Total micro-firms Shops Artisans Artisans Artisans Artisans Artisans 

Total 144 62 82 81 54 28 13 

% Artisans  
remaining 

100 98.8 65.9 34.1 15.9 

% Artisans  
lost 

1.2 34.1 65.9 84.1 

Source Stage 1 Census of informal firms in Quito, 1975–2015 

for 82 artisan workshops. These included tailors, hatmakers, shoemakers, leather 
bag makers, carpenters, mechanics, guitar-makers, jewellers, upholsterers, printers, 
painters, glaziers, electricians, bakers, hairdressers, and workshops repairing electric 
motors, bicycles, washing machines, refrigerators and automobiles (including body 
repair and tyre repair). In Table 36.4, we can see that the numbers held up in 1982 
and declined thereafter. By the time the construction phase was completed in 1995, 
the number of workshops had declined by one third. Across the South as a whole, the 
decline between 1982 and 1995 was only 0.4% (Compare Table 36.4 with Table 36.2). 
After 1995, the displacement effect of the operation of the trolly on the workshops 
on Maldonado was considerable. By 2005, there were only 28 out of 82 firms left 
and in 2015 the figure was just 13. 

Before the trolly, Avenida Maldonado was a vibrant shopping road that not only 
served the residents of the surrounding barrios of Mexico, Chimbacalle and Los 
Andes, but also attracted the custom of those who walked to their work in the 
city centre from the expanding barrios to the south of the city centre. The artisans’ 
customers contributed to the vibrancy and were served by 62 small shops of every 
description as well as bars and restaurants. By 1995, the decline had set in but after 
the trolley began to operate, the decline due to construction was compounded by 
the loss of passing pedestrian trade. By 2015, the street had lost 84% of its artisan 
workshops, compared to a 5% decline across the whole of the South (Compare Table 
36.4 with Table 36.1). 

The loss of passing customers also became an issue in other parts of the city as 
the rehabilitation of the HCQ progressed. Once again, the issue was one of social 
cleansing, rather than the rehabilitation of infrastructure, but it was relating to petty 
criminals and prostitutes. It was about making improvements to the security of the 
HCQ for tourists and businesses. Unfortunately, when city authorities crack down on 
crime in areas that attract tourists, they displace the activities towards the surrounding 
areas. In the case of Quito, these were dynamic urban streets that were the centre of 
artisan production. Before we consider this detail, however, let us look at the nature 
of the crime and violence associated with informal enterprises and their customers.
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36.5 Crime, Violence and The Informal Sector 

In their paper on the impact of urban–rural change as an underlying cause or trigger 
point for increased violence and insecurity, Moser and Rodgers (2005) acknowl-
edge that globalisation has brought unprecedented benefits for some, but they also 
argue that globalisation has a dark side, whereby there are reduced employment 
opportunities for some individuals and communities who are excluded from the 
central processes of production and exchange. It is thought that this has exacerbated 
livelihood insecurity and increased different forms of violence linked to alienated, 
frustrated or excluded populations. They distinguish between political, institutional, 
economic and social violence, conceiving of these categories as ‘an overlapping 
and interrelated continuum with important reinforcing interconnections’ (Moser and 
Rodgers 2005, 4). They also provide some examples of the types of violence in 
each category and identify a few examples of the diversity and complexity of the 
violence endured in the daily lives of the poor. Most of the types of violence endured 
by the section of the poor who depend on the informal sector, either as workers or 
consumers, fall under the category of economic violence. Within this category, they 
include the broad headings of delinquency, robbery, business interests and organised 
crime (Moser and Rodgers 2005, 5).  

These types of violence can be elaborated further. The most common types of 
crime and violence suffered by the owners and customers of the informal sector 
can be seen in Table 36.5. The range includes state violence against street traders, 
various forms of in-market violence, street attacks on customers and businesses, 
armed robbery, and participation in riots against the government.11 In almost every 
case, the victims are informal traders. This does not mean that they are passive in 
the face of attack. They resist in a variety of ways and this resistance often involves 
collaboration with allies to minimise the potential for violence. We have already 
discussed the actions of the police against street traders. Let us deal with the impact 
of in-market violence, which includes trader-on-trader confrontations, and insecurity 
on the streets.

36.5.1 In-Market Violence 

In-market violence can be perpetrated by the traders, their private security, the 
customers and thieves. Traders sometimes also have links to smugglers and organ-
ised crime. However, the increasing demands to secure the tourist areas of the city 
and the reduced levels of public investment by the neo-liberal state in policing, mean 
that the police do not have the capacity to secure the markets against crime. The 
traders therefore mainly rely on private security firms who make the markets more 
secure for both the traders and customers. Because of ethnic, political and other 
divisions within the traders, however, security teams can be also used against each

11 I have left out prostitution and the robbery of their clients, to which we will return later. 
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Table 36.5 Types of informal sector violence 

Types Perpetrators Victims 

State violence against traders State Traders 

In-market violence 

Political violence between groups of traders Traders Traders 

Ethnic violence between groups of traders Traders Traders 

Mafia-type turf violence Traders Traders 

Violence by private security officers Security Thieves 

Customer violence Customers Traders 

Violence of thieves Thieves Traders/customers/security 

Street violence 

Against customers Thieves Customers 

Against businesses Thieves Traders/artisans 

Armed robbery Thieves Traders/artisans/customers 

Riots against the government Traders State 

Source Elaborated by the author for this chapter

other. Private security officers get involved if clashes over space break out. They get 
involved if violence based on politics or ethnicity takes place within the market. The 
private security enforces the use of space when this happens, resorting more readily 
to violence and showing little respect for human rights (Moser and Rodgers 2005). 

Ethnic violence is most likely to occur when rival groups of migrants are in compe-
tition for scarce resources, including space and customers. Moser and Rodgers argue 
that migration can be both a cause and a consequence of violence and insecurity. 
Cultural identity reinforces competition for space and underpins demands for the 
resolution of perceived inequalities in the distribution of physical capital. Market 
traders are often networked actors in a power struggle, within the boundaries of the 
markets as well as within the surrounding community, city, region and nation. In 
the struggle, informal trading spaces are produced and defended, in extreme cases 
through violent confrontation. The networks are based on social capital, and collab-
oration between individuals is often cemented by ethnic and/or political affiliation. 
In this overlap of power, culture and social capital, the capacity of the participants 
to flourish economically is diminished. 

In Karachi’s markets, for example, violence is based on overlapping ethnic and 
political tensions between different migrant groups (Zaidi 2019). These tensions 
are city-wide, but they find their expression in conflict over space in the markets. 
While Karachi may be an extreme example, it is a case that demonstrates how the 
market can become a place where communal violence is exacerbated because of the 
competition for scarce resources. Zaidi shows how identity-based networks result 
in internal subdivisions in markets, how this leads to turf wars, how ethnic leaders 
provide access to financial and other support, how they provide links from the trader 
to the municipal authorities, and how political networks overlay ethic divisions.
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She explains how local politics and ethnicity reinforce each other. However, she 
also explains how criminal gangs, working with local politicians of the same ethnic 
groups, take over markets, run the associations of vendors, control the access of 
political parties to the market traders, exclude the police and other authorities, offer 
‘protection’ at a price, and control the access to the market of potential new traders. 

Corruption, extortion and bribery are widespread, as police, politicians and gang-
sters collaborate in their own interests. Ethnic violence can therefore be carried out 
with the collusion of the local and regional state, and it is also related to the insertion 
of different ethnic groups in the urban economy. In Karachi’s case, The Muhajirs 
dominate the city’s business and industry sectors; the Pathans control the urban 
transport system; and Sindhi power is exercised through their dominance in provin-
cial politics and education (Moser and Rodgers 2005). Their long-standing rivalries 
are expressed in sporadic ethnic riots and in the competition for space in the city’s 
markets, where the police defer to the gangsters and local politicians are controlled 
by the party’s head office. Through the elite capture of the power structures of market 
places, the social capital of market traders can become subverted to the interests of 
state predation and violence. 

36.5.2 Street Violence 

Fear of violence in the streets, even if there is little evidence of the existence of 
violence, can lead to feelings of insecurity and vulnerability in small firm owners 
and their customers, which contribute to the destruction of informal enterprises. This 
process and outcome can be compounded by prostitution, which is often perceived 
as a form of anti-social behaviour where it is not criminalised, and non-violent petty 
crime. 

Petty crime, violence and the fear of violence threaten the livelihood security of 
artisans and shopkeepers by scaring away potential customers, dissuading them from 
travelling into the neighbourhoods where informal workshops and shops are located. 
In city centres, crime is likely to involve shoplifting, people who snatch articles from 
others in the street and run off, stealing from handbags by snatching or slitting them 
open, and pickpocketing. Armed robbery, of an individual or a business, is less likely 
to happen in busy city centres, which are normally heavily policed, than it is in the 
immediate surrounding areas. Street crime can also involve robbing vehicles or parts 
of vehicles, which is also more likely outside of heavily policed central areas. Armed 
robbery and vehicle theft, however, are more likely to occur in affluent areas that in 
poor neighbourhoods. 

Sometimes, as cities promote themselves as world cities or as locations for inter-
national tourism, the cleansing of crime and violence from the inner city can lead 
to the displacement of street crime into surrounding poorer neighbourhoods, with 
devastating effects for small firms. This happens when thieves target businesses 
and their customers in the peri-centre, while police are focusing on the safety of 
tourists. In this situation, the artisans and the owners of small stores, along with their
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customers, become the victims of a surge in neighbourhood crime that is rooted in 
the gentrification of the historic centres. 

36.5.3 Catching Criminals Versus the Management 
of Tourist Space 

In Quito, before the emergence of tourism promotion as a key objective of the 
Municipio, policing was driven by the need to catch criminals wherever they were 
operating. When the administrative priority became attracting tourists to the HCQ, 
urban policy became more concerned with the management of tourist space and the 
main aim of municipal policing became the removal of the criminals from the HCQ. 
This displacement resulted in criminal and anti-social behaviour moving into near-by 
residential barrios where artisans lived and worked. The new spatial form of gover-
nance that promoted the HCQ, created not only new spatial patterns of economic 
organisation but also a redistribution of violence and crime. 

A similar process occurred with prostitution. Across the world, in developed and 
developing countries, women are not as heavily involved in crime as men. If they 
become involved in prostitution, whether this is designated as a criminal activity or 
not, they are more likely to become involved in criminal activity through robbing 
clients, but not necessarily in other illegal behaviour (Birkbeck 1979). 

If a woman rejects prostitution and crime, the income-earning opportunities for 
someone with no capital and few skills are severely restricted in many cultures. In 
Latin America a woman can work in a bar, café or shop but this is not possible in 
many parts of the world. Entry into informal trade is difficult without capital or the 
assistance of someone who will vouch for a loan. Domestic service may be an option, 
as is begging, but for a young woman with children to feed and clothe, the situation 
can be desperate. 

Prostitution is not illegal in most of the developing world. It is a low-status and 
heavily regulated occupation, but different from petty crime, which is an illegal 
income-earning opportunity that brings the threat of imprisonment. For a single 
mother of small children, working as a prostitute on the street on a part-time basis 
may support her family, but petty crime is a step too far. Arrest and imprisonment 
put the very existence of the family at risk. Prostitutes working on the streets may 
only want part-time work because of family responsibilities, and a lengthy period in 
jail is a risk that could result in losing their children. 

Street prostitutes operate in the same urban space as petty criminals and may be 
part of the same low-status community. They are also likely to be displaced, along 
with the criminals, into the areas surrounding the managed tourist spaces. The social 
cleansing that takes place to create safe tourist spaces creates crime and fear of crime 
in neighbourhoods where artisan customers are increasingly unwilling to visit.
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Table 36.6 Workshops and Shops on Loja Street and Ambato Street, 1975–1982 

Percentage decline 

1975 1975 1982 1995 2005 2015 1975–2015 

Shops Artisans Artisans Artisans Artisans Artisans Artisans 

No No No No No No % 

Calle Loja 103 93 76 27 30 21 77.4 

Calle Ambato 150 159 139 64 30 28 82.4 

Total Loja and 
Ambato 

253 252 215 91 60 49 80.6 

% Artisans  
remaining 

100.0 85.3 36.1 23.8 19.4 

% Artisans lost 0.0 14.7 63.9 76.2 80.6 

Source Stage 1 Census of informal firms in Quito, 1975–2015 

36.5.4 Street Crime in Artisan Neighbourhoods 

In Quito, the impact of the displacement of street crime and street prostitution was to 
help undermine the viability of the main artisan neighbourhood in the city. In 1975, 
Loja and Ambato streets, located immediately outside the HCQ, were the beating 
heart of fixed place informal activity in Quito. On these two streets, there were over 
500 small shops and artisan workshops, including 252 artisan businesses making and 
repairing all types of consumer goods (Table 36.6). Over the next twenty years, the 
workshops on these streets declined by 64% and by 2015 the number had fallen by 
80%. This is double the 40% decline in the study area as a whole (Compare Table 
36.6 with Table 36.1). 

Most of this decline was due to market forces exacerbated by neoliberal policies 
of austerity and structural adjustment, described elsewhere (Middleton 2020, 2022). 
However, the regeneration of the HCQ had a role to play, particularly the security 
policies that sought to make the HCQ safe for tourists. The management of security 
in the central area gave added local impetus to a general increase in crime and 
delinquency in Quito. 

Crime and delinquency first appeared as the most important problem for artisans 
in 1995, when jewellers complained that, because of street robberies, ‘people do not 
buy gold now. They prefer to buy cheaper imported jewellery’. In 1975 and 1982, no 
one identified delinquency or crime as their most important problem (Table 36.7). 
The problem has grown over time. In 1995 it was the main problem for less than 
5% of artisans but by 2015 crime and delinquency had become the main concern of 
12% of artisans. It was also mentioned by many others as the second or third most 
important issue facing them.

As the transformation of the HCQ got underway in the 1990s, while the street 
traders were facing forced eviction, the council’s priority of making the city centre 
more attractive for tourists also had an impact on artisans. Some were displaced or cut
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Table 36.7 Most important problems 

1975 1982 1995 2005 2015 

% % % % % 

None 10.6 15.1 15.3 7.5 5.6 

Demand 12.9 8.1 17.4 26.2 17.3 

Competition 4.2 0.8 13.2 17.7 13.4 

Delinquency and crime 0.0 0.0 4.5 10.1 11.9 

Materials (cost, supply, quality) 19.8 23.1 6.4 6.7 11.8 

Govt./economy 4.3 2.2 6.5 8.4 10.2 

Problems with labour (incl. shortage) 7.4 15.8 3.6 4.7 6.7 

Workplace (size, cost, location) 9.6 7.7 6.4 6.0 5.5 

Not enough time 0.0 3.6 0.6 0.0 2.3 

Clients (too poor/don’t pay) 7.7 3.1 4.1 1.3 2.1 

Lack of capital 17.9 11.0 5.3 5.6 0.9 

Finance/debt 0.0 1.4 1.4 0.2 0.5 

Electricity 0.0 0.0 6.9 0.6 0.0 

Other 5.8 8.0 8.4 5.6 12.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Total workshops 188 296 321 313 255 

Source Middleton (2020, 237)

off from their markets by the building of bridges and tunnels. Others suffered from 
the displacement of the red-light district across the Avenue of 24 de May, into the 
heart of the artisan economy. As thieves and other ‘delinquents’ were moved out of 
the HCQ and the city centre became more secure for the tourists, displaced criminals 
and prostitutes created insecurity for the artisans in their traditional heartlands. They 
were more prone to robbery in their businesses and their customers were scared off. 
As their businesses declined, some elderly artisans continued to exercise their skills 
in the face of increasing adversity. 

Jewellers and watchmakers12 are the artisans who are most likely to suffer theft 
from their businesses, and their customers wearing expensive jewellery and watches 
are most likely to be robbed in the streets. A watchmaker in the HCQ whose workshop 
was robbed before the security situation improved, and whose house was robbed a 
year later, lost everything on both occasions. He reflected on the time the area was 
full of prostitutes, ‘which attracted delinquency’.13 In 2015, he pointed out that the 
situation had improved and that robbery was no longer a problem. His main problem 
now was that people were buying cheap Chinese watches, which are not worth either 
repairing or stealing. Demand for luxury jewellery and watches was down, and mobile 
phones, which also have timepieces, were more likely to be the target of thieves in

12 ‘Relojero’ in Spanish, which also applies to watch repairers. 
13 Life history interview with Jeweller in the Historic Centre of Quito, September, 2015. 
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the streets. However, the robbery of clients was more likely to happen in the barrios 
around the historic centre, which have lower levels of policing. 

When a jeweller-watchmaker in the peri-centre lost everything and was psycho-
logically devasted by the experience, he sold what was left of his business to one 
of his workers. After the new owner had rebuilt the business, he too was robbed. 
Because of street robbery of his clients, his business further declined, to the extent 
that it had become no more than a hobby.14 However, the problem of rising crime in 
the artisan neighbourhood is not restricted to jewellers and their customers. 

As security declined in the peri-centre, other types of businesses in the same 
area suffered similar experiences, such as the seamstress who invested in a new 
German-made industrial sewing machine, only to have it stolen. Or the shoemaker 
who has been robbed several times and whose clients were constantly telling him 
that the barrio was dangerous and that he ought to move to another neighbourhood. 
Or the hairdresser who works alone close to the San Roque market whose family 
is constantly trying to convince her that she should move to a more secure area. To 
some extent they are trapped in these barrios. They have local clientele and many 
have customers who travel from other parts of the city for their services. Their clients 
know where they are, and rents in more secure areas or in shopping malls are out of 
their reach. 

For the shoemaker, his income is low and his rent is cheap. He would have to 
pay more if he moved to a better barrio, and he does not have the clientele to justify 
moving. He concedes that it is dangerous, but he says he is content where he is. 
He has been attacked inside his workshop on more than one occasion by people he 
knows. He makes friends with them, but they are drug addicts and when they are 
high, he says, they are no one’s friend. They come back the next day and apologise. 
He shrugs his shoulders: ‘That’s the way it is’.15 He has lost clients, who apologise, 
saying ‘I’m sorry but I cannot continue coming here’. Women clients have been 
assaulted on the street corner and they are afraid, asking him why he does not move. 
His reply is that the people around here know him. 

The hairdresser, who works alone in her salon next to the San Roque market, 
has been working in the neighbourhood for 30 years. She is highly skilled, attends 
courses to learn about the latest styles, but charges her clients very little ‘because 
of the barrio’ where she is located.16 Her daughters and friends have been asking 
her why she continues to work in that neighbourhood, why does she not move to a 
mall in the Valle de los Chillos, where she lives; or to the north where she could get 
have a wealthier clientele. No, she says, I have clients here. Some of them have been 
customers for 30 years, and now she cuts and styles the hair of their children and 
grandchildren. She thought about moving to the Valle but she did not want to leave 
her clients. She knows everyone in San Roque and would have to leave them behind. 
Like the shoemaker, she has no guarantee that she would be able to build up a new 
clientele in a new more expensive location.

14 Life history interview with jeweller in the peri-centre, Quito, September, 2015. 
15 Life history interview with shoemaker in the peri-centre, Quito, September, 2015. 
16 Life history interview with hairdresser in the peri-centre, Quito, September, 2015. 
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These older artisans are seeing out their final years, clinging to what they know. 
They are one final robbery away from closure. 

36.6 Conclusions 

In this chapter, we have considered some aspects of urbicide in relation to the informal 
sector. City governments, as enablers of accumulation through the promotion of 
tourism, the refurbishment of public spaces and the removal of ‘delinquents’ from 
city centres, become tools of the displacement and socio-economic exclusion of 
the urban working poor. The dispossession of buildings and the social cleansing of 
informal sector workers from the streets and public spaces promote a speculative 
urbanism that increases the precarity of all sections of the urban poor. Well-intended 
development efforts that are meant to promote economic growth and reduce poverty 
result in displacement, instability and insecurity, leading to a systematic denial of 
opportunities and resources. Assumed trickle-down does not happen, socio-spatial 
inequalities increase, and the already marginal conditions of low-income workers 
deteriorate further. 

Neoliberalism promotes increased openness to market mechanisms, but this is 
not extended to the informal sector. Despite the positive development aspirations, 
the supremacy of the interests of capital produces an urban transformation in which 
the economic structures of poorer citizens are destroyed. In the creation of urban 
modernity there are negative outcomes for informal firms that transform intended 
beneficiaries into victims. The development strategy damages the livelihoods of the 
urban poor and, instead of economic recovery and job creation, much of the city’s 
social and economic fabric is destroyed. In the entrepreneurial world city, there is 
a disconnect between the development aims of the local state and the livelihood 
aspirations of local residents and workers. 

The workers and families that rely on income from the informal sector, however, 
are not just passive victims. An outcome we have not dealt with in this paper is how 
urban informal workers, in Quito and elsewhere in the South, have joined forces 
with indigenous social movements against the power of the state. A consequence 
of ignoring the needs of the informal sector is their attachment to wider social 
movements in times of crisis. This is a matter for future research. 
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Chapter 37 
De-urbanization: From the Shock 
to the Revolution of a New Urban Logic 

Paulina Cepeda Pico 

When few spend too much, others spend little to survive. 
Martínez de Mata 

Abstract Cities and urban territories in their accelerated urbanization processes go 
through logics adjusted to contemporary demographic, spatial, economic, social and 
political trends that cannot be avoided. In this way, certain disasters are presented as 
opportunities to transform urban planning from the power and interest of certain 
sectors (urban shock) or from the social sense of urbanism (urban revolution). 
This chapter analyzes three global disasters that become urban shocks and raise 
the question of whether they produce massive urbanization or incomprehensible 
de-urbanization. For this, it is analyzed under five dimensions or parameters: demo-
graphic or migration trends, urban gaps, settlement logics, residence-work relation 
and outsourcing of urban fixed capital. To conclude that, the incoherent assimilation 
of de-urbanization processes leads to voracious urbanization and therefore to the 
production of ghost cities, smart cities and abandoned and degraded territories. 

Keywords Population decline · Urban planification · Capitalism · Urbanization 

37.1 Introduction 

Cities around the world have gone through an accelerated, voracious and even chaotic 
and unequal urbanization process, mainly during the last century; now this trend 
mutates to a transformation of an inverse vector, where citizens reinhabited or move 
to different territories, accompanied by suburbanization and counter-urbanization 
logics, framed in de-urbanization processes and breaking the traditional develop-
ment logic. Where the classic linear cycle of the continuous process of urbanization, 
with a centripetal tendency (center-periphery) in which cities are the epicenters of 
development, enter new logics of centrifugal, opposite and even inverse spirals, due 
to their loss of value or obsolescence.
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Initially, two meanings should be highlighted for the development of this theme. 
First, urbanization has several connotations: as a massive, exclusive, unnatural and 
industrial production process; as the materialization of capitalist life and its support, 
or as a creative development process. Hence, it can be understood that capitalism 
and urbanization are the product of each other and generate externalities in terms 
of the destruction of nature, accumulation of power, increased social and economic 
vulnerability, among others. Second, in this sense, the difference with cities is that 
they are centers of communal life, built not materially but from the need for citizen 
diversity and were formed with historical collective praxis, according to Sadri and 
Zeybekoglu (2018). 

The city, therefore, is unique, spontaneous and irreplaceable, contrary to urbaniza-
tion that is conceived as artificial. Thus, according to Bookchin in his book Urban-
ization without cities (1992), he questions urbanization as a process that puts the 
sense of the city at risk. Along this path, he highlights that pre-capitalist society 
did not endanger natural and social ecosystems, and the author even calls them eco-
communities in which social and biological nature were integrated but also included 
a sense of autonomy and resilience. The impact of industrialization and massive 
urbanization transformed cities into a sense of agglomeration centers for both build-
ings and people, which respond to the needs of the capitalist system and, also, to the 
sense of consumption. 

Consequentially, Bookchin (1992) defines urbanization as a process of social 
cannibalism that destroys the city and also its relationship with nature and human 
interactions, that means the transformation of the city from “ecological societies” into 
“urban agglomerations of capitalist societies.” In that sense, the debate postulates that 
social values are replaced by material values based on interests of economic gain and 
consumption. Therefore, citizens become taxpayers, customers or users, opposed to 
being considered as entities with responsibility and social power in decision-making, 
which leads to the collapse of the social sphere that is the basis of the city. Then it 
is imperative to pose this question: if we witness the death of the city or of certain 
urban territories and if they are caused by the current processes of apparent de-
urbanization or rather decitizenization, what does the loss of the eco-community 
(city) mean? Added to this is the introduction of the debate on the new spiral and 
integral logics that are articulated within the current processes of de-urbanization 
and that drive the transformation of traditional city planning. 

In this context, the city, being understood as a commodity, a product of the urban-
ization process, responds to the logic of capital and thus to factors such as immo-
bility, circulation and speed. According to Harvey (2014) just as light is considered 
a particle and a wave, capital is a process and a thing, and in the same way, the city is 
submerged in parallel processes of movement and immobility. From this approach, 
cities are structured with a fixed capital that is the entire material urban landscape 
and a circulating capital related to value and its expectation (use and change), leaving 
aside the sense of community. 

The process of capital begins with an object (money) that, in the interest of the 
capitalist, becomes: workers, means of production, technology and others, which 
allows to obtain a commodity, which is later transported and distributed, to return
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to its original state (money) but with a remainder that guarantees the continuity and 
repetition of the process. The continuity of the flow is a fundamental condition of 
capital, it must circulate, and the faster it is, the more convenient it is; therefore, 
speed is essential, which produces certain externalities (competition, illegal markets, 
power and inequity). 

In this sense, to ensure the life cycle of the commodity, two main actions are 
presented: (i) technological innovations and revolution of production systems in 
order to speed up the process; and (ii) strategies and shortcuts, such as including 
intermediaries that speed up circulation. According to Harvey (2014), for this, the 
capitalist must control the process and the barriers that may arise, since the delay in 
circulation means that commodity capital becomes dead capital. 

In the paradox of movement and immobility of capital, both are complementary. 
Fixed capital supports the process of circulating capital, and the process of circulation 
generates the means to recover the value invested in fixed capital. The value of fixed 
capital is related to its use, when the commodities cease to be useful, they lose value, 
they stop flowing and they are abandoned, putting their cycle and mainly their income 
at risk. Then, another variable must be considered, which is the rentier class, which 
has the interest of ensuring the flow of capital through the surpluses produced from 
immobility and expectation (Harvey 2014). 

In urban territories, the material base for the development of fixed capital is land 
(fictitious capital), which, being scarce, is monopolized by certain sectors that gain 
control over the immobility of capital through rent. Therefore, capital manages to 
influence space and time and produce the right environments for its reproduction. 
According to Marx (2000), one of the greatest aspirations of capital is the annihila-
tion of space through time. Hence, urbanization processes have been framed in the 
production of mechanisms that reduce time and put the use and value of space at risk. 
Such is the case that, the agglomeration of individuals and infrastructures (reduce 
time), with the migration from the countryside to the city, begins in the first industrial 
revolution, later the expansion of the territories occurs as a result of the production of 
infrastructure and connectivity goods. This cycle shows that the increase in the costs 
of a place due to its success causes the capitalist to seek new geographical spaces, 
which is called the creative destruction of capital. 

Starting in the 1970s, the industrialized territories began post-industrialization 
processes, accompanied by the decline of the central nucleus, managed in a special-
ized manner, which became obsolete. In addition, due to the stagflation of the 1970s, 
the Keynesian system was abandoned, and liberalization policies were preferred, 
which meant making trade and investment more flexible. This was accompanied by 
events such as the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, market policies in China in 1978 and 
the obvious and progressive arrival of globalization. According to Marcela Darinka, 
this urbanization process gave rise to complex systems of cities, which break with 
the sense of hierarchy with unique conditions. The structuring of diffuse territo-
ries and urban expansion generated a polycentric and fragmented system, producing 
diseconomies of congestion, agglomeration and high connectivity costs.
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In this sense, capital, space and time are a fundamental equation in the urban 
production1 processes of cities from a market logic. But this cycle or process cannot 
be understood in a linear way of continuous urbanization and also unique for all 
realities, but certain disturbances in the system affect its rhythm and dynamics in 
a heterogeneous way. Based on what has been mentioned to support this thesis, 
it is imperative to highlight three moments. First, prior to the turn of the century, 
the expectation for technology, the decentralization processes, the continuous post-
industrialization processes and certain political crises, generated a loss of confi-
dence in circulating capital (asset at excessive risk), and this led to the investment 
of surpluses in fixed capital (safe haven assets), expanding and abandoning certain 
urban territories, mainly in the US and Latin America. Second, in 2008, the pressure 
for the circulation of surplus capital generated the bursting of the real estate bubble 
and the production of ghost towns, with a stock lower than demand, mainly in cities 
in Europe and Asia. Third, in 2019, the multidimensional crisis caused by COVID-19 
caused the migration of the urban population to other territories and the acceleration 
of urban depopulation processes with the rise of digital, platform or even smart cities, 
in most of the cities globally. 

Therefore, the processes of apparent de-urbanization are not a phase that can be 
predicted in the urban life cycle but can occur within sudden global shocks that 
rapidly transform cities. But by not responding quickly to a disaster, a structure and 
its systems can collapse. Therefore, catastrophic scenarios are generated that are not 
planned and are taken advantage of by the speed of capital. But, in addition, they are 
not presented as a process only of depopulation of the consolidated city and a logic of 
new or old territories with the production of greater physical infrastructure in relation 
to the amount of population (urban gaps, abandonment and degradation), but rather, 
insufficient and incoherent planning collapses the community and its condition as 
polis and civitas. 

In this sense, five factors stand out to be analyzed in this dynamic: demographic 
and migration trends (rural, dispersed, decrease); urban gaps (territorial, economic 
and social); residence-work relation (delocation, allocation, relocation); settlement 
location trends (com-fused to multiple territories); and outsourcing, commodification 
and financialization of fixed capital for its flow. As a result, we have new urban 
landscapes2 such as: obsolete and abandoned territories and centralities; ghost towns 
and; digital and multifunctional cities. Scenarios where the opportunity can mean 
establishing justice and law, or, on the other hand, producing deregulation with a 
game of interest and power. 

So if urbanization is capitalist, de-urbanization can be the loss of capitalist produc-
tion. That is why it is necessary to separate the processes of urbanization from the 
processes of de-urbanization, but also to contrast the loss of citizenship rights or the 
loss of the city, which means both the loss of the reproductive sense, social interaction 
and with the natural environment. Therefore, do urban shocks deepen urbanization

1 It concentrates on the productive and abandons the reproductive sense of cities. 
2 Chaotic (urban shock) or collective opportunity (urban revolution). 
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processes that mainly generate decitizenization? So, do we lose the city more than 
the urbanization? And, is de-urbanization an opportunity for an urban revolution? 

37.2 Shock and De-urbanization. Cycle or Rupture? 

Urbanization processes have been directly related to production systems, we can 
highlight three main phases: (i) 1st. Industrial Revolution, with Taylorism a process 
of migration from the countryside to the city was generated, late in certain regions, but 
present in all urban areas; (ii) 2nd. Industrial Revolution, with Fordism the nuclear 
city and its primacy and hierarchy are produced; (iii) 3rd. Industrial Revolution, 
with Post-Fordism, new market and urbanization logics began, with unprecedented 
expansion and the formation of global urban systems (Carrión and Cepeda, 2020). 
Thus, urbanization processes are defined as the phases that urban territories (cities) 
go through, which are initially related to concentration and later to dispersion. 

Accordingly, urban territories are entities in constant transformation, changing and 
articulated according to economic, territorial, political and social conditions. In this 
sense, it is questioned whether urbanization processes are linear as they have tradi-
tionally been established. Since the industrial transformation, post-industrialization, 
the rise of technology, the logic of accumulation, the migration of financial sectors 
and finally the pandemic, the changes have been profound and accelerated. There-
fore, urbanization processes have triggered logics of dispersion and consolidation of 
territorial units, different from those foreseen or experienced. 

The limited assimilation of the meaning of urban systems anchored in global-
ization puts at risk the planning of cities, understood as unitary and unifunctional 
organisms and not as a network within a system. In this sense, Jacobs (1992) analyzed 
the social consequences of the mono-functionality of territories and how this trend 
can lead to their failure. Condition that was evidenced in the cities of the US and 
Europe since the 1970s with the crisis of industrialization, but that has also been 
part of the processes of Latin America, demonstrated in the emptying of its founding 
centers. 

Thus, a new process within the development of cities begins with the collapse of 
industrial society and the impulse of the neoliberal model. Explained in three main 
theories: (i) population movement (intra-urban, inter-urban, regional); (ii) evolu-
tion of metropolitan areas (urbanization, suburbanization, de-urbanization and re-
urbanization); and (iii) urbanization cycle (absolute centralization, population and 
relative loss, absolute decentralization, population and relative loss) (Ferras 2007; 
Van den Berg et al. 1987). The third is associated to the relation between the center 
and the periphery; the second, to the expansion of territorial crowns; and the first, to 
the sense of rank-size hierarchy within an urban system. Three conditions that in the 
current urban reality do not become determinant. 

The transition from the growth trend of the most urbanized cities to other terri-
torial units of the same system is called reverse polarization or de-urbanization. 
According to the three theories, these transformations respond to linear cycles related
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to social, economic and political conditions. But these patterns can be broken due 
to sudden shocks, where opportunities are created for certain sectors or actors to 
implement what Friedman called ideas that have been around already (shock). The 
urban shock breaks and/or accelerates the urbanization trend (all the same, everyone 
differently), where what remains is not re-urbanization but urban decline by not 
proposing adequate de-urbanization policies and plans. Therefore, the urban shock 
does not generate a new logic to plan, but the massive expansion of urbanization, 
and with it comes the loss of the city. 

37.2.1 The Urban Shock Doctrine. Blank Slate or Ruins? 

According to Naomi Klein (2007), in the 1950s, psychiatry, in order to treat patients 
not from a traditional therapy, that is, the cause of their psychological damage, but 
from their fears, experimented with shock therapy. The goal was to enter the minds 
of individuals through external mechanisms and break their old patterns of behavior 
to finally mold them. To do this, the first step was based on eradicating patterns 
(through torture) producing a first shock, this meant the disturbance in everything 
that was apparently normal, to reach what Aristotle calls a blank writing table, that 
is, the loss of memory. The objective of reaching a blank slate meant erasing the 
history of someone’s life (memory), but that was not easy to achieve and, on the 
contrary, what was obtained were minds in ruins. Subsequently, the second moment 
was to implement a behavior, but by not obtaining a blank slate, the reconstruction 
did not obtain the expected results, and this generated a new and final shock. 

In the 1960s, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) saw in shock therapy a mech-
anism to torture and obtain information, which is why it financed the investigation 
(Klein 2007). What they were looking for was to generate a mental hurricane and 
cause the individual to collapse, by producing a psychological shock. In this process, 
the experts found the precise moment between the rupture prior to the shock to 
obtain their objective. Evidencing the search for the loss of two factors that allow 
us to recognize who we are and where we are in a temporal and spatial way: our 
memory and our source of sensory information. This is what shock therapy aims to 
annihilate. 

In the same way that the shock transformed an individual, Milton Friedman sought 
to generate a collective shock to transform the system. According to Naomi Klein 
(2007), Friedman sought to establish pure capitalism by removing all existing patterns 
from society. This capitalism must not have tariff barriers or state regulations. To do 
this, the first moment is to take advantage of a catastrophe (produce a blank slate), 
to later generate an economic shock (rewrite), but finally, the consequences were 
accompanied by a final shock that is the force of resistance (metamorphosis). This 
is the basis for disaster capitalism, for which the moment after a (social, economic, 
natural) disaster is an opportunity, mainly for the market and capital to find new ways 
of flowing.
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In the development of this doctrine, in 1947, Friedman and Hayek established the 
Mont Pelerin Society (MPS), which defended the free market based and argued that 
it would be the solution to the Great Depression of 1929. At that time, Keynes, on 
the contrary, managed to establish a system based on state intervention to ensure the 
economic cycle. The depression generated a surplus evidenced in unemployment, so 
according to Keynes the state should increase its spending to motivate investment and 
thereby reduce the surplus. But in the 1970s, a new crisis generated a change in the 
system to a neoliberal trend, where Friedman was trying to return to the freedom of 
the market with the following actions: eliminate regulations (deregulate); sell public 
assets (privatize); cut social spending (cuts); and ignore borders (globalization). 

The evolution of this doctrine was structured with the training of economists in the 
Chicago School (Chicago Boys). So, to be able to introduce these economic recipes, 
the most desired thing was a crisis or a disaster, which was the moment of opportunity 
based on fear, where ideas that were already around were launched. For this, the first 
experimental laboratory was Chile. In 1970, Salvador Allende takes the presidency 
of Chile, which worries foreign capital and large capital that invested in the country. 
For this reason, in 1973, with a coup d’état, Pinochet became dictator, and, with 
the advice of the Chicago Boys, he launched a project that lasted almost a decade. 
Initially, the shock meant taking advantage of a sudden contraction, with a death 
squad and generating as much collective fear as possible, to later establish measures 
of privatization and market freedom. But in the 1980s, the crisis was even more 
intense, and Pinochet had to turn back, nationalizing companies and taking public 
money to pay even private debt (corporatist state). The result was: the widening of 
the gap between classes, with the enrichment of the elite (inequality) (Klein 2007). 

Furthermore, on September 11, 2001, terrorists hijacked four planes that hit the 
Twin Towers, the Pentagon and a common field in Pennsylvania. The event meant 
the death of more than 3000 people and sowed deep fear in the US and the world 
(collective shock). This resulted in President Bush launching a war on terror with 
the aim of exterminating external evil and preserving the protection of the terri-
tory (nationalism). Then an industry of weapons, security, armies, technology and 
reconstruction (disaster capitalism) was developed, giving way to the accumulation 
of power and control of this sector with public investment. This shock in the US 
spread and mainly generated a series of different impacts in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
managing to implant fear and take advantage of certain resources for the enrichment 
of the elites in any part of the world (globalization). 

The shock doctrine has not only become relevant in the study of economic trans-
formations of a neoliberal type from strong impacts in certain territories, but it is 
also part of political and social research, as is the case of community psychology 
studies (Rojas et al. 2021), culture shock (Newsinger 2015), future shock (Toffler 
1972), climate shock (Wagner and Weitzman 2016), among others. In these studies, 
it is understood that the shock allows to deepen neoliberal recipes impacting not 
only economically but also on the society, nature and politics. This builds a sense 
and expectation of fear and danger in the face of sudden impacts or changes, seeking 
transformations with previously established patterns.
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Then, there are three holy grails that according to the shock doctrine Friedman was 
looking for: globalization, privatization and deregulation; accompanied by a reduced 
state and free enterprise (Klein 2007). With the argument of producing an apparent 
development but that results in: an increase in the gap between rich and poor, an 
increase in defensive nationalism and a panoptic society. Therefore, paradoxically, 
more reactionary and conscious societies are produced, where a resistance to shock 
generates a metamorphosis in the systems, since the blank slate and behavioral change 
are not obtained and therefore the systems collapse. 

In this sense, the urban shock is to take advantage of a sudden impact (economic, 
social, natural, etc.) in urban territories that rapidly transform their current condi-
tions, within others that were already preconfigured (Carrión and Cepeda 2020). This 
sudden impact is not premeditated and is presented as an opportunity that is taken 
advantage of by certain sectors and powers that transform cities. The first moment 
is a disaster (natural, economic or social), the second moment is to establish actions 
that produce the urban shock (transformation of the urban landscape and the search 
to implement a behavior, from certain interests and powers) and finally, the resis-
tance arrives (New logics). Sudden impact management fails to establish a blank 
slate in cities, in fact, it generates ruins, decay and abandonment. Memory or history 
cannot be erased, on the contrary, what is produced, without proper management, 
are vestiges that continue to be part of the city. Traditional planning, by regulating 
in an unnatural way from a utopian society and in a market logic, causes capital to 
abandon and expand its territories but also causes society to collapse. The territories 
resulting from the shock (abandonment and decline) cannot be erased and produce 
externalities in the urban configuration (social, political and territorial). 

To understand this phenomenon, we have three disasters and their shocks to 
analyze. At the turn of the century, the rise of technology generated an unbridled 
interest in investing and generating companies in this sector. In 1993, the first browser 
called Mosaic appears and Netscape in 1994, which a year later becomes public, that 
is, its shares are sold on the stock market. With this context, a war of browsers 
and websites is created, their usefulness was not of interest, and the only thing that 
mattered was that they could grow rapidly. According to business logic, the merchan-
dise depends on the process to produce and distribute, but in the stock market what 
matters is not the production but the expected value of the merchandise. Therefore, 
technology companies became Public Offer for Sale (IPOs) and from 1995–2000 the 
NASDAQ index tripled as shown in Fig. 37.1. But in that year, a generalized fear 
about the turn of the century began to haunt, in which at the beginning of 2000 meant 
measures that generated the inflation of dotcom shares, accompanied by the reces-
sion in Japan and the monopoly lawsuits against Microsoft, which caused the fall of 
shares up to −39%. The dotcom companies that survived the bust found advantages 
to grow: cheap real estate, a growing and cheap workforce and less competition. 
This generated a monopoly, the stability of technology and that it is currently the 
best valued.
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Fig. 37.1 NASDAQ index. Source Own elaboration based on data from Nasdaq Stock Market 

In 2008, the real estate bubble that began to develop in the 1990s burst, mainly 
impacting the most developed countries. After the 9/11 tragedy in 2001, Bush estab-
lished market deregulation measures, lower interest rates and taxes and credit expan-
sion. This generated a real estate boom with a global effect, added to the financial 
model that was put into operation, since the banks found a mechanism to deliver a 
large number of loans despite the credit capacity of the debtors, which, according 
to experts, meant large private gains at the cost of public loss. At the beginning 
of the 90s, a financial innovation was produced based on the explosion of market 
derivatives, which were not regulated. Therefore, there was a transformation in the 
lending system where there was only a borrower and a lender, introducing securiti-
zation, which meant that in the lending process there was a home buyer (borrower), a 
lender, a bank of investments and an investor. So, when a person was looking to buy 
a home, they went to the bank, which took the money from the lenders and created 
a combination of loans called Collateralized Debt Obligations (CDOs), which were 
rated by rating agencies and sold to investors within the stock market. In this way, 
the payment of a mortgage ended up in investors from anywhere in the world and the 
bank was an intermediary. The bubble process took time; according to Domínguez 
(2009), from 1998–2005, it was created and evolved, and from 2007–2009, it burst 
throughout the world, with certain moments of transition and apparent calm as can 
be seen in the Graph 2. What happened at first was that a large number of mortgages 
were granted and later the price of housing began to rise drastically, but simultane-
ously, the banks also borrowed money to buy CDOs, a process called leverage. At 
the same time, American International Group (AIG), the insurance company, was 
selling not only CDO insurance policies, but also default swaps. 

Then another innovation was generated, while the traditional insurance industry 
could generate an insurance for a good, and the universe of derivatives allowed a 
good to have several insurances and several people who insure it. What, in reality, 
meant betting on the payment or non-payment of the mortgage, where AIG had no 
other option but to pay and they went bankrupt, which many organizations began
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to anticipate since 2005. Since the banks owned CDOs and swaps, they sold and 
lent, but also, they bet on their failure, earning an AAA rating from credit rating 
agencies. In 2008, the bubble collapsed, and lenders and investors went bankrupt, 
and Lehnman Brothers, the bank with the most CDOs, ran out of cash and went 
bankrupt at the instruction of the US Federal Reserve, seeking some calm within 
the collapse of the system. Here, the governments had to enter public money to save 
the banks. This crisis produced: evictions, increased unemployment and reduction 
of social spending, this meant the collapse of other sectors and the expansion of the 
crisis throughout the world (Fig. 37.2).

At the end of 2019, a viral contagion began in a market in China (Wuhan), and 
in less than four months, it spread throughout the world, causing the closure of land 
boarders and confinement of the population. In November 2019, the first COVID-19 
patient appeared, accompanied by a first phase of denial, where all governments 
saw it as something oblivious to their realities and no measures were taken in this 
regard. Gradually, the virus spread to Thailand and Japan, and in January 2020, it 
reached the US, Europe, later Mexico and finally South America. Then, by March 
2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared COVID-19 a pandemic, estab-
lishing protocols and recommendations. It was until then that countries began to close 
their territories and confine the population, canceling public and massive events and 
restricting people from leaving their homes, plunging life into the virtual world. The 
contagion and lethality rates began to rise drastically and the capacities of the health 
system in several territories collapsed, while other territories installed the necessary 
infrastructure in record time. With a strong debate on health measures or economic 
measures in the face of the crisis, high percentages of public funds were allocated 
to its management; at the same time, the world’s stock markets began to contract, 
oil fell to -$37.63 a barrel and began an inflationary spiral. At the same time, with 
an accelerated pace by December 2020, the first people were vaccinated, and plans 
were launched in all countries, but with initiatives such as Global Access Funds for 
Vaccines (COVAX) that guarantee the equitable distribution of vaccines among poor 
and rich societies. Finally, the economies have not recovered, and the confinement 
meant the transformation in the lifestyle of everything. 

In all cases, the disaster generated a shock that meant the collapse and loss of 
utility of certain fixed capitals and with it the movement of flow capitals and also 
an opportunity for power sectors. For Marxism, the balance is achieved from the 
revolution and for the Chicago Boys from shock. So the use of these crises on an 
urban scale resulted in an urban shock that did not generate a blank slate, but ruins. 
On the way to rewrite, the capitals find no interest and abandon the ruins, while 
the local government deregulates and tries to implement an inconsistent policy and 
planning with the new scenarios as a corporatist state. Finally, societies in shock 
renounce the values they defended and adapt among the ruins. In the last shock of 
resistance, the city looks for solutions to the collapse from a logic of restructuring 
its memory and senses. 

So, while the economic shock seeks deregulation, privatization, globalization 
and cuts, the urban shock is heading for commodification and financialization 
(flexibility), primacy (contradiction and local incoherence/hierarchy—global/urban
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system), centralization and monopolization (statization and privatization). With a 
result of unequal and degraded, ghostly and highly competitive territories (winners 
and losers), the shock does not interrupt the urban cycle, but rather accelerates and 
alters it, generating greater uncertainty and confusion. The urban shock transforms 
processes that had already been preconfigured, but the impacts are not the absolute 
death of cities, because from their sense of citizenship rather than urbanization, they 
seek to resist. 

37.2.2 City and Urbanization. Historical Construction 
or Human Caprices? 

Urbanization is, on the one hand, the mass production of private, fragmented, homo-
geneous and powerful spaces, which organizes the daily life of citizens in an exploita-
tive, exclusive and hierarchical way. Lefebvre (2020) calls a process of space abstrac-
tion, which transforms collective and natural life with lower use values, into high 
exchange values. Then the urbanization processes are the representation of capi-
talism. But from other points of view, urbanization is a process of economic and 
social development that allows structuring centers of innovation and progress (Florida 
2005). 

In this contrast of value of use and value of exchange, cities are born as the 
container of exchanges and relations. So much so that Lefebvre (2020) calls the city 
an oeuvre (work of art), to which citizens have the right to use and appropriate, which 
is inclusive and collective. But, in addition, cities are a historical construction and a 
human creation of community, which becomes the scene of social transformation that 
is why according to Bookchin (1992) cities are not less important than their citizens, 
for which a balance between the city, its environment (nature) and its citizens is 
essential, through an institutional control that supports the rights and protection as a 
whole and its elements. 

When capitalism and urbanization transform the city, according to Topalov (1979), 
it becomes a set of production units and the result of the division of labor, and then 
its use value is contained in its productive and creative force, where the need for 
movement of capital, according to Marx (2000), generates a constant transformation 
of productive forces (systems, resources, work, space and time). This transformation 
results in a process of adjustment of the set of production units, both in their configu-
ration and in their cooperation and interaction. This has been a historical construction 
process of grouping and separating of production units. So, in the production and 
urbanization relation, the stages were articulated in: simple cooperation (grouping 
in the city); manufacturing (separation of tasks and expansion of territory); large 
industry (monopoly and territorial hierarchy); automation and technology (division 
of labor and platformization).

As from 1900, society transitions to a world of cities, which are submerged 
in processes and transformations, are as shown in Fig. 37.3. In 1970s, in North
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America, with the cessation of industrialization, an urban decline process begins 
related to suburbanization; while in Europe at the beginning of the 1980s, a process 
of urban deconcentration took place, and finally, in Latin America from the turn of 
the century a different process of urban development began toward metropolization. 
These processes are heterogeneous, temporarily distant but directly connected, since 
they begin with the development of the neoliberal model and the end of industrial 
society. 

So, urban territories enter the logic of urban systems as a result of complex and 
decentralized processes of urbanization, which, in the post-industrialization, evolved 
into new compact and dispersed, polycentric, dense and empty structures. Three 
theories manage to summarize the way of analyzing the urbanization process from 
its cycles. The first theory, according to Van der Berg et al. (1987), mentions that 
there are four states or phases in the evolution of metropolitan areas: urbanization, 
suburbanization, de-urbanization and re-urbanization. The latter being the desire and 
argued utopia in avoiding urban ruin. In that moment, urban centers expand into new 
crowns that have now become multiple and imperceptible. 

The second theory, according to Hall (1981), states that the five stages of the 
urbanization cycle are based on a relationship of rank and size, within the urban 
system, where, despite the hierarchies, they are all related. Therefore, each unit is in 
different phases, and they are part of the same process. The main city begins with 
an absolute centrality and the other territorial units lose population. Subsequently, 
the centrality becomes relative and starts a decentralization process where the other 
units gain centrality. 

The third theory expresses that these processes, according to Ferras (2007) and 
Camacho Ramírez et al. (2015), are explained from the population movement and 
the new logics of population migration, where the center loses its use value. The first 
crown establishes the suburbanization that grows linked to the loss of population in 
the center and integrates new territories with conurbation. In a subsequent moment, 
a deconcentration and an absolute decentralization reverses the development trend 
toward rural territories within the urban system, understood as de-urbanization or 
counter-urbanization. 

These phases can be understood as the uncontrolled and massive expansion of 
urbanization, resulting in discontinuous territories and what happens is the loss of 
the city, due to unregulated and incoherent urban legislation, where the movement of 
capital is prioritized over its use value. According to Pedro Abramo (2009), framed in 
a game of market speculation that is not perfect, there are urban noises that Keynes 
(1987) calls human caprices. That is, there is no rational decision, as established 
by the orthodox economy in urban production, but uncertainties and disorder are 
presented. 

The movement of capital in the city generates a game of speculation that is the same 
as the expectation in the stock market, where variables such as caprice, sentimentality 
and chance (Keynes 1987) generate a kind of uncertainty. This produces a fragile 
system that can collapse, but to reduce uncertainty and reduce the damage of these 
variables, economic policies and institutions must be managed so they can generate 
control over this game, or as Keynes calls common sense rules to alleviate irrational
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nature (Montalvo 2003). According to Moore’s philosophy, common sense is based 
on accepting as certain the existence of material things (time and space) and acts of 
consciousness. In that sense, this breaks the idea of rational individuals and Keynes 
replaces it with a real irrationality. 

Therefore, the city creates two fundamental conditions in its configuration: a space 
for interaction, sociability and collectivity; and time of experience and development, 
being as old as humanity itself. The city gives rise to citizens and according to Patricia 
Ramírez (2007) one of the problems that arise in social participation is the relation 
between citizens and the market. This opens a debate, if the citizens contradict 
themselves, is a tension or support the market and capitalism. But, in addition, the 
citizens, being subjected to different historical processes, structure a heterogeneity 
in their configuration. In an urban shock, citizenship is transformed without erasing 
its history, but at the same time they respond to powers and interests. 

According to Weber, when the focus was placed on the cities, the era of the cities 
ended, then the new territorial conditions that generated regions, areas and urban 
systems did not become clear, and according to the author, this lack of distinction 
generates the crisis of the cities. The urban life initially destined for a specific space 
is now diffused in urban and rural areas, the condition of the city and its citizens is 
transformed, thus Weber (1997) mentions that the cosmopolitan appears, which is 
the citizen of the world integrated from any part around the globe, but at the same 
time, a pre-industrial native also appears who is the left behind citizen resulting from 
the new logics of migration and spatial configuration. 

Returning the use value over the exchange value to the city, distances it from 
the capitalist urbanization (caprices) that currently monopolizes urban territories 
and restores citizenship (memory). Therefore, it is under debate to recognize the 
temporary (historical) and spatial (de-urbanization) condition that occurs and plan 
with these variables, contrary to taking advantage of and generating a shock that 
deepens pre-existing problems. But that does not ignore the new logic to which 
we must respond, transforming traditional urban planning and policies (zoning and 
consolidation), to be better prepared for crises and shocks. So it should not be ruled 
out that there is obviously a losing group in this dynamic and also an opportunity 
to rebuild the urban system, from the cities. In practice, recognizing the city from 
its temporality and its social and spatial role means avoiding the current results of 
urbanization related to unregulated capitalism, product of uncertainty that generates 
social consequences and a metamorphosis of the urban area. 

37.3 De-urbanization and Decitizenization. Production 
or Waste? Process or Flow? 

The sudden transformations of global impact have generated new urban territories 
with highly diverse social tendencies. A specialized group with the ability to locate 
in multiple territories and a highly excluded group suffers constant expulsion. This
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produces attractive territories and others that are in decline, which can be a temporary 
or permanent phase, while the territory begins to merge into one (rural and urban). 
In this sense, the flow of capital generates new urban centers, and it expands the 
existing ones and abandons those that become obsolete. 

It should be noted that the demographic growth trend of the world population is 
undergoing new dynamics and is on decline. This is due to the better condition of 
certain services, but in a segregated and mostly unequal manner, to the aging of the 
population and to the decrease in the birth rate. Thus, urban contraction is presented as 
a massive loss of population due to a social, economic, political or natural situation 
that generates a change in the system as a product, and consequently, of uneven 
development. As a result, there is an urbanized overstock that generates an increase 
in disuse and abandonment of land and urban infrastructure. But in addition, the de-
urbanization processes include not only the consolidated urban territories but also 
the new ones that were planned in a boom, and when there are failures, they go into 
a contraction. 

There have been several theories of de-urbanization or counter-urbanization, the 
most prominent are: (i) clean break or rupture of the past, which implies the aban-
donment of metropolitan areas to improve the quality of life and also, with post-
industrialization, new service economies are produced; (ii) rural–urban continuum 
or urbanization of the countryside (related to spillover or urban spill), where there 
is a relation between the countryside and the city in which rural activities change 
to urban activities in rural territories; (iii) Cloke’s rural perspective or rural attrac-
tors, where quality, price and other community and environmental factors attract the 
population; and (iv) urban expansion, a product of urban polarization and population 
reduction in central areas (Ferras 2007; Berry 1976; Mitchell 2004). 

In this sense, these theories allowed us to describe de-urbanization processes 
such as: in 1937, in relation to the dynamics of North American cities, urban 
decline appeared; in 1970, in relation to industrial decentralization, shrinking cities 
appeared (Schlappa and Neill 2013); in 1987 Schrumpfende Städte appears in 
Germany, accounting for the demographic, spatial and economic decline of large 
cities related to industrial location. These dynamics are related to monofunctional 
linear growth as a result of consumerism and the market that subsequently seek to 
outsource their surpluses to the peripheries. 

Thus, there are two trends: (i) A hyper-urbanization or massive urban expan-
sion occurs throughout the territory, without limits, accompanied by decitizeniza-
tion; while from a legal and ecological point of view, (ii) deconcentration makes it 
possible to generate coexistence with the rural and natural environment and can mean 
incorporating collective rights. In both cases, understanding and planning cities from 
their de-urbanization processes means going with reality and also the opportunity to 
introduce the social function of urbanism. 

The impact of disasters and subsequent urban shocks can be observed on different 
scales, here we are interested in two. On a first scale, the growth of the urban popu-
lation of regions and countries has gone through times of contraction, as can be seen 
in Graphs 3 and 4, suffering a disturbance in the analysis periods. While on a city 
scale, it is the oldest centralities and the consolidated areas that are the most affected,
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experiencing new logics that expel or attract, but directly articulated to the production 
of new under occupied cities and dispersed urban territories. 

From 1990 to 2000, the technological trend generated growth in both the urban 
population and the Nahb index, mainly in US cities, accompanied by a period of 
contraction, as shown in Graph 4. In addition, decentralization and political and 
economic crises in Latin America generated the progressive decrease of centralities 
accompanied by the rise of new business centers, once again specialized and mono-
functional. On the other hand, the bubble of 2008 transformed the cities mainly in 
Europe, having an important moment of construction boom and population growth, 
to later suffer a decline. Finally, COVID-19 produces a global urban shock with 
a sudden decrease in urban population accompanied by a multidimensional crisis 
(Fig. 37.4).

Although certain countries may experience growth and development, several of 
their urban territories are in decline, and then disasters become shocks where societies 
unexpectedly produce not only the movement of the population, but also the disuse of 
infrastructure and urban land abandonment. So, this can be understood as a process 
where the loss of population generates a reduction in the residential market, the 
use of services and public infrastructure and produces underutilized territories with 
the perspective and expectation for local governments to act and decide whether to 
demolish, redensify or take advantage of and generate a balance with the ecosystem 
and society. 

From this, the following dimensions can be synthesized to analyze the processes 
of de-urbanization and decitizenization: 

. Demographic trend and migration (rural, dispersed, decreasing) 

The current demographic trend is the result of migration to more prosperous territo-
ries with a better quality of life, accompanied by the aging of the native population 
and the decrease in the birth rate. Thus, the developed and apparently successful terri-
tories attract what Richard Florida (2005) calls the creative class; this class causes 
the development of large cities and for this they need, according to the author: tech-
nology, talent and tolerance. This phenomenon produces an increase in inequality, by 
becoming a knowledge elite. For this, it must be taken into account that the territories 
compete to be attractive for this development, and as a result, we have the expansion 
without borders of the power of large corporations and financial capital, in addition 
to the endless extraction of resources. 

Subsequently to urban shocks, the result was the bankruptcy of certain groups, 
and this caused a decrease in competitiveness, so the sectors that survived became 
stronger and with more opportunities to expand. Thus, after the dotcom real estate 
bubble and during the pandemic, the least affected economies, with their creative 
classes, had the fastest capacity to adapt. So, technology quickly managed to position 
itself as a monopoly and currently as a new public space of relevance in cities. In 
addition to this, territorial and international conflicts have increased migration trends 
and the movement of the population to areas with a better quality of life. Finally, 
the world population is aging rapidly, accompanied by downward trends in births 
that are presented as a new urban challenge. It should be noted that despite the fact
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Fig. 37.5 Population growth countries Europe and Latin America. Source Own elaboration based 
on information from Work Bank data 

that the urban population is increasing, its growth is declining, and three moments 
demonstrate these sudden changes: 1990–2000, 2001–2008 and 2019–2022. 

Thus, as a result, we have hyper-urbanization, with an unfolding of capitalist 
urbanization and the decrease in urban population that means the increase in the loss 
of community, where citizens become aliens and foreign. While de-urbanization 
means new logics of proximity, superimposing the reproductive before the produc-
tive, where the new demographic trends transform traditional planning and go from 
zoning to functional diversity (Fig. 37.5).
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. Urban gaps (urban, economic and social) 

The moment when cities and urban territories stop growing demographically, unoc-
cupied spaces increase, evidenced in vacant lots, underused or abandoned buildings. 
This produces certain negative externalities to the city. First, it increases the cost, 
without citizens paying taxes and the maintenance of services that are in disuse; in 
addition, the emptying is accompanied by insecurity, decadence, etc. According to 
Berruete (2017), there are three types of gaps: urban, which are part of the urban 
fabric; economic, related to production sectors such as industrial zones; social, as 
enclaves for temporary use; and gradients. Without proper planning and policies that 
assimilate these processes, the result is a long wait to put them back into use. 

Urban shocks generate these three types of gaps, and it is not even the product 
of a historical process of the city, but of a new creation. In the real estate bubble, 
large residence enclaves were created, in addition to new cities that, after its bursting, 
were left abandoned as a result of evictions or that were never acquired by anyone. 
In Spain, one of the cities with the highest number of empty spaces is Yebes, as can 
be seen in Fig. 37.6, which was a new city between the community of Castilla-La 
Mancha and Madrid, planned for 10,000 inhabitants and currently has approximately 
only 5300 residents. But this is a phenomenon that is observed in several cities, where 
they maintain a tendency to contain buildings and obsolete areas where traditional 
planning leaves ruins, while from a logic of de-urbanization, new public spaces are 
considered and used to improve the quality of life of cities (Cañizares and Rodríguez 
2020).

. Work-residence relation (delocation, allocation, relocation) 

The urban, demographic and physical transformation is accompanied by new social 
behaviors that cannot be controlled. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the city became 
the center of contagion; agglomeration, public space and transportation directed and 
forced a trend of life into the virtual world. The urban population was mobilized 
to smaller cities and rural territories according to their needs. The expansion of 
technological services in this sense opened up a privileged space, and this deepened 
an inequality gap for the population that had the conditions to adapt to that reality. 
Thus, the constant relation between work and residence, which is the basis of the 
urban configuration, mutated to new logics. 

According to Carrión and Cepeda (2020), these trends are summarized in three: 
relocation, allocation and delocation. Relocation of consumption and production 
activities from physical to virtual space, thus the productive world enters the domestic 
(reproductive) one. Delocation of work and services to other cities or other urban 
peripheries due to the ability to locate remotely to carry out an activity anywhere 
in the world. Allocation of work and services, due to the digital nature of global 
integration, allowing access to goods and services beyond national borders. 

This creates a new group within the creative class, called digital nomads who 
provide services through digital jobs, with high quality and low cost. This way, the 
urban shock gives way to globalization and the submission of all aspects of life into 
the virtual world. This type of work became specialized and globalized, overcoming
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its initial dynamics of a strictly local and zoned nature. Therefore, from urbanization, 
we continue in a logic of planning by zoning, which goes against reality, while from 
de-urbanization, new logics of spatial production are introduced to which the variable 
of the virtual world is added (Fig. 37.7).

. Settlement trends (confusing to multiple territories) 

The new conditions of development produce new trends in the location of citizens, 
urban flexibility allows freedom of location in small cities, large cities and rural areas 
with urban conditions. The territories expand beyond their metropolitan areas and 
their traditional urban–rural separation; this way, the configuration of urban regions 
raises the importance of planning from their urban systems. The big cities from 
their great success expel a large amount of population, this means a large workforce 
and here people manages to find better conditions in smaller areas located near 
development centers. 

During COVID-19, for example, US cities have shown changes in terms of popu-
lation location trends, such as the case of New York with a decrease in population 
in its State and city, unlike smaller and closer cities as is the case of Sleepy Hollow 
Village, which has had a progressive increase, as can be seen in Fig. 37.8. The urban 
location trend is not only in new urban rings (peripheries), but also in new and old 
territorial units that are attractive for the urban population, but that are articulated 
to the big cities due to their agglomeration of power. This means that large urban 
centers contain offices and shops derived from industrial centers in other cities and 
with a creative class that lives in other territories. This dispersion, without being 
channeled into a kind of urban system, generates significant economic and social 
losses for cities. From the processes of urbanization, this focuses on observing urban 
territories from their hierarchical condition, while de-urbanization analyzes the local 
and its interaction with the entire global urban system.

. Outsourcing, commodification and financialization (fixed capital for capital flow) 

The outsourcing of the economy transfers what is productive from the industrial 
sector to the service sector. Thus, a strategy for local governments after the industrial 
slowdown and their limited ability to modernize their economy is to generate apparent 
economic growth from real estate development. For this, local governments become 
owners of the land but also monopolistic providers of urban land, so they expropriate 
and sell to real estate developers. 

During an urban shock like the one in 2008, the real estate sector could grow 
beyond real demand, causing municipal governments to go into debt to adapt to that 
growth. With the bursting of the bubble, the cities were abandoned and were up for 
sale, despite being a business of local governments, with the lack of tax revenue 
enters a spiral of attrition and crisis. This way, the production of new cities and urban 
expansion is justified in the process of constant growth that means nothing more than 
the source of power conglomerates. So urbanization continues beyond the demand 
as well as that real dynamic of depopulation that cities go through. As can be seen
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in Graph 2, the expectation of this sector has grown more than in the evolution stage 
of the 2008 bubble. 

These dynamics result in new highly competitive and unequal urban landscapes. 
On the one hand, platform cities or digital cities stand in contrast to smart cities that 
focus on technological power. On the other hand, the ghost cities that are territories 
that work with less capacity in relation to those that were planned. Finally, urban 
territories in degradation and abandonment that have unfortunately become ruins. 

37.4 Conclusions 

The fragility of urban systems in the face of natural disasters, social inequities and 
their dependence on external resources is increasing and has always been present. 
Urbanization is a process questioned by the way it destroys nature and reduces 
the habitability of certain citizens. Therefore, certain sudden ruptures are presented 
as opportunities where urbanization breaks its traditional life cycle and can deepen 
(shock) or reverse (revolution) all the social and natural impact it produces. According 
to Abramo (2009) and Ostrom (2014), the market is not the only entity that can 
regulate society, because it has a historical construction, and despite the idea of a 
free and rational market, institutions play a fundamental role in regulating them. 

So, how can we plan cities from their de-urbanization processes? Can cities be 
prepared for sudden transformations? De-urbanization can be an opportunity for 
urban balance and institutional reconstruction that establishes the right to the city. 
Several scenarios may arise along this path. A first path in which the negligent public 
action does not recognize the de-urbanization processes and in a shock attempts a 
transformation of behavior from a blank slate, obtaining more unequal and degraded 
territories. A second path in which understanding the reasons for the contraction 
and the new logics of adaptation allow policies and planning to be established that 
transform the city of the market into a city that has rights. 

The urban shock can become an urban revolution that transforms power response 
tendencies into adaptive tendencies of society, with a sense of social and natural 
cohesion. Return the right to the city, where it is recognized as a living entity, to 
which a disaster does not turn it into a capitalist opportunity, but rather a citizen 
reconstruction. Taking action and using urban gaps and planning with a sense of an 
urban system beyond the urban–rural boundary are actions that must be controlled 
by the city government. Return the use value and restrict the power of flow capital 
to adapt to economies of sustainable production and consumption, with a spiral and 
nonlinear system of use and disuse. Finally, the disaster channeled as an urban shock 
generates expansive urbanization or hyper-urbanization, while as a revolution, it 
enters the logic of de-urbanization processes that allow justice and law.
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Chapter 38 
Grassroots Spaces Make London 
Exciting: The Relationship Between 
the Civitas and the Urbs 

Pablo Sendra 

Abstract This chapter explores the contradictory nature of London’s processes 
of urban regeneration and proposes alternative approaches that can nurture the 
emergence of social infrastructure. While London has become a world-famous city 
because of its cultural spaces and social infrastructure—many of which have emerged 
from the grassroots—many of these spaces are at risk of disappearing due to the 
neoliberal and financialised logic of urban planning and development. Using Klinen-
berg’s (Palaces for the people. Penguin, London, 2018) social infrastructure frame-
work, and through a multiple case study approach, the chapter explores alternative 
approaches. First, it explores the support that public institutions need to give to these 
spaces, which imply a radical change in the planning system that departs from priori-
tising financial viability. Second, based on Sennett’s (Building and Dwelling. Allen 
Lane, 2018) framework of the civitas and the urbs, it proposes an approach for plan-
ners for better understanding the relationship between people and place, as well as 
the networks of solidarity and care linked to spaces. Third, it proposes re-assembling 
this relationship between the civitas and the urbs in a way that creates conditions for 
the emergence of social infrastructure. 

Keywords Urban regeneration · Social infrastructure · Cultural infrastructure ·
Grassroots spaces · London 

38.1 Introduction 

What makes London an exciting city? As a South European person living in London, 
I get asked many times what is it that I like about London. It is always difficult where 
to start, but I usually say that it is its diversity and how this diversity is experienced in 
the streets. The plurality of cultures that live in London’s neighbourhoods and how 
these cultures are manifested. London’s diversity responds to Vertovec’s concept 
of super-diversity, who argues that diversity in Britain can no longer be measured
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just in terms of ethnicity. It is much more complex and has many variables such as 
“differential immigration statuses and their concomitant entitlements and restrictions 
of rights, divergent labour market experiences, discrete gender and age profiles, 
patterns of spatial distribution, and mixed local area responses by service providers 
and residents” (Vertovec 2007, p. 1025). London’s diversity has not just been a 
phenomenon discussed by academics. It is something that has been celebrated by 
(some of) its politicians, from Ken Livingstone championing diversity in both his 
periods as Leader of the Greater London Council (GLC) (1981–1986) (see Hatherley 
2020) and in his period as Mayor of London (2000–2008) when the metropolitan 
authority in London was reinstated1 (2000–2008), to Sadiq Khan’s “London is Open” 
or “You are all Londoners”, which came in reaction to the United Kingdom’s decision 
to leave the European Union. Both Livingstone and Khan have been conscious of 
the value that migration and diversity bring to London, and how they contribute to 
London’s success. 

London is an exciting city also for its street markets, which range from some that 
have become very touristic, such as Camden or Portobello Road, to locally based 
markets that provide affordable access to foods and goods, and/or which cater for 
diverse cultures, bringing to London specific kinds or food or goods from all over 
the world. These markets also reflect London’s diversity and how this is manifested 
in the streets and in everyday life. 

Diversity is also manifested in London’s night life, cultural and music scene, 
from venues where you can listen to live music from all over the World—such as the 
now closed Passing Clouds, where currently is The Jago—to the Sunday informal 
jam sessions that take place in many small bars and venues across the capital. This 
ecosystem of small cultural and music venues across London has a great importance 
to London’s city life. They are not limited to nightlife, but these cultural spaces 
also include community-based theatres—such as the Arcola Theatre in Dalston— 
as well as neighbourhood-based community centres where people organise cultural 
activities. 

Some of these neighbourhood-based community spaces are also places where 
social movements and networks of solidarity and care flourish, such as the Granville 
Community Kitchen (see location in Fig. 38.1), which organises free community 
dinners most Wednesdays and Fridays in the Granville community centre in South 
Kilburn (London Borough of Brent), where people from diverse socioeconomic 
and cultural backgrounds come to gather and have dinner. During the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Granville Community Kitchen became an essential infrastructure of 
solidarity and care for the neighbourhood, delivering food to those at higher risk that

1 Since 1965, London is composed of 33 municipalities, each of which have their own elections, 
representatives and provide a series of local services. Since 1965, there has been two periods of 
metropolitan administration, which provide strategic services: the Greater London Council (GLC) 
between 1965 and 1986, and the Greater London Authority (GLA) from 2000 onwards. The GLC had 
a “Leader of the GLC” and the GLA has a “Mayor of London”. London did not have a metropolitan 
administration between 1986 and the year 2000. In 1986, Margaret Thatcher abolished the Greater 
London Council. The Greater London Authority was created in 2000, during the government of 
Tony Blair. 
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were shielding at home and to hundreds of families in the neighbourhood (Sendra 
et al. 2022). Another example of grassroots space of solidarity is The Village under 
the Westway flyover, in Bay 56 Acklam Road (see location in Fig. 38.1). The space 
was taken over by a group of activists and musicians during the aftermath of the Gren-
fell Tower fire in June 2017, a fire that killed at least 72 people and which devasted the 
community in North Kensington. The Village became a space for storing donations 
for those affected by the fire and then a space for healing and overcoming trauma. 
These spaces where people gather and interact respond to Klinenberg’s definition of 
social infrastructure: “the physical places and organisations that shape the way people 
interact” (Klinenberg 2018, p. 5). The Mayor of London produced in 2020 a report 
on “Connective Social Infrastructure” (Mayor of London 2020), where he highlights 
the importance of these spaces for London. He also connects London’s diversity to 
these spaces, since social infrastructure facilitates that interaction between different 
cultures. 

A lot of the places and activities that make London special and exciting have 
emerged from the grassroots, from social movements and from struggles related to 
class, race, gender, or sexual identity, among others. This is not limited to the small 
spaces and locally based activities that I have described above. Even if we think about 
some of the major events in London, such as the Notting Hill Carnival, it emerged 
from racial struggles in the 1950s and then grew to become a large event. 

The fact that London is a global financial capital is not what makes it attractive 
and exciting, although there are links between the flows of capital and everything 
that happens in London. London has become a world city because of its cultural 
richness, and much of it comes from the grassroots and from various struggles. As 
García Vázquez (2022) explains in Cities After Crisis, urban places that have emerged 
from the ground-up have turned some neighbourhoods in attractive places to live.

Fig. 38.1 Map locating the case studies mentioned in this chapter: Granville Community Kitchen, 
The Village at the Westway Bay 56 and Gillett Square. Source Produced by the author from map 
tiles by Stamen Design, under CC BY 3.0, and data by OpenStreetMap, under CC BY SA 
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These grassroots spaces—their creation and their maintenance—do not respond 
to the logic of financial viability that defines urban planning in London nowadays. 
They are not spaces that provide a short-term economic profit. However, they provide 
a social value that in the mid and long term can alleviate the pressures on the care 
systems, and which at the same time make London an attractive city to live in, which 
is a key driver of London’s economy and success as a global city. Since these spaces 
and activities do not respond to the logic of financial viability and do not provide 
short-term economic profit, they are becoming spaces at risk of disappearing due to 
real estate speculation and a financialised planning system. 

In the last decade, we have witnessed how many of the cultural venues—including 
music venues such as Passing Clouds or LGBTQ+ venues such as The Joiners Arms 
(Campkin and Marshall 2017)—have had to close because of rent increases, issues 
with their landlords, or because of redevelopment. In addition to this, community 
spaces and social infrastructure are facing redevelopment and a significant loss of 
space (Penny 2019; Robinson and Sheldon 2019) to leave more space for other uses 
that are more profitable such as housing or workspaces. 

As Lathan and Layton (2019) explain with social infrastructure, it is important 
to study the value of these spaces in order to protect them from the financialised 
planning system. In this chapter, I focus on grassroot spaces, places generated from 
struggles and/or which provide support for minorities and communities at risk, which 
add value to London and make it an exciting city to live in. If these spaces disappear, 
London can lose its essence and become a homogenised urban landscape, dominated 
by the currently trending architectural style of the “New London Vernacular”. As the 
petition to Save Portobello Road Market from a shopping-mall-style redevelopment 
in 2015 puts it: 

“It is important because such revolting developments are chipping away at our London 
and sucking it dry of its lifeblood and individuality. This is a marvellous piece of London 
where independent traders can sell their wares which allow W11 a truly authentic edge; 
and now they are proposing a sanitized shopping experience akin to the Westfield that does 
not enhance or reflect our beloved Portobello.” (Sullivan 2015): Petition to Save Portobello 
Road from the Portobello Village/Westway Space. 

Given the value of these grassroots spaces, places generated from struggles and/or 
which support minorities and communities at risk, the aim of this chapter is to explore 
how to better support them and avoid jeopardising them in regeneration schemes that 
can affect them. 

For doing so, I first explore which are the existing structures of support that exist 
for these spaces. While doing so, I also explore which are the struggles these spaces 
go through, the kind of help they need, and the potential relationship between grass-
root spaces and institutions. After that, as a first step for approaching regenerations 
schemes that may affect such spaces, I propose an approach for understanding the 
relationship between the “civitas” and the “urbs”. This approach departs from Richard 
Sennett’s framework on differentiating the “civitas” and the “urbs”, developed in 
Building and Dwelling (Sennett 2018), as well as from some of the discussions in 
our book Designing Disorder (Sendra and Sennett 2020). From understanding the 
relationship between the “civitas” and the “urbs”, I continue explaining how these
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relationships can be re-assembled (see Sendra 2015 and McFarlane 2011) to explore 
creative ways of supporting existing initiatives and encouraging others to take place. 
During the chapter, I refer to various case studies of place in London, in some of which 
I have been directly involved, while in others I have been an “participant observant” 
while living in London. For each of the case studies, I outline a series of methods 
used in my action research work, which include co-design and co-production work-
shops where participants develop collective reflections, meetings with stakeholders, 
interviews and participant observation. 

38.2 From Institutional Support to Struggles 
on the Ground 

Owen Hatherley’s (2020) book Red Metropolis narrates how throughout the history 
of metropolitan London institutions in the past 130 years, the capital has experi-
mented with left wing politics–from the early days of the London County Council2 

(LCC) and its social housing programme to the last days of the Greater London 
Council (GLC) in 1981–1986 before Margaret Thatcher abolished it. In this 1980s 
period, the GLC provided support to migrant and migrant-descent communities, 
LGBTQ+ communities, organisations related to women’s rights, and the intersec-
tion of the above. It supported the creation of various groups, community centres, as 
well as various community-led initiatives. Its Popular Planning Unit illustrated well 
a constant interaction between city institutions and grassroots initiatives. 

In this chapter, I focus mainly on the current situation. Since the year 2000, a new 
metropolitan institution was created, the Greater London Authority (GLA) (also 
discussed at the end of Hatherley’s book). London is composed of 33 municipalities, 
each of which have their own elections, representatives and provide a series of local 
services. The GLA is a strategic authority, which develop metropolitan strategies 
that then local authorities have to follow. It is also responsible for some metropolitan 
services such as Transport for London (for more information see London Councils, 
n.d.). However, the GLA has limited planning powers since most of planning power 
lies in local authorities (municipal rather than metropolitan institutions). The Greater 
London Authority produces the spatial strategy for London—the London Plan—as 
well as other strategies and guidance; it can refer, stop and require amendments 
to planning applications of large schemes and is responsible for various sources of 
funding, including the funding for social housing, as well as other funding schemes. 

Soon after the global financial crisis of the 2008 hit London, general elections 
took place, and a Coalition Government of Conservatives and Liberal Democrats 
was formed. They implemented substantial cuts on welfare provision and restrictions 
on the capacity of local authorities in borrowing money. This post-2010 period of

2 The LCC was the metropolitan administration between 1889 and 1965, when the GLC was created. 
The LCC only included the inner-city boroughs and had a smaller boundary than the GLC and the 
current GLA. 
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austerity had a strong effect on urban development in London. Local authorities 
suffered strong cuts of funding from central government and had to rely on partnering 
with private developers and put together regeneration schemes that put profit and 
financial viability at the centre. This resulted in the loss of many community spaces, 
places where diverse communities gathered, cultural spaces, night venues and many 
grassroots spaces. London’s built environment started to become homogenised with 
large housing schemes on the New London Vernacular style. 

In 2016, Sadiq Khan was elected Mayor of London, with pledges that included 
more affordable housing, an equal and diverse city, and a support for arts and culture, 
including a cultural infrastructure plan (Khan 2016). Soon after he was elected Mayor, 
the United Kingdom decided to leave the European Union (although in London the 
majority of votes were for remaining in the EU). Sadiq Khan’s administration took 
“London is Open” as a moto that countered xenophobic discourses emerging from 
some Brexiteers and has been a champion of diversity, emphasising how important 
migrant and migrant-descent communities are for London. 

A lot of his policies, strategies and guidance reflect this importance of London 
diversity, as well as the importance of community spaces, places for gathering and 
social interaction, and cultural and night venues. The recent Good Growth by Design 
guide on “Connective Social Infrastructure” (Mayor of London 2020) starts with 
“London’s diversity is a strength, not a weakness” in the foreword by the mayor. 
When defining social infrastructure in the first chapter, it says: 

“London’s social infrastructure is one of its great assets. From bumping into friends and 
neighbours in the park café, to visiting a local nail salon, recycling unwanted furniture on 
a Facebook group, using the library to find information, or getting help from a community 
support network, social infrastructure plays an important role in supporting and enriching 
the lives of Londoners.” (Mayor of London 2020) 

The report recognises a lack of protection of social infrastructure and asks local 
authorities to implement mechanisms that defend these spaces against other commer-
cial and economically profitable uses. This is also reflected in the London Plan, 
which says that the social infrastructure loss should be replaced. The problem of this 
statement in the London Plan, as it happens with many of its policies, is the lack 
of mechanisms for implementing it. Firstly, it says “where possible”, which opens 
many possibilities for local authorities and developers to justify that something is not 
possible (e.g. due to financial viability). Secondly, in many cases, the replacement 
does not necessarily respond to the community needs as much as the lost space did. 

“The loss of social infrastructure can have a detrimental effect on a community. Where 
possible, boroughs should protect such facilities and uses, and where a development proposal 
leads to the loss of a facility, require a replacement.” (Mayor of London 2021, p. 217) 

The London Plan also includes the replacement of small cultural venues, but we face 
the same problems with the lack of mechanisms for implementation and the phrase 
“where possible”. 

“The loss of cultural venues, facilities or spaces can have a detrimental effect on an area, 
particularly when they serve a local community function. Where possible, boroughs should
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protect such cultural facilities and uses, and support alternative cultural uses, particularly 
those with an evening or night-time use, and consider nominations to designate them as 
Assets of Community Value. Where a development proposal leads to the loss of a venue or 
facility, boroughs should consider requiring the replacement of that facility or use.” (Mayor 
of London 2021, pp. 300–301) 

On cultural infrastructure, indeed, Sadiq Khan has done a lot of work on supporting 
venues at risk, as this was an important part of its original pledge. Soon after coming 
to the office, he appointed the Night Czar, Amy Lame, to protect night venues as well 
as LGBTQ+ spaces in the capital. The mayor and his team put together a Cultural 
Infrastructure Plan (Mayor of London 2019), as well as a toolkit to protect cultural 
venues in London. This toolbox includes an interactive map with a wide diversity 
of cultural venues in London, as well as many other resources. As part of this, they 
created the Culture and Communities at Risk Unit, which supports both cultural and 
community organisations that are struggling and/or may be at risk of losing their 
space or closing down, and/or which may disappear because of a redevelopment 
scheme. They offer tailored support to these grassroots organisations. 

The spirit of the Communities and Culture at Risk Unit has some of the character-
istics of the “networks and municipalism” (Sendra and Sennett 2020) that Richard 
Sennett and I advocate for in our book Designing Disorder—open institutions that 
learn from and support grassroots organisations to thrive. However, a lot of the organ-
isations that the Communities and Culture at Risk Unit are supporting are victims of 
a planning system dominated by financial viability, of which the Mayor of London 
(and its spatial strategy, the London Plan) is also responsible for. The London Plan 
acts as a guide for developers to get their planning application forward. Rather than 
being pro-active in the support and provision of cultural and social infrastructure, 
it sets a series of conditions that developers have to go through, where they may 
need to replace it “where possible”. Even when this is achieved, when a much-loved 
space where people gathered is replaced in square metres elsewhere or as part of a 
multifunctional building that concentrates various services, the “social infrastructure 
ecosystem” (as named by the Mayor of London 2020) that exists around it may disap-
pear–i.e. the attachment between people and buildings is broken, and the momentum 
around community gathering, social interaction and community solidarity dissipates. 

Back in the 1980s, the Popular Planning Unit and the GLC had a pro-active 
approach to “networks and municipalism”. The Popular Planning Unit instigated the 
Royal Docks People’s Plan (see Sendra and Fitzpatrick 2023) and the GLC facilitated 
the community spaces such as the London Lesbian and Gay Centre, as well as funding 
many community groups and activities from ethnic minorities, LGBTQ+ rights and 
women’s rights (see Hatherley 2020). 

In our book Designing Disorder, Richard Sennett and I propose open city institu-
tions, which learn from and actively support community organisations and grassroots 
spaces such as those described in this chapter—locally based social and cultural 
infrastructure, where different people gather and where diverse forms of culture are 
manifested and shared. Such spaces exist in London but are at risk partly because of 
the current neoliberal planning system. Therefore, one of the first steps to implement 
this municipalist open institution approach is to change the planning system from
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one that prioritises financial viability and profit to one that understands and priori-
tises the social and cultural value generated. Social infrastructure and community 
spaces should not be seen as a token for developers to include in a little corner of 
their scheme, but as the driver of London’s urban planning, since it is what make our 
city more exciting. 

38.3 Understanding the Relationship Between the Civitas 
and the Urbs 

When we learn about urban planning at university, we learn about what a “good 
city” is supposed to be like. Of course, measuring what constitutes “good city” 
has evolved in history in response to the challenges of each time (Amin 2006). 
Currently, given the environmental challenges brought by the climate emergency, 
urban planning schools teach that cities should be sustainable, safe and provide a 
good quality of life to people living there. For achieving this “good city”, cities 
should be compact, pedestrian friendly, clean, with greenery and with various types 
of activities in proximity. However, some planning courses fail to teach something 
very important, which relates to understanding the relationship between the civitas 
and the urbs—this is people’s relationship to their built environment, how they feel 
attached to building and places, what these represent to them, where they gather, 
what activities take place in them, and what kind of social relations and interactions 
take place in them. The preconceived ideas about what a good city is do not grasp the 
importance for people of an old library, or a community centre that may not fulfil the 
canons of a “beautiful” built environment. Ongoing changes in the planning system 
in England are making more emphasis on “Building Beautiful” (Building Better, 
Building Beautiful Commission 2020), but this in occasions does not consider the 
meaning some buildings might have for some communities and which might not 
fulfil these cannons of beauty. 

At The Bartlett School of Planning, UCL, I teach a course titled Civic Design,3 

where each year we collaborate with a community group based in London. Commu-
nity members from the group we are collaborating with take the course along with 
the students, since they get a free registration to the short course. This guarantees 
that there is a peer-to-peer collaboration between communities and students, and a 
knowledge exchange that works both ways. Through this collaboration, students learn 
and appreciate the importance of people’s attachment to the buildings, the memories 
associated to them, the activities they do there and the social relationships they have 
in them. One of the key things we teach in the course is co-producing evidence with 
communities. Building on Fals Borda’s (1987) framework for Participatory Action 
Research and on Domenico Di Siena’s (2019) Civic Design Method, we teach them

3 The course started first as a summer school in 2018. Then, from 2019, it became a short course for 
continuing professional development (CPD). From 2020/2021, it became a master’s module, and it 
continues being taught as a short course. 
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methods for co-producing evidence with communities in order to understand what 
is people’s attachment with places. As muf architecture/art proposed in the project 
“Making Space in Dalston” (Gibbons and LLP; muf architecture/art 2009): “value 
what is there, nurture the possible, define what is missing”. 

I have experimented with this approach in the co-design processes that I have 
facilitated—both in the action research projects that I have done at UCL in partner-
ship with community groups in London and in consultancy projects that I have done 
with my practice Lugadero. With UCL, I have completed three projects that engage 
in a Participatory Action Research methodology in which researchers co-produce 
evidence with community members. These are William Dunbar and William Saville 
Community Plan (see Sendra et al. 2020; Colombo et al. 2021), Alton Estate People’s 
Plan (Sendra et al. 2021), and a report on the importance of the community buildings 
Granville and Carlton during COVID-19 (Sendra et al. 2022). The first two are counter 
proposals for two council estates that are going to be demolished. With residents, 
we co-produced a Social Impact Assessment (see Colombo et al. 2021) that evaluate 
the impact of the potential redevelopment scheme. After that, we continued working 
with residents on co-designing an alternative scheme, which look at retrofitting the 
existing homes and building new ones through infill development, instead of demo-
lition. In both cases, we used methods where residents could collectively discuss 
their attachment to the buildings, their relationships of care and solidarity with their 
neighbours, and where those relationships took place. We did this through workshops 
where participants could collectively reflect on these topics, using a diversity of co-
production methods that were tailored for these residents and this place (see Colombo 
et al. 2021). This depth of the co-produced evidence cannot be achieved with other 
types of analysis of the built environment. It is necessary to generate that empathy 
with those living there and using the spaces. We took a similar approach with the 
research report on the Granville and Carlton, where we analysed the importance of 
these buildings as a social infrastructure, particularly during COVID-19, and where 
we also used co-production workshops, stakeholders meeting and semi-structured 
interviews with key actors as methods. Granville is where the previously mentioned 
Granville Community Kitchen is based, which is an essential social infrastructure 
for care and solidarity in the area. For this report, we also organised workshops to 
collectively reflect with residents and users of the buildings on the importance of 
them. 

I have used a similar approach in my consultancy work. In addition to my academic 
work, I do some consultancy work facilitating co-design processes. In the previously 
mentioned Westway, I worked with various local activists on facilitating a co-design 
process to improve the public spaces. The Westway Trust got match funding from the 
Mayor of London to improve the public spaces through a project named “Community 
Street”. For this work, the Westway Trust called for proposals from teams to facilitate 
a co-design process. For tendering to the work, I put together a team with local 
activists and local people with extensive experience on community engagement. We 
used a diversity of methods, which started from understanding which are the diverse 
local cultures in the area and how they use the spaces. This included workshops, 
drop-in sessions, a continuous presence on the streets by having a pop-up office in
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a pod on the public realm during the four months of the co-design process, and also 
by having in-depth meetings with many community organisations in the area. The 
methods we used, which are explained in our final report (see Lugadero and The 
Grove Think Tank for the Westway Trust 2021), consisted of collectively producing 
the evidence with the 876 participants that took part, as well as co-designing a series 
of recommendations/proposals for the appointed architects (DK-CM) to take on. 

In my previous work, I have explored the importance of understanding the relation-
ship between the civitas and the urbs through the framework of assemblage theory, 
which is a body of work that looks at the agency generated from the connections 
between human and non-human actors (see McFarlane 2011). In my previous work, I 
have looked at the importance of understanding which are the existing sociomaterial 
connections that exist in a place (such as the attachment between people, the built 
environment, existing policies, social relationships, forms of behaviour, the space, 
objects and material things) in order to propose re-assembling some of these connec-
tions, enhance some of the activities taking place, and propose new ones (see Sendra 
2015, 2018; McFarlane 2011). A lot of the methods outlined above aim to understand 
which are these “assemblages”—these connections between people, place and the 
activities and social interaction that occur. From understanding these relationships, 
we can re-imagine how they can be re-assembled. 

38.4 Re-assembling the Civitas and the Urbs 

When praising the value of grassroots and informal spaces, it is important to clarify 
that this praise does not mean that we should leave everything unplanned and let activ-
ities to emerge. It does not mean that urban designers and planners are not necessary, 
and our knowledge is meaningless. As Richard Sennett and I argue in Designing 
Disorder (Sendra and Sennett 2020), there are places where these grassroots initia-
tives need some support in order to emerge, and/or where the conditions need to be 
created. Urban designers can indeed use their skills creatively to propose situations 
and alternative arrangements that people that live in an area and/or use a space cannot 
imagine. However, for doing so, they need to understand the existing relationships 
between human and non-human actors, material and immaterial things, in order to 
re-assemble them and introduce new elements that support and create conditions for 
the emergence of grassroots spaces. 

I have explained how this can take place in my previous work using the case study 
of Gillett Square in Dalston, East London (see Sendra 2015; Sendra and Sennett 
2020) (see location in Fig. 38.1 and image in Fig. 38.2). For this piece of research 
on Gillett Square, I carried out participant observation between 2011 and 2013. As 
an East London resident, it is also a space that I still frequent for various cultural 
activities. This is a useful case study because urban design has actively supported 
the emergence of unplanned activities and has transformed the space into a flexible 
public realm that is continuously evolving. Where currently is Gillett Square, there 
used to be a carpark. It was the design intervention of placing a series of kiosks/pods
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Fig. 38.2 Kiosks/pods with local businesses in Gillett Square. The table tennis is stored in one of 
the shipping containers in the square. Source Photography by Estrella Sendra, April 2012 

in the edge of the carpark to lease at affordable rents to local businesses what made 
people gather around the kiosks and turn the car park into a gathering space. The 
fact that people were gathering on the edge of the carpark made evident the need 
to create a public square where the carpark was.4 Years later, it was another urban 
design intervention which transformed the square into a flexible public space that 
is continuously changing: two ship containers were placed in the square, which 
serve as storage for structures for market stalls, table tennis, AV equipment, cinema 
screens, soft play games for children and many other props and elements that allow 
a continuous re-definition of the square.5 

All the subsequent intentions that took place in Gillett Square were urban design 
decisions. These urban design interventions go beyond material construction and 
distribution of functions. They understood the existing (human and non-human) 
actors, the relationship between these actors and the material and non-material 
elements of the built environment and re-arranged these elements and introduced 
new components to release the potential space and create the conditions for activities 
to emerge. 

Currently, at the time of writing in 2022, Gillett Square is going through another 
phase of development, which will expand the workspace building next to the square, 
remove the kiosks and replace them with some additional shopfront space in both the 
new building and the other side of the square. The last few times I have visited the

4 The kiosks and the transformation of the carpark into Gillett Square was designed by 
Hawkins/Brown for Hackney Co-operative Developments. 
5 This intervention was led by muf architecture/art and it is included in the Making Space in Dalston 
study. 
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square, I have seen that the kiosks have move temporarily into ship containers in the 
carpark that there is next to the square, where they are much more hidden. Some local 
campaigners–including the former CEO of Hackney Co-operative Developments 
that led the creation of the square and the previously mentioned phases—have raised 
concerns on the potential impact that the development could have on the traders, 
on affordable workspaces, as well as on the life of the square (Barltholomew 2018). 
There have been also concerns about the potential gentrification effect that the scheme 
could have (Open Dalston 2018), particularly given the gentrification dynamics of 
Dalston. While it is not clear what effect the scheme will have on traders and on 
the openness and flexibility of the square, we can see that even the most successful 
grassroots spaces are continuously at risk due to the current planning system based 
on economic viability. 

38.5 Conclusions 

The example of the earlier transformations that led to the creation of an open and 
flexible space in Gillett Square responds to the idea of pro-actively supporting the 
creation of grassroot spaces, rather than having to react to “save” those that are at risk. 
Places like Gillett Square, where people from different cultures and socioeconomic 
background convive in the square, where informal gatherings take place, with a public 
space that can support different activities, and which bring together various cultural 
venues, make the neighbourhood of Dalston—and London—an exciting place to live. 
Gillett Square form the kind of social infrastructure described by Klinenberg (2018), 
which both spaces and organisations that facilitate social relationships. Some of the 
community-led schemes that I have been involved with through my action research 
at UCL emerge as a counter proposal to development schemes that put community 
spaces and neighbourhoods at risk. Rather than having to support communities to 
“save” community spaces, planners and institutions should work with communities 
since the very beginning and collectively put together proposals that create conditions 
for the emergence of grassroots spaces, as the first phases of Gillett Square did. These 
are the pro-active municipalist institutions that I propose, which work directly on the 
ground and collaborate with the networks of grassroots groups to come out with 
creative proposals to make our city much more exciting and inclusive. 
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Chapter 39 
Rio de Janeiro: The Trajectory 
of the Wonderful City, Violence, 
and Urban Disenchantment 

Mauro Osorio, Maria Helena Versiani, and Henrique Rabelo 

Abstract The city of Rio de Janeiro is a national and international reference 
perceived through the concept of “capitality,” inspired by Argan in L’Europe des 
capitales (1964). In line with Argan’s conceptions, the attribute of capitality is applied 
to cities distinguished in their respective countries as political, cultural, and intellec-
tual centers, axes of modernity, places of affective memory, and spatial landmarks 
of nationality representation. This article intends to reflect on the aspects of the 
trajectory of the city of Rio de Janeiro that give it the seal of capitality, as well as 
the specificities of its economic development in markedly unequal socio-territorial 
bases. Different series of data and socioeconomic indicators, organized by statis-
tical monitoring institutions, will be presented and analyzed, revealing particularly 
dramatic portraits of the population’sliving conditions in the city of Rio de Janeiro 
and in its Metropolitan Region, as well as the specificities of its insertion on a state 
and national scale. The proposal is to incorporate these data and indicators into the 
analysis of Rio de Janeiro’s specificities, structuring public planning subsidies, and 
formulating coordinated policies covering the various spheres of government. 

Keywords Violence ·Modern cities · Urban culture 

39.1 Building Capitality 

For a good understanding of the signs of capitality of Rio de Janeiro, it is convenient 
to briefly review its forms of political-administrative insertion from the context of 
the colonization of Brazil by the Portuguese empire. Such a retreat in time brings 
us to the first decades of the sixteenth century when an administrative system was 
implemented in the Brazilian colony that divided the territory into extensive lots 
called “captaincies.” Each captaincy was an administrative unit organized by a donee 
appointed by the King of Portugal. With the ostensible use of slave labor, it was up to 
the donees to populate, defend, and exploit the captaincies, which ultimately belonged
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to the King of Portugal. In 1548, the donees became subordinate to a governor-
general, and the headquarters of the general government was then established in the 
city of Salvador, within the territory of the captaincy of Baía de Todos os Santos. 
This region included the “ground zero” of the colonialist project in Brazil. 

It was in 1565 that the foundation of the city of São Sebastião do Rio de Janeiro 
takes place. The city integrates the newly created captaincy of Rio de Janeiro 
following the episode known as “Antarctic France,” which marked the French attempt 
of occupation of the Guanabara Bay—which failed after the Portuguese military reac-
tion led by Estácio de Sá.1 The dispute triggers the Lusitanian concern to ensure strict 
control of the Bay, with the strategic creation of a city on its coast, establishing a 
position to face the corsair activity and consolidate the Portuguese domain. The enter-
prise involved the establishment of settlers, enabling displacements to the continent’s 
interior. 

“This is one of the safest and best bars in these parts, through which any ships may 
enter and leave at all times without fear of any danger” (apud Bicalho 2003, p. 32). 
Testimonies of travelers, such as this one from the Portuguese Pero de Magalhães 
Gandavo (1540–1579), reported on the privileged geographical position of Guan-
abara Bay and, in fact, the city of Rio de Janeiro soon matured to port activity, open 
to the tremendous maritime flow of ships, goods, and information. Fortifications 
and churches emerged. In the words of Paul Knauss: “The fort protected the harbor 
militarily, and the church guarded it spiritually” (Knauss 2005, p. 9).  

In 1763, the headquarters of the general government of Brazil was transferred 
from Salvador to the city of Rio de Janeiro, corroborating “the central character that 
this city and its governors had been assuming since the middle of the seventeenth 
century, head or articulating locus of vast territories, interests, businesses and policies 
in America and the South Atlantic.” The proximity to Minas Gerais was also strategic, 
ensuring good surveillance of the exploration and circulation of gold discovered in 
abundance in the region (Bicalho 2011, p. 53). 

With the move of the Portuguese Royal Family to Brazil in 1808, the city of 
Rio de Janeiro became the seat of the Kingdom of Portugal and the Algarves (from 
1815, Kingdom of Portugal, Brazil, and the Algarves). Rio was then targeted with 
investments of extraordinary proportions, being equipped for the function of the 
headquarters of the Portuguese Court. Thus, a new and capital ambiance was consol-
idated in the city of Rio de Janeiro, reaffirmed over the years and until today as a 
cultural way of experiencing the urban space molded in the seal of capitality.2 

Still in 1821, the captaincies were renamed “provinces” and, in 1822, the year 
of Independence of Brazil, the city of Rio, without losing its administrative link 
with the province of Rio de Janeiro, became the Capital of the Empire of Brazil. In 
other words, unlike the other provinces, that of Rio de Janeiro remained linked to 
the imperial administration: the Minister and Secretary of State for Imperial Affairs 
was also the governor of the province of Rio de Janeiro.

1 On the episode called Antarctic France, see Mendonça (1991). 
2 On the subject, see Lessa (2000) and Osorio (2005). 
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Subsequently, in 1834 the city of Rio was converted into a Neutral Municipality, 
established as an administrative unit of direct intervention by the imperial govern-
ment, independent of the province of Rio de Janeiro. However, it would continue 
to be the first electoral district of the province of Rio de Janeiro during the elective 
processes for the General Assembly of the Empire. 

In the course of the nineteenth century, coffee production began in the city of 
Rio, which expanded to the province of Rio de Janeiro, on a slaveholding basis. This 
process was financed by the city’s mercantile capital. At that time, coffee became 
the main product of exploitation of the Brazilian colony, and its high profits ended 
up also providing investments in other economic activities, such as industry. 

Given the logic of the maximum reduction in production costs, while there were 
new and fertile lands for coffee in Rio de Janeiro, the appropriation of these lands 
occurred without any investments in implementing productive techniques that could 
minimize their exhaustion process. This movement ended up leading, from the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, to the progressive displacement of coffee production 
to the region of the current state of São Paulo. 

The prohibition of the slave trade in Brazil in 1850 generated an increase in prices 
and the prospect of a growing scarcity of enslaved, creating conditions more favorable 
to the wage-labor regime. The new coffee entrepreneurs invested in encouraging 
European immigration, especially the Italian one, which became massive from 1880, 
with most immigrants heading to São Paulo. 

At that time, the incentive to the immigration of white people was echoed in racial 
theories anchored in the notion of eugenics—translated as “good generation,” a term 
proposed by the British scientist Francis Galton, whose ideas had worldwide influ-
ence. Galton (1979) sought to scientifically prove that human capacity was regulated 
by hereditary physical characteristics and not by education, proposing that it would 
be quite desirable to reproduce a race of highly gifted men from marriages committed 
to interbreeding between whites for several consecutive generations. Such thinking 
found impressive strength in the Brazil of the 1800s, discouraging miscegenation 
said to be harmful to society and, in its most hateful version, advocating the elim-
ination of inferior races. It was also argued about the need to import “qualified” 
labor from Europe, optimizing the territory’s occupation and its population’s char-
acteristics, with a view of a broad “civilizing” process. The white and European 
immigrant was perceived as a bearer of civilization. Thus, the emergence of a scien-
tific racism corroborated the affirmation of the superiority of the European worker 
and the backwardness of the Africans.3 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, Brazilian coffee production grew 
significantly, and São Paulo became its driving force with the emergence of the so-
called São Paulo coffee complex. With the adoption of salaried labor and investments 
in infrastructure, such as the implementation of railways, the São Paulo consumer 
market and the demand for industrial goods have undergone a substantial expansion, 
which initiated the industrialization process in São Paulo.4 

3 On the subject, see Schwarcz (1993). 
4 On the subject, see Mello (1982) and Mariani (2015) (documentary).
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With the Proclamation of the Republic in 1889 and the promulgation of the 
first Brazilian Republican Constitution in 1891, the Neutral Municipality of Rio 
de Janeiro became the Federal District of Rio de Janeiro, the Capital of Brazil. The 
term “province” was replaced by “state.” 

In this new political-administrative configuration, the city/Federal District of Rio 
de Janeiro continued as the nucleus of the nation’s power and cultural center, a hub for 
sophisticated services, the locus of the national financial system, the main headquar-
ters of large companies located in the national territory, and a privileged gateway 
to tourism in the country. The Federal District continued to receive injections of 
public spending and investments in creating new companies, hosting the prominent 
multinationals that settled in Brazil and a series of public agencies and state-owned 
companies that emerged in the 1930s, 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. Examples include 
the creation of Petróleo Brasileiro S/A-Petrobras, the National Economic Develop-
ment Bank-BNDE, Centrais Elétricas Brasileiras S/A-Eletrobras, Vale do Rio Doce 
Mining Company, and the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics-IBGE.5 

Thus, the Federal District of Rio de Janeiro benefited from the high growth of 
the Brazilian economy between the 1930s and 1960s. Until the 1960s, it presented 
a growth rate of gross domestic product-GDP close to that of Brazil and other states 
in the country, except for the state of São Paulo, the leading region of the national 
economic development process in the course of the twentieth century.6 

The leverage of industrialization in the state of São Paulo caused that, in 1919, São 
Paulo’s industrial production had already surpassed the sum of industrial output in 
the Federal District and the state of Rio de Janeiro. According to the 1907 Industrial 
Census, the gross value of industrial production in the Federal District represented 
30.2% of the country’s total industrial production. In the state of Rio de Janeiro, 
it represented 7.55%, and in the state of São Paulo, 15.92%. The 1919 Brazilian 
Industrial Census showed that the participation of the Federal District had dropped 
to 22.29%, that of the state of Rio de Janeiro to 6.16%, while that of the state of 
São Paulo had more than doubled to 32.99%, even exceeding the sum of the gross 
value of industrial production in the Federal District and the state of Rio de Janeiro, 
of 28.64%. 

However, if the São Paulo economy gained strength and centrality, the entire 
economy of the city and state of Rio de Janeiro still maintained its economic 
dynamism for many decades.

5 These organizations were created during the governments of President Getúlio Vargas (1930–1945 
and 1951–1954). Specifically, BNDE was created to generate medium- and long-term financing for 
Brazilian industrialization. In the second half of the 1980s, this bank incorporated an area to support 
public and social policies, changing its name to Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico 
e Social-BNDES. So far, few countries in the world have banks like the BNDES, which is the case 
of Germany, Japan, China, and Mexico. 
6 On the dynamism of the Federal District of Rio de Janeiro by keeping itself close to the Brazilian 
dynamism until 1960, see Osorio (2005) and Lessa (2000). 
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39.2 The Capital Leaves Rio 

The first Republican Constitution in Brazil promulgated in 1891, provided for the 
transfer of the Federal Capital to a sparsely populated area of the central plateau 
located in the Brazilian Midwest. However, this proposal was only forwarded in 1956 
by the then President of the Republic Juscelino Kubitschek (1956–1960), popularly 
known as JK, being approved by the National Congress. 

JK assumed the Presidency of Brazil, continuing the country’s modernization and 
industrialization project initiated by Getúlio Vargas. Based on an economic program 
known as Plano de Metas (Goals Plan), the prognosis was that Brazil would grow 
“fifty years in five.” The euphoria of development tended to become widespread, and, 
at the end of the JK government, national economic growth reflected a significant 
boost given to the consumer and essential goods industry, a new scale of production of 
the country’s energy matrices, as well as investments in the construction of highways 
and railways, in shipbuilding and automobile industry—in a scenario where the 
struggle for agrarian reform was demoted and with little priority in combating social 
inequalities. 

Juscelino was nicknamed “president bossa nova,” an allusion to his proposal to 
build a new Brazil, a project also animated by the moment then lived of significant 
innovations in the world of the arts, reiterating the idea of a modern and renewed 
country. Among other examples, a new musical style was gaining strength in Brazilian 
urban centers—bossa nova—which proposed an original way of playing and singing 
samba; Cinema Novo (New Cinema) adopted new aesthetic standards for national 
cinema; proposals emerged in the direction of nationalizing and popularizing theater; 
the Concrete Movement innovated within the scope of Brazilian literary standards 
and also in the Visual Arts. Finally, the country seemed to confirm its trajectory 
toward complete modernization through the escalation of economic growth and in 
different movements that operated in the field of aesthetic renewal of the arts.7 

A meta-synthesis of this process, in 1960, a new Federal Capital was created for 
Brazil, with the construction of Brasília, inaugurated on April 21, 1960. In line with 
JK’s modernizing discourse, planting a new capital city in the central plateau was 
part of Brazil’s march toward expansion and progress. 

Thus, in 1960, with the transfer of the Federal Capital to Brasília, the Federal 
District of Rio de Janeiro became the city-state of Guanabara, without fair and neces-
sary financial compensation from the Federal Government in order to mitigate the 
fact that Rio de Janeiro had lost the status of capital and the historical specificity of 
its participation in federal public spending arising from this function.8 

7 On the convergence between politics and culture that marked this period, revolutionizing the arts 
field, see Ridenti (2007). 
8 As an example, at the time of the unification of Germany, the transfer of the capital from Bonn 
to Berlin was conducted with compensation for the city of Bonn, helping to prevent it from going 
into decline. Two-fifths of the ministries were kept in Bonn, nearly two billion euros were invested 
by the central government, and the establishment of international agencies, such as the UN, and 
the headquarters of privatized companies, such as the post office and telecommunications, were
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39.3 Rio’s Structural Crisis in the Post-1960s 

From the transfer of the capital to Brasília and especially when the transfer was 
consolidated in the 1970s, the economy of the city of Rio lost dynamism and detaches 
itself from the Brazilian trajectory. For example, between 1970 and 2019, the city of 
Rio went from participation in the national GDP of 12.84% to only 4.80%, which 
meant a loss of participation in the national gross domestic product of an expressive 
62.60% (data from the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics-IBGE). In this 
scenario, the city of Rio de Janeiro, despite the loss that occurred, continued to be 
the second-largest GDP among the country’s state capitals. However, the city, which 
in 1970 was the third-largest GDP per capita among the capitals (behind São Paulo 
and Vitória), became, in 2019, the fifth-largest GDP per capita. 

In the same direction, the historical series of available data on formal employment 
from 1985 onward indicate that, between 1985 and 2020, the growth of formal 
employment in the city of Rio de Janeiro was only 6.3%, against growth in the total 
of the country of 125.6% (Federal Government/Annual List of Social Information-
RAIS). In other words, for 35 years, formal employment has practically not grown 
in the city of Rio.9 

The dramatic loss of economic dynamism in Rio de Janeiro was due to a combina-
tion of factors. First, the transfer of the Federal Capital to Brasília took place without 
compensation, as already pointed out. It was also due to the fact that it basically 
occurred without public debate on what should be the new directions for the city of 
Rio, which obviously made it difficult to define regional strategies and policies. 

The lack of debate, in turn, resulted from several aspects. First, there was a disbelief 
in the country that Juscelino Kubitschek would indeed build a new Federal Capital, 
which had already been promised since the inscription of this determination in the 
distant first Constitution of the Republic in 1891. 

In addition, a strong tradition of reflection on national and international issues is 
developed in the city of Rio de Janeiro, to the detriment of local issues. This resulted 
from the combination of two factors: first, the fact that the city of Rio de Janeiro was 
the seat of the Portuguese Court and the capital of the country for almost two hundred 
years and second, due to Rio’s capital culture, which, on the one hand, stimulates 
a concentration of public universities and centers of excellence in the city, such as 
the Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro, the Oswaldo Cruz Foundation, 
the Getúlio Vargas Foundation, and the Brazilian Academy of Sciences and, on the 
other hand, favors these institutions to focus their lines of research on national and 
international themes to the detriment of local ones. 

The relegation of regional reflection in Rio was also due to the fact that, between 
the Proclamation of the Republic in 1889 and the transfer of the Federal Capital to

encouraged. Bonn managed to expand the number of local jobs. (See https://veja.abril.com.br/ 
mundo/berlim-e-bonn-20-anos-depois/. Access: 2/3/2022). 
9 The issue can be understood from the formulation of Frank Moulaert (2000) when the author 
proposes that a region is going through a process of stagnation when in its economic dynamics, 
there is a significant detachment concerning the national economic dynamics. 

https://veja.abril.com.br/mundo/berlim-e-bonn-20-anos-depois/
https://veja.abril.com.br/mundo/berlim-e-bonn-20-anos-depois/
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Brasilia in 1960, there was never a direct election for the city manager, when we 
know that electoral moments help to broaden the look and reflection on local issues. 

A commonly cited example of Rio’s tradition of focusing on national rather than 
regional themes is the fact that the two leading newspapers in São Paulo are Estado 
de São Paulo and Folha de São Paulo; in Minas Gerais, it is Estado de Minas; while 
in Rio de Janeiro, two historically influential newspapers are O Globo (The Globo) 
and Jornal do Brasil (Brazilian Newspaper). In the same direction, in the academic 
world, the postgraduate programs in Economics in Rio de Janeiro have a much lower 
amount of reflection on Regional Economics than the master’s and doctoral programs 
offered in the vast majority of other Brazilian regions. 

The difficulty of developing the habit of regional reflection in Rio de Janeiro refers 
to the idea of economist Douglass North (1993) that the consolidation of specific 
cultural patterns of behavior and habits can make social life an experience marked 
by routines in which questions of choice present themselves as something regular, 
repetitive, “so that about 90% of our actions in life would not require much reflection” 
(North 1993, p. 37). Breaking this logic in Rio de Janeiro remains a challenge 62 years 
after the transfer of the capital. 

The lack of regional reflection in Rio de Janeiro, which is not limited to academic 
environments, but instead constitutes a cultural mode of carioca society,10 makes 
it difficult or even impossible to design adequate diagnoses of the severity of its 
economic crisis. As a result, it makes it difficult or unfeasible to propose a strategy 
that allows Rio to get out of its vicious circle.11 

39.4 City and State of Rio de Janeiro: Intertwinings 

With the consolidation of the transfer of the capital to Brasília, the economy of the 
state of Rio de Janeiro was also affected, and the state now has the lowest economic 
dynamism among all Brazilian states.12 This is because, from the moment that Rio’s 
coffee production began to decline, the economic dynamism in the state of Rio 
until the 1960s came mainly from federal investments, with the creation of state-
owned companies in the state, such as National Steel Company, National Engine 
Factory, Duque de Caxias Refinery, and National Company of Alkalis (dedicated 
to the production of sodium carbonate and salt). The main factors that made these 
investments possible were the proximity and historical synergies of the state with the 
Capital of the Republic. 

The dynamism of the state’s economy also came from the production of industrial 
and agricultural consumer goods produced in the state of Rio to meet the demands of 
the Capital of the Republic. And finally, it benefited from the tourism of the carioca 
elite in mountain, sea, and historical regions of the state of Rio, who stayed in hotels

10 “Carioca” is a terminology that refers to one who is a native of the city of Rio de Janeiro. 
11 On the concept of the vicious circle, see Myrdall (1968) and Krugman (1999, 2002). 
12 On the subject, see Osorio et al. (2017) and Osorio (2005). 
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and inns or constituted their own homes for summer vacations and enjoyed second 
homes on weekends. 

In 1975, the merger of the city-state of Guanabara with the then state of Rio 
de Janeiro was established. The city of Rio de Janeiro—now its official name— 
became the capital of the new state of Rio de Janeiro.13 The merger took place at 
the beginning of the presidential term of General Ernesto Geisel (1974–1979), amid 
the military dictatorship imposed on Brazil between 1964 and 1985. It was in line 
with the purposes of the National Development Plan-II PND, implemented by Geisel. 
Among its objectives, the II PND aimed to reduce economic concentration in the state 
of São Paulo. In this line, the proposal was to expand the economic importance of the 
states of Minas Gerais and the new state of Rio de Janeiro (created from the merger 
of Guanabara with the old state of Rio de Janeiro). Thus, a second metal-mechanic 
complex was installed in Minas Gerais, anchored by the Fiat automobile industry. 
The project also involved transforming the former Guanabara and the former state 
of Rio de Janeiro into a single state, based on the thesis that Guanabara was “a head 
without a body” and the former state of Rio “a body without a head.” In other words, 
the former state of Rio de Janeiro would become a retro-area for the installation of 
industries and other economic activities, with the city of Rio (former Guanabara) as 
a hub.14 

The II PND also planned to support, in the new state of Rio de Janeiro, activi-
ties with some technological density from the implementation of a nuclear power 
plant and the support to research institutions, such as the Oswaldo Cruz Founda-
tion, with research and production activities in health, and the area of Postgrad-
uate Studies and Research in Engineering at the Federal University of Rio de 
Janeiro—COPPE/UFRJ.15 

On the one hand, the II PND fulfilled its functions in order to make investments to 
expand the production of machinery and equipment in the country and to stimulate 
the creation of industries producing industrial inputs to meet the demands of the 
industrial and agricultural sectors.16 On the other hand, the II PND did not fulfill the 
function of reviving the Rio de Janeiro economy, expanding its participation in the 
national economy, and reducing the economic power of the state of São Paulo. 

According to Carlos Lessa (2000), this was mainly because the investments of 
the II PND in the state of Rio de Janeiro were linked to investments with greater 
technological density, which require longer maturation and which were primarily 
swallowed up by the economic crisis that settled in Brazil in the 1980s, generating 
what became known as the “lost decade”.17 This crisis represented a severe drop 
in the fiscal capacity of the Brazilian public power, thus limiting the state’s invest-
ment capacity. In addition, it decreased its ability to cover expenditures, particularly

13 On  the merger,  see Brasileiro (1979). 
14 On the subject, see Lessa (2000) and Osorio (2004). 
15 On the subject, see Lessa (2000). 
16 On the subject, see Castro and Souza (2004). 
17 On the Brazilian economic crisis of the 1980s, also known as the “lost decade,” see Lacerda et al. 
(2000). 
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affecting the economy of the new state of Rio de Janeiro—considering that, in the 
1980s, the presence of federal agencies in the state of Rio de Janeiro still had important 
significance.18 

Thus, the territory that makes up the new state of Rio de Janeiro, from the merger, 
maintains, from the 1980s to the present day, a loss of participation in the national 
economy within a vicious circle. 

This can be seen from a number of economic indicators. For example, between 
1980 and 2019, the state of Rio de Janeiro, according to the IBGE, showed a loss 
of participation in the national GDP of 24.49%, the biggest loss among all Brazilian 
states. In the same direction, data from the Ministry of Labor and Social Security 
show that, between 1985 and 2020 (the most extended series available with the same 
methodology), the state of Rio de Janeiro showed a growth in formal employment of 
only 40.9%, against an increase in the country’s total of 125.6%. The lowest growth 
is among all Brazilian states. 

During this period, the state of Rio de Janeiro, the second federative unit in terms of 
formal employment in the country, behind only the state of São Paulo, was surpassed 
by the state of Minas Gerais, falling to the third position. 

With regard to total formal employment in the manufacturing industry, the perfor-
mance of the state of Rio de Janeiro in relation to other Brazilian regions was even 
worse. Between 1985 and 2020, the state of Rio de Janeiro experienced a drop in 
employment in the manufacturing industry of -34.4%, against growth in the country’s 
total of 37.9%. Throughout this period, the state of Rio de Janeiro went from second 
to sixth position with regard to the number of formal jobs in the manufacturing 
industry. It was surpassed by Minas Gerais, Santa Catarina, Paraná, and Rio Grande 
do Sul. 

The lack of economic dynamism and the low growth of the productive base for 
tax collection affected the fiscal revenue of the Government of the State of Rio de 
Janeiro. In 2004, according to data from the Ministry of Economy, the state of Minas 
Gerais surpassed the state of Rio de Janeiro with regard to the revenue generated by 
the leading state tax, the Tax on Circulation of Goods and Services—ICMS. 

39.5 Impacts of the 1964 Civil-Military Coup 
on the Politics of Rio de Janeiro19 

Alongside the transfer of the capital without fair compensation and the lack of inte-
grated and systemic regional reflection on the city of Rio, its metropolis, and the state 
of Rio de Janeiro as a whole, a third factor also decisive for the vicious circle in Rio

18 Although by the end of the 1970s, the new Capital of the Brazilian Republic was already consoli-
dated in Brasília, with the transfer of all ministries, most public organizations, and foreign embassies, 
including federal hospitals and a significant part of the Armed Forces, remained in Rio. In the 1980s, 
the entire national directive structure of Social Security was transferred to Brasília. 
19 This article topic benefited from reflections developed in Versiani (2016). 
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de Janeiro since the 1960s was the civil-military coup that took place in 1964, which 
prevailed in Brazil for 21 years.20 The coup was followed by a repressive cycle trig-
gered by the publication of Institutional Acts: decrees with constitutional force issued 
by military personnel who then assumed the Presidency of the Republic. Against the 
resistance movements, there were innumerable arrests of the regime opponents and 
orders to revoke parliamentary mandates, in which Guanabara stood out as the most 
affected federative unit.21 

In 1965, the direct elections to the Presidency of the Republic were suspended 
and all the political parties then existing were extinguished, and then the bipartisan 
system was established in the country, with the creation of the MDB and the ARENA, 
respectively, the opposition parties and the situation. The MDB was created then as 
an opposition party to operate in an authoritarian political system, with all exception 
legislation granted to allow for the revocation of mandates of opponents of the regime, 
suspension of political rights, and arrests, in addition to the cover-up of the practice 
of torture. 

Formed by members who were far from being a group of shared ideas and 
ideals, the MDB emerged as a parliamentary front. At that time, it was the only 
formal channel for the opposition in the country and, within the party, politicians 
of different partisan origins and ideological tendencies that were roughly classified 
as “authentic,” (parliamentarians with more combative positions against the dicta-
torship), “moderates,” and “adherents.”22 Supposedly gathered around the common 
goal of opposing the dictatorship and defending the re-establishment of the demo-
cratic regime in Brazil, in practice, however, some members of the MDB joined the 
party evaluating the possibility of extracting electoral advantages by joining a legend 
that, they supposed, had the preference of the electorate they wanted to conquer. 

Precisely in this direction moved Antônio de Pádua Chagas Freitas, then federal 
deputy for the city-state of Guanabara, who joined the opposition party and became 
part of the wing of the MDB then recognized as adherent: an opposition that in 
practice did not oppose. Chagas had understood that the existence of an opposition 
party was admitted by the military government within the limits of an authoritarian 
regime. Thus, he assessed the behavior of the Rio electorate, concluding that, with a 
well-established network of local support and the propaganda machine of the news-
papers owned by him—A Notícia and O Dia—and also taking extreme caution in 
relation to any type of radicalization, his electoral possibilities, and political strength 
would be greater within the opposition party. 

Chagas used his newspapers as the primarily vehicle for an intense campaign 
of affiliation to the MDB, trying to minimize the weight of the opposition to his 
leadership within the Rio de Janeiro MDB—already favored by the removal from the 
political scene of the most active opposition sectors of the state, from the cassations.

20 On the Coup of 1964, see Fico (2004). 
21 See Santos (1990). The work, entitled “Que Brasil é esse?” (Which Brazil is this?), presents a 
series of electoral indicators, showing, among other points, that Guanabara was the federative unit 
that suffered the most from cassations in Brazil. 
22 On the different ideological currents of the MDB, see Versiani (2007). 
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This campaign gained control over all 25 zonal directories and the party’s regional 
directory in Guanabara, which allowed the Chaguista current to facilitate/hinder the 
processes of party affiliation to the taste of their interests and still decisively influence 
the indication and veto of names for the formation of the party’s electoral slates.23 

All these control mechanisms achieved by Chagas Freitas ended up inhibiting the 
strength of non-Chaguistas within the Rio de Janeiro MDB. 

In 1968, the military regime hardened with the decree of the so-called Institutional 
Act nr 5, with a new wave of cassations. Despite the Act, in Guanabara, the MDB was 
victorious in the elections of October 15, 1970, for the State Legislative Assembly 
and the National Congress, being the only regional scope in which the MDB emerged 
victorious.24 

The MDB’s electoral strength in Guanabara, however, at that time, expressed less 
the victory of an active opposition to the military regime and more the influence 
that Chagas Freitas had achieved in Rio’s politics, including his indirect election 
as the state governor, on October 3, 1970. Chagas Freitas was the only governor 
elected by the MDB in 1970, in an election held under the terms of Institutional 
Act Nr 3, enacted on February 5, 1966, which determined that state governors and 
vice-governors would be indirectly elected by the State Legislative Assemblies. On 
that occasion, President of the Republic, Emílio Garrastazu Médici, warned that he 
would not accept opposition candidacies “that could represent a challenge to the 
revolutionary process” (Dias 2001, p. 3,683). 

Therefore, within this authoritarian and coercive framework, Chagas Freitas’ 
hegemony was constituted in Rio’s politics. His indirect election to the govern-
ment of Guanabara in 1970 was supported by the then commander of the First Army, 
General Adalberto Pereira dos Santos, and the minister of the Army, General Orlando 
Geisel—who awarded Chagas Freitas, in December 1970, the Peacekeeper’s Medal. 

Although the elected governor of Guanabara by the opposition party, Chagas 
Freitas adopted a line of conciliation with the regime, including the disclosure on O 
Dia of a good image of the military government and its achievements.25 Célio Borja, 
elected, in 1970, as a federal deputy for ARENA, summarized: “Governor Chagas 
Freitas (…) did the mime of the opposition when it was necessary, especially at the 
time of the election, and then he understood and lived with the military government. 
He did not face the regime” (Motta 1999, pp. 155–156). 

The election results of 1970 guaranteed the Chaguista group nothing less than 
occupying more than 50% of the Rio de Janeiro MDB bench for the Federal Chamber, 
which expressed a new force of Chaguism in Rio’s politics. The speeches of these 
parliamentarians, in plenary, during the 1971/1975 legislature, were one of the 
homogenizing aspects of the group, with no criticism of the current military order.

23 On the subject, see, for example, an article by Flávio Pinheiro published in Veja magazine, 
06/28/1978, p. 28–31, entitled: “The miracle of Chagas—where the chief of Rio takes the votes, he 
has distributed among his disciples for 25 years”. 
24 On the subject, see Motta (2000). 
25 See, for example, editorials from O Dia, 9/17/1970, 10/22/1970, 10/24/1970, 11/1-2/1970, and 
11/7/1970. 
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In their pronouncements, the subliminal understanding was that the outbreak of the 
1964 coup was a wise move and that the opposition had to unite with the government 
to share the responsibilities of power. In addition, the performance of parliamentary 
functions, for the members of the Chagas Freitas’ political group, consisted basi-
cally in abstaining from issues related to the construction of broad social policies 
and dealing with the mediation of the restricted interests of their electorate.26 

Thus, it was with the MDB hindered within an authoritarian political reality, 
in which violence was institutionalized, that the phenomenon of chaguismo was 
consolidated in the Rio de Janeiro political field. The cycle of cassations introduced 
by the military regime from 1964 onward, by removing from the electoral dispute 
the names of the combative opposition with political force in the state of Guanabara, 
ended up inducing a renewal of the opposition bench, with the strengthening of what 
became known as the chaguista style of performing, representing the consecration 
of the physiological and clientelist political bias. 

The end of Chagas Freitas’ first term in office in the Rio de Janeiro government 
coincided with the merger between Guanabara and the former state of Rio de Janeiro 
on March 15, 1975. At that moment, control of the new MDB in Rio de Janeiro was 
disputed between Chagas Freitas himself and Ernani do Amaral Peixoto, the party’s 
main leader in the former state of Rio de Janeiro. Chagas Freitas won the contest, 
extending his dominance of the party in Rio de Janeiro to the entire Rio de Janeiro 
area. Then, in 1978, he was an elected governor again, now from the new state of 
Rio de Janeiro. 

The clientelistic logics and practices anchored in the political hegemony of Chagas 
Freitas produced legacies and vicissitudes that survive in time until today, influencing 
behaviors in the universe of power relations in the city and state of Rio de Janeiro, 
and demanding concrete actions in the direction of overcoming them. 

39.6 Socio-territorial Inequalities in the City of Rio de 
Janeiro 

Inequality in the city of Rio de Janeiro is not just social. It is also territorial. The city 
is divided into five Planning Areas and 33 Administrative Regions. 

Planning Area-1 (AP-1) covers the historic center and surrounding neighborhoods. 
It contains about 37% of formal jobs and 5% of the city’s residents (data for 2020, 
from the Pereira Passos Institute/Rio de Janeiro City Hall and RAIS/Ministry of 
Labor and Welfare). 

AP-2 is where a middle- and upper-class circle hegemonically exists. In it you 
will find the South Zone of Rio, where famous beaches such as Copacabana and 
Ipanema are located, and Administrative Regions-ARs in the North Zone of Rio 
with hegemony of middle-class residents: Tijuca and Vila Isabel.

26 See Diniz (1982). 
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AP-3, where about 37% of the population of Rio de Janeiro lives, is a predomi-
nantly popular housing area, in which there are large favela complexes. AP-3 borders 
three large municipalities on the outskirts of the Metropolitan Region of Rio de 
Janeiro-RMRJ: Nilópolis, São João de Meriti, and Duque de Caxias.27 

AP-4 covers two ARs, one for the middle and upper classes (Barra da Tijuca) 
and another with a strong presence of popular housing and favelas, such as Rio das 
Pedras and Cidade de Deus. 

AP-5 is hegemonically a territory for popular housing, with several clandestine 
subdivisions organized by militias. It is located in a peripheral area of the city of Rio, 
where about 27% of the population live, presenting only about 8% of the formal jobs 
in the city of Rio. 

The Social Progress Index-IPS,28 organized by the Pereira Passos Institute-IPP 
for the 33 Administrative Regions-RAs of the city of Rio de Janeiro, taking into 
account indicators in the areas of health, sanitation, education, access to information 
technology, urban mobility, violence, and access to cultural equipment, corroborates 
the thesis that inequality in the city of Rio de Janeiro is also territorial. 

Among the 33 RAs, the six that appear with the best IPS are exactly those where 
middle- and upper-class people reside hegemonically. They are Botafogo (IPS 85.0), 
Copacabana (80.2), Lagoa (79.0), Vila Isabel (73.0), Tijuca (71.6), and Barra da 
Tijuca (69.7). The first five are on AP-2 and Barra da Tijuca is on AP-4. 

The six RAs that present the worst IPS are Portuária (42.0), Pavuna (43.0), 
Guaratiba (43.5), Complexo do Alemão (43.7), Jacarezinho (45.1), and Maré (47.2). 
Pavuna, Complexo do Alemão, Jacarezinho, and Maré are on the AP-3. Guaratiba, 
on the AP-5, and the Port Region, on the AP-1, are in a degraded area of downtown 
Rio. 

Another indicator, the Social Development Index-IDS, created by the IPP, also 
analyzes the issue of inequality in the territory of Rio by the Administrative Region of 
the city. This index, however, considers not only indicators related to the supply and 
quality of social policies and existing infrastructure in each region but also indicators 
related to the per capita income of households.29 

As pointed out in the IPS, the IDS shows that the six RAs in the best social situation 
are Botafogo (0.764), Copacabana (0.735), Lagoa (0.730), Vila Isabel (0.697), Tijuca 
(0.679), and Barra da Tijuca (0.676).

27 The Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro is made up of 22 municipalities: Belford Roxo, 
Cachoeiras de Macacu, Duque de Caxias, Guapimirim, Itaboraí, Itaguaí, Japeri, Magé, Maricá, 
Mesquita, Nilópolis, Niterói, Nova Iguaçu, Paracambi, Petrópolis, Queimados, Rio Bonito, Rio de 
Janeiro, São Gonçalo, São João of Meriti, Seropédica, and Tanguá. The indication “metropolitan 
periphery” refers to all municipalities except the capital of the state of Rio de Janeiro. 
28 The latest edition of IPS is for the year 2020. For detailed knowledge of the IPS parameters and 
methodology, see https://www.data.rio/documents/2b5e629dbe304a17a4fe6a5b58dd1d05/explore 
(accessed on 2/15/2022). 
29 The IDS was organized in 2013, based on data from the Demographic Census conducted 
by the IBGE. The last one available is from 2010. The closer the index is to one, 
the better the situation of the site. For detailed knowledge of the IDS parameters and 
methodology, see https://www.data.rio/maps/PCRJ::%C3%ADndice-de-desenvolvimento-social-
da-regi%C3%A3o-metropolitana-do-rio-de-janeiro-2010/about (access in 15/2/2022). 

https://www.data.rio/documents/2b5e629dbe304a17a4fe6a5b58dd1d05/explore
https://www.data.rio/maps/PCRJ::%C3%ADndice-de-desenvolvimento-social-da-regi%C3%A3o-metropolitana-do-rio-de-janeiro-2010/about
https://www.data.rio/maps/PCRJ::%C3%ADndice-de-desenvolvimento-social-da-regi%C3%A3o-metropolitana-do-rio-de-janeiro-2010/about
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The six RAs that present the worst IDS are Portuária (0.493), Pavuna (0.528), 
Complexo do Guaratiba (0.532), Alemão (0.533), Jacarezinho (0.534), and Maré 
(0.547). 

Again, the AP-3 and AP-5 ARs in Rio appear in negative prominence. An excep-
tion is Rocinha, the largest favela in the South Zone of the city of Rio, located on 
AP-2, which appears among the six worst IDS. That must be related to the fact that 
the IDS includes indicators related to income per household. Many people live in 
Rocinha because it is in the South Zone of Rio—an affluent area with an offer of 
jobs in commerce, services, and upper- and middle-class residences, jobs that do not 
require high qualifications of workers and low-paid wages. 

Within the vicious circle that was established in Rio, one of the central aspects, as 
mentioned, was, from the 1964 Coup, the emergence of a clientelist and destructive 
political logic. This has generated significant corruption in the police30 and facilitated, 
especially in the city and its Metropolitan Region, the existence of “parallel states” 
controlled by drug trafficking or militias, progressively expanding their presence. 

An article from the online news channel globo.com, dated 10/19/20, based on a 
study entitled “Maps of armed groups in Rio de Janeiro,” points out that 3.7 million 
of the 6.7 million inhabitants of the city of Rio de Janeiro live in territories under 
the yoke of militia or drug trafficking, which control 57% of the city’s area.31 Again, 
most of these parallel territories are located in the Zona Suburbana and Zona Oeste 
of the city of Rio. 

According to the same article: “In the Metropolitan Region, researchers have 
found that the tendency is for militiamen to gain wide dominance. According to the 
study, in 2019, there were 199 neighborhoods (21.8%) controlled by these criminal 
groups. 

In the scenario in which the city of Rio and the territory that forms the current 
state of Rio de Janeiro are the regions with the lowest economic dynamism in the 
country and in which the public machine suffers particular degradation, the most 
affected part is the periphery of the Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro-RMRJ. 

Several studies that we have conducted, with indicators of health, education, 
formal employment, and violence, show that the metropolitan periphery of Rio de 
Janeiro is the most precarious compared to the metropolitan peripheries of the capitals 
of the states of São Paulo and Minas Gerais in Southeast Brazil.32 

30 On corruption in the police in Rio de Janeiro, see article by journalist Xico Vargas, entitled 
“The golden path,” in 2006. http://ozeas.blogspot.com/2006/05/o-caminho-do-ouro.html (acesso 
em 15/2/2022). 
31 https://g1.globo.com/rj/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2020/10/19/rio-tem-37-milhoes-de-habitantes-
em-areas-dominadas-pelo-crime-organizado-milicia-controla-57percent-da-area-da-cidade-diz-
estudo.ghtml (Access: 15/02/2022). 
32 The Southeast Region of Brazil has four states: Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, Minas Gerais, and 
Espírito Santo. The first three have an estimated population in 2021 of, respectively, 17,463,349, 
46,649,132, and 21,411,923. The state of Espírito Santo has an estimated population of only 
4,108,508. For this reason, when comparing the situation of the metropolitan peripheries of the 
capitals of the states of the Southeast Region, we only compare those of the three largest states. For 
a more detailed analysis of the situation of the metropolitan periphery of Rio de Janeiro compared 
to the metropolitan peripheries of the capitals of the Southeast states, see Osorio (Coord) (2017).

http://ozeas.blogspot.com/2006/05/o-caminho-do-ouro.html
https://g1.globo.com/rj/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2020/10/19/rio-tem-37-milhoes-de-habitantes-em-areas-dominadas-pelo-crime-organizado-milicia-controla-57percent-da-area-da-cidade-diz-estudo.ghtml
https://g1.globo.com/rj/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2020/10/19/rio-tem-37-milhoes-de-habitantes-em-areas-dominadas-pelo-crime-organizado-milicia-controla-57percent-da-area-da-cidade-diz-estudo.ghtml
https://g1.globo.com/rj/rio-de-janeiro/noticia/2020/10/19/rio-tem-37-milhoes-de-habitantes-em-areas-dominadas-pelo-crime-organizado-milicia-controla-57percent-da-area-da-cidade-diz-estudo.ghtml
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For example, in a ranking for 2019 of the homicide rate per hundred thousand 
inhabitants of the municipalities with more than 50 thousand inhabitants of the 
metropolitan peripheries of the capitals of the states of Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, 
and Minas Gerais, it can be seen that, for the 63-ranked municipalities, nine of the ten 
municipalities in the worst situation are on the periphery of the RMRJ. The munici-
pality of Itaboraí is the one with the worst situation, with a homicide rate of 56.94. 
None of the ten municipalities with the lowest homicide rate are on the outskirts of 
the RMRJ. It should be noted that all these ten municipalities have a homicide rate 
per 100,000 inhabitants of less than 6.00. 

In the same direction, in a ranking of the Basic Education Development Index-
IDEB/Ministry of Education,33 for teaching from the first to the fifth year of public 
schools, in 2019, among the 63 municipalities with more than 50 thousand inhabitants 
of the metropolitan peripheries of the capitals of the states of Rio de Janeiro, São 
Paulo, and Minas Gerais, it appears that all 19 municipalities of the metropolitan 
periphery of Rio de Janeiro are in the last positions. 

In the health area, the Federation of Industries of the State of Rio de Janeiro 
created an indicator for all Brazilian municipalities called the FIRJAN Municipal 
Development Index-IFDM/Saúde.34 In 2016 (last year with available data), among 
the ten towns with the best results, none were on the periphery of the RMRJ. Among 
the ten worst results, six municipalities were on the periphery of Rio de Janeiro. 

Finally, the particular lack of formal private employment in the periphery of the 
RMRJ is evident in the ranking of the relationship between formal private jobs and 
population. For the year 2020, among the sixty-three municipalities with more than 
fifty thousand inhabitants on the outskirts of the Metropolitan Regions of the states 
of Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and Minas Gerais, no municipality in the periphery of 
the RMRJ is among the ten municipalities with the best results. Among the ten worst 
results, five municipalities were on the periphery of Rio de Janeiro. 

39.7 Facing Social and Territorial Inequalities in Rio de 
Janeiro 

As presented, the city of Rio, its Metropolitan Region, and the state of Rio de Janeiro, 
since the 1960s and mainly from the 1970s, have gone through a long vicious circle. 
The challenge, therefore, is to place these regions in a virtuous circle. 

Albert Hirschman, in the classic “Strategy of economic development” (1958), 
points out that, for the socioeconomic development of a region, public coordination 
is, in the first place, necessary. The author proposes that it is not possible to say, a

33 For a more detailed analysis of this indicator, see https://www.gov.br/inep/pt-br/areas-de-atuacao/ 
pesquisas-estatisticas-e-indicadores/ideb. 
34 The variables used in the IFDM Saúde are number of prenatal consultations, deaths from ill-
defined causes, and infant deaths from preventable causes. For a more detailed analysis of this 
indicator, see https://www.firjan.com.br/ifdm/. 

https://www.gov.br/inep/pt-br/areas-de-atuacao/pesquisas-estatisticas-e-indicadores/ideb
https://www.gov.br/inep/pt-br/areas-de-atuacao/pesquisas-estatisticas-e-indicadores/ideb
https://www.firjan.com.br/ifdm/


808 M. Osorio et al.

priori, what starts the virtuous circle of a region because it is always a conjunction 
of factors that depends on each historical moment and territory’s characteristics. In 
addition, the most challenging thing is to start defining the factors that would allow 
reversing the situation from a vicious circle into a virtuous one. Hirschman argues 
that, to the extent that one succeeds in building the start of a virtuous circle in a given 
region, its population begins to believe in the strategy, and the self-esteem generated 
helps in its consolidation and continuity. 

The city of Rio de Janeiro is the capital of a territorially small state in the Brazilian 
scenario and is quite urban. In the city of Rio and its Metropolitan Region live 38.86% 
and 75.62% of the total population of the state, respectively. 

In this sense, it is necessary to think of a development strategy for the city of Rio 
integrated with a policy for the whole of its metropolis, which does not yet exist. In 
addition, it is necessary to design and implement a policy that generates win–win 
games between the eight Government Regions of the state.35 

It is urgent to design and implement a policy for Rio de Janeiro that addresses the 
severe inequality in the city, with impacts on the improvement of social indicators 
in those most vulnerable areas, located mainly in AP-3 and AP-5. In these two 
Planning Areas reside 64% of the population of Rio de Janeiro. For example, the 
Municipality of Rio de Janeiro, in partnership with the State Government, could 
organize a territorialized budget in order to establish priorities, with transparency, 
for the expenses incurred in the different regions of the city. 

In the Metropolitan Region of Rio de Janeiro, a Metropolitan Chamber was 
created, based on a law called the Statute of Metropolises created in the country 
in 2015.36 The proposal is to build public policies that affect two or more municipal-
ities by that body and in partnership with city halls. It is also necessary to establish 
a metropolitan budget within the scope of the Metropolitan Chamber. 

The precarious infrastructure concerning the provision of telecommunications, 
electricity, and logistical access services affects not only the population’s quality of 
life on the periphery of the RMRJ but also makes it difficult to attract companies 
and consequently generate local jobs. Thus, there is a need for some New Deal for 
the metropolitan periphery of Rio de Janeiro, with the design and implementation 
of an integrated infrastructure policy. To that end, municipal, state, federal, and 
international funding institutions can be articulated, such as the New Development 
Bank—BRICS Bank, created in 2014 by the governments of Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa. 

Likewise, for the seven Regions of Government of the interior of Rio de Janeiro, 
it is necessary to design and implement social and infrastructure policies through 
partnerships between the municipalities and the State Government. This is urgent in 
light of rankings organized by the Observatory of Studies on Rio de Janeiro,37 which

35 The State of Rio de Janeiro comprises the following Regions of Government: Metropolitan, 
North, Northwest, Mountains, Coastal Lowlands, Center-South, Middle Paraíba, and Costa Verde. 
36 Law Nr 13,089/2015. 
37 Research Group linked to the National Law School of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, 
registered with the CNPq. 
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uses indicators related to employment density, health, education, and public safety. 
In these rankings, one can see a particularly terrible situation of the municipalities 
of Rio de Janeiro in the scenario of the cities of the Southeast Region of Brazil. 

In addition to social and infrastructure policies, an economic strategy is needed. 
Take into account that Rio de Janeiro is the state in Brazil with the lowest rate of 
economic growth and an exceptionally high unemployment rate.38 

It should be noted that implementing an economic strategy is also decisive for 
expanding public revenue, which allows for improving social and infrastructure poli-
cies. That is because financial promotion with a diversification of the productive 
structure broadens the basis for tax collection. 

In the current technological scenario, it is increasingly challenging to define 
economic activities as activities of the primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors. 
Besides, it is more and more difficult to determine where industry ends and services 
begin or where services end and industry begins. Accordingly, a strategy to promote 
economic development must be based on the analysis of production systems, that is, 
a set of economic activities that present synergy, regardless of whether they cover 
more than one productive sector. 

For example, in the Brazilian case, one of the proposals put forward for debate 
aimed at systematically promoting economic activities is the so-called Industrial 
Economic Complex of Health-CEIS. This complex brings together service activities 
in the areas of public and private health and the production of goods and services 
linked to health and technological innovation.39 

Brazil, one of the world’s largest countries in terms of population and territory 
and having a universal public health system, has an immense demand for goods and 
services related to this productive complex. According to data from the Ministry of 
Economy, in 2021, Brazil imported goods and services linked to the CEIS worth 
US$ 26.9 billion. 

The scenario of the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the fact that it is dramatic 
to depend on imports of goods and services related to health. Furthermore, importing 
these goods and services does not generate income and employment in the country. 

The CEIS proposal contains, as one of its main points, the conduction of an import 
substitution program, seeking to expand production in Brazil and reduce imports in 
the health area—also developing technological autonomy in this area. 

The proposal presents essential synergies with the characteristics of the city and 
state of Rio de Janeiro economy. It can be an impact factor in an inclusive development 
strategy.40 In the city of Rio and its Metropolitan Region, there are respectful public 
production and research health institutions, such as the Oswaldo Cruz Foundation, 
universities with research centers, and significant pharmaceutical industry.

38 According to the IBGE Continuous National Household Sampling Survey (PNAD Contínua) for 
the fourth quarter of 2021, the unemployment rate for the state of Rio de Janeiro was 14.2%, against 
an unemployment rate of 11,1% for the country. 
39 On the subject, see Gadelha (2021). 
40 For a discussion of the productive systems with the most significant potential for boosting the 
economy and generating employment in the city of Rio, its metropolis, and the state of Rio de 
Janeiro as a whole, see Osorio (Coord) (2014) and Osorio et al. (2021). 
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In the state of Rio de Janeiro as a whole, CEIS also stands out among the activities 
of production of goods and services, provision of public and private services, and 
health research. According to the Ministry of Economy, in 2021, there were 479,179 
direct formal jobs linked to CEIS in the state of Rio de Janeiro. 

Thus, the confrontation of socio-territorial inequalities in the city, its metropolis, 
and the state of Rio de Janeiro requires a coordinated policy involving, simultane-
ously, expansion and improvement of social and infrastructure policies, with priority 
for the areas most in need of these services, and an integrated economic approach, 
with preference given to the production systems with more significant potential in 
the city and state territory. 
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Chapter 40 
The Implosion of Memory. City and Drug 
Trafficking in Medellín and the Aburrá 
Valley 

Luis Fernando González Escobar 

Abstract In Medellín (Colombia), the implosion of a building by local authorities, 
as it was considered a negative symbol inasmuch as it caused a bad image for the 
city, is the leitmotiv to question the reasons for its demolition and to propose a more 
complex insight with regard to the origins and permanence of drug trafficking in 
urban planning and urban culture. This is what this text proposes, a look not at an 
episodic or circumstantial event but as part of a complex framework that involved 
a strong urban conflict, with triggering effects not only on the architectures built 
by illegally injected besieged capital, but on recognized urban works, while, in the 
configuration of the urban landscape, and in the social and cultural practices that are 
projected up to the present and that in some way have already been naturalized. The 
implosion of a building, in turn an “uncomfortable heritage”, is the metaphor of a 
city and a society besieged, that although at the time were almost in “ruins”, did not 
succumb and were reconfigured, even incorporating new non-recognized practices, 
but that are latent there as part of their cultural language and landscape. 

Keywords Medellín · City · Drug trafficking · History · Cultural landscape 

40.1 Introduction 

The 1980s and 1990s were decades marked by urban violence in the city of Medellín 
(Colombia). A time of terror in which “homicide was the leading cause of overall 
mortality since 1986 and its share of total deaths increased from 3.5% in 1976, to 
8.0% in 1980, to 17.0% in 1985 and peaked at 42.0% in 1991” (Cardona et al. 2005:
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840), the year in which it was considered the city with the highest homicide rate in 
the world.1 

The Latin American economic crisis of the 1980s expressed at the local scale in the 
decline of industry, in what was considered the “industrial city” of Colombia. With 
unemployment and informality on the rise, drug trafficking was the way in which 
this crisis was largely mitigated. But after a few years of certain collusion and social 
acceptance of that new emerging class, represented by drug traffickers, the violent 
actions and terrorism of the so-called Medellín Cartel marked one of the critical and 
cruelest periods of the city,2 with selective assassinations, bombs and car-bombs, 
massacres, among many other cruelties. By having former allies against them in 
collusion with sectors of the state, a confrontation of such magnitude was generated 
that not only murders but also bomb attacks and massacres were the way they reacted. 
The city experienced moments of great uncertainty. Fear gripped its streets. The use of 
public space and the revels was lost. The drama of its urban landscape was intensified 
with the paralysis of the main construction work: the viaduct of the metro system, 
which turned the city into an apocalyptic scenario. It became known as Medellín No 
Futuro (Non-future Medellín). 

This can be considered as a true urbicide since it typifies, not as much the absolute 
death of the city, but rather that it was introduced into an anomie, due to the fear 
that violence produced. It was not just about the violent destruction and urban chaos, 
but also the loss of the meeting and socialization place for many social sectors. At 
the same time, during these years, the prejudice and discrimination and socio-spatial 
segregation of low income barrios were accentuated, being seen only as places where 
death emerged. Although, since the last decade of the twentieth century, the city, the 
ruling class, and society responded to such dynamic by means of a process of urban 
transformation and resilience that has been recognized on a global scale, it is also true 
that those urbicidal considerations were also transformed in something less visible, 
but no less dramatic through territorial controls, the management of illicit income and 
drug trafficking. Other expressions, such as fear and silence, illegal and legal controls 
of spaces and social relations, intra-urban displacement, direct or symbolic violence 
mark the territorial current situation not only in Medellín but on a metropolitan scale.3 

1 The Medellin Report ¡Basta Ya! (Stop Now!) recognizes 6819, but underreporting has been pointed 
out in these data. Due to it, the figures even rise to 7237 murders, with a rate of 266 homicides per 
100,000. 
2 The aforementioned Medellin Report ¡Basta Ya! establishes four periods: a first period, 1965– 
1985, that of the antecedents that shaped the factors that later triggered the armed conflict; the second, 
from 1982 to 1994, properly associated with the Medellín Cartel, but also associated with political 
violence, and a “dirty war” due to the complicity of state institutions; the third, 1995–2005, when 
the paramilitary and rural guerrilla expansion turned Medellín into the geographical and logistical 
center of the conflict; and the fourth period, 2006–2014, marked by the decline of the guerrilla and 
paramilitary forces, and the containment of violence by the state (National Center for Historical 
Memory 2014; 23–25). Although, as will be seen at the end of this text, it is a reconfiguration of 
the conflict. 
3 The Área Metropolitana del Valle de Aburrá (Valle de Aburrá Metropolitan Area) incorporates 10 
municipalities: Barbosa, Girardota, Copacabana, Bello, Medellín, Envigado, Itagüí, Sabaneta, La 
Estrella, and Caldas.
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This urbicidal mutation is seen in this work, viewed from a historical perspective. 
Perhaps, it is necessary to state that urbicide can also be typified and recognized in 
urban historical denialism, insofar as the causes that limit or obstruct the validity of 
the city with its multiple problems are—intentionally or not—disregarded. 

This work sets as its starting point the discussion raised by the demolition of the 
Mónaco building,4 which has become emblematic and a space of dispute related to 
how to deal with the memory of drug trafficking in the city of Medellín. Its demolition 
does not bury the intricate causalities that are woven between the illegal and the 
legal, the material and the immaterial, of many of those factors that determined the 
serious and complex urban problems. Throughout the narrative developed in this 
work, this near past and some of its causalities are explored, in order to arrive again 
at the present moment, where determining elements are perceived as belonging to a 
new urban culture, while others continue to have a negative impact on the desired 
transformations and urban vitality or, at least, in those which are promoted as such. 

40.2 Demolishing the Ignominious Past 

On February 22th, 2019, in the city of Medellín (Colombia), a building was imploded. 
This action was not just any act, as it involved demolishing one of the buildings 
considered emblematic, one of the several that the infamous drug trafficker Pablo 
Escobar Gaviria ordered to be built. He collected works of art and cars on his eight 
floors, where his family lived, and for several years, it was his place of residence 
and refuge from persecution by the authorities and his own illegal enemies. It was 
precisely there that on January 13th, 1988, the drug rivals attacked him, with a “car 
bomb” loaded with 700 k of dynamite. That only affected a little the reinforced 
structure of the building, although it affected a lot the elite neighborhood of the 
Barrio Santa María de los Ángeles. It was the beginning of the bloody war between 
rival groups of drug traffickers from the cities of Cali and Medellin, known by the 
DEA and the US government as the “drug cartels”. 

The demolition was accompanied by a ceremony presided over by the mayor of the 
city, Federico Gutiérrez (2016–2019), with the presence of hundreds of guests who 
were located in the parking lot of the Club Campestre (Campestre social club), just 
two blocks away from the building. Among those guests were a representative group 
of relatives of drug trafficking victims, such as the widow and a son of the murdered 
presidential candidate Luis Carlos Galán, among others. Perfectly aligned chairs 
looking toward the building to implode were located, offer of drinks, a stage with 
renowned artists, souvenirs designed and delivered at the entrance of the commemo-
rative event… In short, it was a true media event, not only at the demolition site and 
its surroundings, but also due to the live broadcast on the official local and regional

4 Monaco was one of the real estate properties owned by Colombian drug trafficker Pablo Escobar, 
located in the barrio Santa María de los Ángeles, in the exclusive sector of El Poblado. 
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television channels, as well as on social networks, in addition to the presence of 
national and foreign journalists. 

Those who were not invited to the Club Campestre parking lot found themselves 
in the immediate vicinity, on nearby streets, or watched the event from the balconies 
and terraces of apartments in neighboring buildings. The buildings, the demolished 
one and the one for the event, were located in the Barrio El Poblado, the site that 
was by excellence a territory of economic and social power, to the point that not 
only there was the elite club and in its vicinity the building of the most persecuted 
drug trafficker, but also mansions like Montecasino. This neighborhood was also 
an enclave of paramilitarism, where the clan of the Castaño brothers, meeting with 
political and business allies, determined actions against Pablo Escobar, executions 
of urban and rural social leaders, scorched earth actions in different parts of the 
Colombian territory or metropolitan territorial control. 

After the sirens alert, the explosion of the charges sounded in a sequence separated 
by microseconds. The culminating moment lasted just three seconds. The structure 
collapsed, succumbing in a cloud of dust that rose with force, despite the powerful 
streams of water. Dragged by the wind, it began to cover the place of the guests. 
While the salsa music singer, Yuri Buenaventura, made an effort to continue his 
song, he at the same time was devoured by that grayish veil that transformed him 
into a phantasmagoria. While the people applauded, someone shouted “Pablo son of 
a bitch, there you left us…”! 

40.3 Medellín Embraces Its History 

The media spectacle of the implosion was part of a project with which the municipal 
administration tried to give context to this event, that is, the proposal called Medellín 
abraza su historia (Medellín embraces its history). 

The annoyance of the municipal mayor with regard to the bad image generated 
by the visit of tourists and, above all, urban music singers who made tours of places 
referenced as significant milestones in the memory of the drug lord, prompted the 
idea of demolishing the Mónaco building. The so-called narco tour, that tourists did 
and continue to do, includes stops at different places considered emblematic in the 
criminal life of that sinister character, such as the building he constructed for his 
family, the prison that he also made to his measure where he confined himself for 
a time while he continued committing crimes, the house where he was murdered, 
and even his tomb, converted into a place of pilgrimage and sanctuary of people’s 
religiosity. It was not only such visits, but also the images that circulated on social 
networks of those visitors and which, in some cases, included the use of drugs on 
said sites. Those replicating images were considered apologetic, in a narrative that 
followed the line of famous television series and streaming platforms. The criticism 
was hardly logical, being considered as an imposition of the narrative seen from the 
point of view of the perpetrator and an apology for evil, ignoring the victims and the 
efforts of local administrations to change the state of affairs.
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In this sense, demolishing the Monaco building and instead designing and building 
a memorial for the victims was considered a change of perspective. Given the initial 
simplicity of the proposal and with the aim of presenting it as an articulated project, 
the administration hastily included the strategy called Medellín Embraces its History, 
outside the municipal Development Plan, approved during its administration. This 
strategy included other components, besides the implosion and the memorial: a Tour 
por la memoria (tour through memory) as a reply to the narco tours, in this case 
that cover sculptures, plaques, and places where violence was exerted and where 
the victims were highlighted; a chair of memory: En colegio, Medellín abraza su 
historia (At school, Medellín embraces its history), a pedagogical activity in educa-
tional institutions, both private and public, in order to bring young people closer and 
sensitize them to that painful past and ethical changes in urban culture; the construc-
tion of the second phase of the Casa de la Memoria Museum, whose first phase had 
been inaugurated and put into operation between 2011 and 2012, but the project was 
not completed, among other projects that were mentioned but not developed, such 
as the continuity of the program parceros (partners, as bro), with the intention of 
inclusion and employment for young people. 

The final result of the program was really languid. The implosion of the Monaco 
building was fulfilled, and in its place, the memorial was built, apart from commis-
sioning the realization of some works of art from local artists—some of them 
deplorable—and the publication of the memoir Historias para no olvidar (Histo-
ries not to be forgotten), which circulated almost clandestinely, as is the case with 
much of the official production. 

The Parque Memorial Inflexión (Inflection Memorial Park), as it was called, 
was the result of an Concurso público internacional de anteproyecto arquitectónico 
para el diseño de un espacio de memoria y reflexión (Public International Contest 
for an Architectural Blueprint for the Design of a Space for Memory and Reflec-
tion), convened by the Mayor’s Office and organized by the Empresa de Desarrollo 
Urbano—EDU (Urban Development Enterprise—EDU) and the Sociedad Colom-
biana de Arquitectos—SCA (Colombian Society of Architects—SCA) in 2018. 
Among the 45 proposals, in December of that year, the one proposal presented 
by the firm Montajes de Marca S. A., from Medellín, was chosen as the winner, 
whose designers were actually a group of young architects from the Universidad 
Nacional de Colombia, Sede Medellín (National University of Colombia, Medellin 
campus)—Carolina Henao Salazar, Felipe Zapata, Tomás del Gallego and Germán 
Tamayo—gathered in the office: Pequeña Escala Arquitectura (Small Scale Archi-
tecture office). After the implosion, the removal of debris, and the transition from the 
preliminary project to the architectural project, the work was carried out in a hasty 
manner, hurrying in order to be inaugurated on December 20, 2019, while the cement 
was still fresh, and the construction was unfinished. Again, another media event was 
organized with great pomp, presided over not only by the municipal mayor but also 
by the president of the republic and, again, with the presence of relatives of drug 
trafficking victims. 

The memorial park is developed, in accordance with the designers themselves, 
with the victims as the central axis of the urban proposal. In an area of 5300 m2,



818 L. F. González Escobar

three fundamental spaces are included: (1) The Camino de los Héroes (The Path 
of the Heroes) as a pedestrian entrance path, flanked by monoliths in homage to 
personalities immolated by drug traffickers; (2) The Memorial Inflexión (Inflection 
Memorial), a wall 70 m long by 5 m high, but broken into four bodies or types 
of panels, with 46,612 holes, which are illuminated at night, to commemorate the 
same number of people who were calculated as the victims in the fateful period of 
the city of Medellín between 1981 and 1994; in addition to a chronology carved in 
stone of 208 violent events that occurred in the city in those years; (3) The Bosque 
de la Resiliencia (Resilience Forest) which, as its name indicates, the planted tree 
species symbolize the resistance and survival capacity of society, to stabilize and rise 
above uncertainty. This forest is separated from the neighboring buildings by means 
of gabions filled with the debris from the demolition of the Monaco building, as a 
historical trace of its pre-existing. Additionally, sculptural elements and grandstands 
were implanted for the events to be held. 

Consistente with the narrative that the urban project was attempting to implement, 
the bookHistorias Para No Olvidar raises the ideal of recognizing the victims over the 
perpetrators, defining new heroes that would overcome those established by the mass 
media, the series and narco-novels. In addition, it talks about the social groups and 
the projects that opposed the overwhelming action of drug trafficking, valuing citizen 
resistance, and a memory that exalts the achievements and the overcoming of those 
hard, violent, and ignominious moments that we face before the world. To a certain 
extent, the attempt is representative because it brings cruelly sacrificed personalities 
out of oblivion and exalts their valor, but it is still an official memory, as are the 
historical contextual elements that were used, without deep causal explanations of 
that past that seems to have been overcome and have been left behind. 

A certain simplification and an interested narrative clipping are evident, as when 
it is pointed out in the book: 

To understand that reality you have to remember. In the sixties, this violence emerges with 
the appearance of the first traffickers. The urban and dynamics of Medellín were changing 
in a swifting way, due to the arrival of thousands of people from the countryside in search 
of opportunities. The smuggling of liquor, cigarettes, and electrical appliances took a back 
seat with the appearance of cocaine trafficking. (Alcaldía de Medellín 2019: 103) 

Thus, in an almost elementary and naive way, it is described that drug traffickers 
and drug trafficking “appeared” out of nowhere, that they emerged without apparent 
reasons of causality, outside of all the conditions of possibility in the historical, 
economic, demographic, social, cultural, and urban context. 

Facts that are so obvious, derived, and interdependent, such as the history of 
drug trafficking illegality in relation to the different forms of smuggling—a long 
history that establishes relationships and continuities with markets, ports, routes, 
organizations, and practices rooted in society—are not looked at as determinants but 
only as something surpassed by a new illegal phenomenon. It even seems that the 
figure of Pablo Escobar was an anomaly within society. An exceptional evil: It arises 
unexpectedly, shocks society, and affects it with its illegal and criminal practices, but 
such society overcomes it, not without drama, as a result of the action of men and
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women who managed to eradicate the greater evil even at the cost of their own lives. 
Society, then thus, managed to return to its normal channels. 

Memory in such narrative is seen as the necessary remembrance of that fatal 
historical moment with its terror and its horrors that, with few exceptions, was already 
something overcome, with which the city had been transformed in the “physical” and 
in the social; as it was stated in the texts of the book and proclaimed by the mayor in 
the media events with regard to the implosion of the building and the inauguration of 
the memorial: “Medellín is a resilient city, Medellín has a society that knew how to 
get up when it had its worst difficulties, and today, we are a great symbol of resilience 
that honors the victims”.5 

And in a certain way, it is true. The city did not entirely succumb to terror. It 
overcame many difficulties—not all of them, nor most of them—and projected a 
renewed international image, but this was done from partial constructions of recent 
history and intentional forgetfulness. As such: without establishing in-depth causal 
relationships with that immediate past and, above all, without understanding which 
dynamics were maintained, how others changed and which, even today, are part of its 
own social, cultural, economic, and territorial reality. In one sense or another, there 
are always unconcealable traces. 

40.4 A Benefactor of the Low Income Barrios 

The Pablo Escobar-Medellín relationship, no matter how much urban marketing is 
done, will not dissolve as easily as it is intended. It is and will be in an indissoluble 
relationship like Al Capone’s Chicago. Rooted both in the imagination of tourists 
who visit the city, fascinated by the narratives of the series that are uncritically 
consumed in the world, as well as in many low income sectors that saw him and 
still see him as a true hero, both by those who had the direct experience with him or 
as an imaginary product built in the barrios. To a large extent, for these sectors, he 
represents that character who built himself from below, going over all opposition— 
legally or illegally—until reaching the top, disputing capital and power with the 
powerful and bending the state despite its criminal and murderous forms, but that 
are taken as obvious, they are ignored in an interested way and, even, considered as 
venial; from that ethical relativism; insofar as the image of a generous being who 
shared wealth with the poor had been configured, in such a way that at a certain 
moment, he was considered the Robin Hood Paisa6 (The Paisa Robin Hood), as he 
was titled in 1983 by the magazine Semana, an important printed medium of the 
capital of the republic.

5 This quote, taken from official press information, appears on several virtual pages which gave 
the news of the inauguration of the Inflection Memorial Park, such as: https://www.eje21.com. 
co/2019/12/medellin-inaugura-park-in-memory-of-the-thousands-of-victims-of-drug-trafficking/, 
among others that repeat the phrase. 
6 Paisa is the way in which those who belong to the region of Antioquia and the Coffee Region of 
Colombia are commonly called. 

https://www.eje21.com.co/2019/12/medellin-inaugura-park-in-memory-of-the-thousands-of-victims-of-drug-trafficking/
https://www.eje21.com.co/2019/12/medellin-inaugura-park-in-memory-of-the-thousands-of-victims-of-drug-trafficking/
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Escobar created a social and political base which led him to occupy a seat in 
the lower house of the Congress of the Republic and even be part of the official 
Colombian delegation in the possession of the Spanish socialist president, Felipe 
González, in 1982. He achieved all this by working strategically on the projects that 
he promoted from the Medellín Cívico (Civic Medellín) newspaper. This written 
medium belonged to his uncle, Hernando Gaviria Berrío, since 1958, was promoted 
as “the first ecological newspaper in Colombia”, which even had a discreet national 
recognition among those who promoted ideas that were so little widespread at that 
time.7 Leaning on his uncle, on other well-known journalists in the city, on poets 
who became his ghost writers, signing some written columns, Escobar promoted two 
great campaigns from there: Civismo en Marcha  (Civism on the Move) and Medellín 
sin Tugurios (Medellin without Slums). 

The Civismo en Marcha project was promoted as something unprecedented in 
Latin America and in the world. A weekly civic feast took place, where the problems 
and concerns of the city’s neighborhoods were aired. It involved the prior formation 
of a Civic Committee, in charge of coordinating activities, receiving materials and 
improving its spaces, schools, health centers, highways, and sports facilities. The 
inaugurations were held on Sundays, with live broadcasts by radio stations in the 
city. It included a stage for festive, sporting, and recreational activities, such as 
prize pools, representative artists from the city, and the inclusion of neighborhood 
artists. It was an inclusive dynamic, where the communities were benefited and felt 
represented, including the most excluded, such as the black communities, for whom 
he promoted la casa de las negritudes (the house of black people). In this project, he 
developed one of the most effective interventions that he called the estadios populares 
(people’s stadiums), through which he intervened, adapted, and illuminated some 
120 soccer fields in the neighborhoods of Medellín, Envigado, Caldas, among other 
municipalities of the Valle de Aburrá. The Saturday night openings, with massive 
attendance, in some cases included the participation of well-known local soccer 
players, born in these barriadas, but turned into idols of the professional teams and 
of the Colombian national team that were summoned by Escobar, who took a dip in 
popularity doing the honorary kick-off and even playing. 

The other project, Medellín Sin Tugurios, arose after the fires of more than one 
hundred “slums” between February 1982 and 1983, in a sector of the Barrio Moravia 
invasion (Moravia quarter), that is, in the Medellín city’s garbage disposal mountain. 
The proposal to move the affected families to a new barrio built in the central eastern 
part of the city, financed by Escobar, was promoted by the newspaper in a laudatory 
manner: “They will come out of the pestilent hell of the garbage dump to start a life

7 Television presenter Gloria Valencia de Castaño wrote in 1983: I belong to the group of lucky 
people who receive the first ecological newspaper in Colombia on a monthly basis. 25 years ago 
“Medellín Cívico” appeared, and since then, the director has put its pages at the service of a cause 
that at that time was quite strange, and today is everyone’s concern: the defense of the environment. 
Hernando Gaviria goes so far in his goals that in the delivery for the month of January he asks 
for the creation of an “ecologist party” and a “ministry of the environment” (Valencia de Castaño 
1983). 
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of noble dignity”, to finish off in a rhetorical and anti-state way: “…there is a back-
ground of rebellion against misery, against social inequality, against abandonment 
and oblivion. But it is a creative rebellion. That is why we say: It is a man and his 
work. A work that will make history in the American continent”! (Anónymous 1984: 
1). The slower response of the local government was used for the electoral purposes 
that he promoted at that time from the Movimiento de Renovación Liberal (Liberal 
Renovation Movement), with which he would reach the House of Representatives. 

He built from scratch, a neighborhood of narrow streets with 200 houses. The new 
inhabitants baptized it Barrio Pablo Escobar, contrary to the official attempts to name 
it in a different way, either by extending the toponym of the adjoining barrio of Loreto 
or that of Medellín sin Tugurios. But the tribute to the benefactor was maintained, 
which is projected until the present. The inhabitants remember him as someone who, 
although “he did many bad things… he also did good deeds”, as demonstrated by 
the barrio itself through its houses with simple but significant architecture for them, 
where they could live near the city center and as Christians. Thus, from people’s 
religiosity, they took up and enthrone the saint to whom the drug trafficker was 
devoted, to whom they thanks, as a plaque says: “Holy Infant Jesus of Atocha. You 
have come to the Barrio Pablo Escobar Gaviria to help us. You will be our king and 
our savior. Thank you for taking care of our benefactor. Inhabitants of the Barrio 
Pablo Escobar Gaviria. November 29, 1992”. 

A sanctuary whose center is the image of the Holy Infant Jesus of Atocha in a 
large niche, with a dome with a mural painting of the Holy Spirit radiating a beam of 
light, with thanks plaques around it. It also has mural paintings by graffiti artists from 
the barrio: the Paso Fino horse, Terremoto (Earthquake), owned by Pablo’s brother; 
a landscape with the façade of the Hacienda Nápoles that belonged to Escobar and 
above that façade the iconic HK-677 airplane, with which he transported the first 
shipments to the United States; a helicopter arriving at the plantation swimming pool, 
portraits of the other drug lords such as his brother Roberto and his cousin Gustavo 
Gaviria; Gonzalo Rodríguez, alias the Mexican; the Ochoa brothers—Juan David, 
Jorge Luis and Fabio—the most recognized and feared assassins of the Medellín 
Cartel, with their aliases, such as Otto, Arete, Negro Pabón, Cacho Chino… Being 
it as a museum with the statue and various photographs of Pablo Escobar. Other 
plates of thanks for the favors received appear at the foot of the sculpture of the holy 
child, which they say was brought from Spain, is a photo of the eternally smiling 
Pablo. And in the immediate vicinity, there are micro-businesses selling t-shirts with 
prints of Pablo’s face, including one with a black and white photo taken by the judicial 
authorities with the plaque Cárcel DTTO (distrito) Judicial Medellín 128482 (DTTO 
Medellín Judicial District Jail). That prisoner number, which was supposed to be a 
moral sanction, ended up being a people’s iconic element, enhanced by the cynical 
smile of that man who looks at us from the past.
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40.5 It Was not the Rule, but It Was not the Exception 
Either… 

The so-called Patrón del Mal (Boss of evil) is far from being an exception. It was 
largely the result of complex dynamics, in a time of transition of the city and society 
in various aspects. 

It is necessary to observe the very history of drug trafficking. Colombians occu-
pied a secondary place in the 1960s in an illegal market dominated by Cubans 
and Chileans, but in which Italians, French, Americans, Argentines, Bolivians, and 
Ecuadorians also participated; but by the early 1970s, they were already recognized 
as the main exporters of cocaine. In these years, there was a systematic and profound 
incorporation in such traffic, in which different social sectors from Medellín played 
an important role. Between the 1950s and 1960s, researcher Eduardo Sáenz Rovner 
states that: 

drug trafficking “across borders was not a business for the poor; it required a certain know-
how, capital, and international connections. As Colombia became more integrated into the 
North American economy, it improved its communications with the rest of the world, it 
rapidly urbanized and incorporated broader social layers into drug trafficking, and crime 
became a perverse means of economic and social mobility”. (Sáenz Rovner 2021: 45) 

The records show that Colombia did not produce the cocaine. Instead, the cocaine 
entering the United States arrived legally and in a controlled manner from the Merck 
laboratories in Germany, and then, it was illegally re-exported to the United States. 
Some of the pioneers were the twin brothers Rafael and Tomás Herrán Olózaga. 
Rafael was a pharmacist, owner of the Farmacia Unión in the city of Medellín, who, 
since 1944, was on the radar of the police for suspected illegal activities.8 Apparently 
since 1952, they stopped being re-exporters to produce and export directly, when 
they installed their own laboratory in a villa in the exclusive Barrio El Poblado, 
on the outskirts of Medellín. This same year, the Medellin Pharmacy Inspection 
discovered several cases of illicit cocaine trafficking in the city. It became known 
that the production was not only for local consumption but also for the international 
market, when in 1956, the brothers were captured in La Habana with a shipment of 
heroin, for which Tomás, who was a pilot and apparently the leader of the gang, was 
sentenced to jail. The following year, that is, in 1957, the laboratory was raided by 
Colombian and North American authorities (Sáenz Rovner 2021: 45). This particular 
case raises two aspects for the investigator Sáenz Rovner: (1) The Herrán Olózaga 
brothers were pioneers of a criminal business; (2) These events somehow marked 
the transition from the “prehistory” of drug trafficking in Colombia to the “modern” 
history of the phenomenon (Sáenz Rovner 2021: 46). In addition, according to his own 
ideas, drug trafficking “becomes the dark side of globalization and of the integration 
of economies” (Sáenz Rovner 2021: 69).

8 In that year, “he asked a German factory for the prices of cocaine and heroin in quantities greater 
than one kilogram. Both the Colombian authorities and the German police suspected that it was 
illicit trafficking” (Sáenz Rovner 2021: 40). 
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The Herrán Olózaga brothers, descendants of former presidents of the republic, 
were not the only people from the elite who joined drug trafficking, as other descen-
dants of former presidents such as the Ospina Baraya brothers9 also did so, as well 
as members of prestigious families of society, such as the Bravo brothers,10 the 
Londoño White brothers, among other characters from well-known families11 who 
participated in and controlled politics not only in Medellín but also in the urban 
centers of the north and south of the Valle de Aburrá. 

The emergence and consolidation of drug trafficking in the city of Medellín are 
coupled, on the one hand, with the economic recession and the irreversible decline 
of the productive sector, “which testifies the beginning of the decline of hegemony 
and the reorganization of the Antioquia’s industrial fraction”,12 and on the other 
hand, the loss of the political control that it held in an absolute manner, and the 
social and political ascent of subordinate regional sectors. The researcher Vilma 
Liliana Franco summarizes the 1970s as the transition from the local plutocracy— 
traditional and dominant until then—known as the “notables”, and the consolidation 
of the “emergents”, in the spheres of local and regional power. As such, she makes 
reference to the arrival of politicians of popular origin, of peasant parents, coming 
from the towns of Antioquia, “who were an integral part of the subordinate sectors 
of the socioeconomic structure and the territorial periphery of the region” (Franco 
Restrepo 2005: 207), not without resistance, and strong class and racist reactions. 

For the same reason, it does not seem to be a coincidence either that in the consol-
idation of drug trafficking, there were also characters from those same subordinate 
sectors, those who allied themselves with members of the elite or directly assumed 
their own risks. Thus, personalities such as Benjamín Herrera Zuleta, from the town 
of San Roque (Antioquia), called the Papa Negro (Black Pope), who is credited with 
being the first great narco that Colombia had; Griselda Blanco, who arrived with 
her mother from the Caribbean Coast in the Barrio Lovaina (Louvain), where she 
worked as a prostitute, before settling in Barrio Antioquia, which she turned into the 
great center of her activities; Santiago Ocampo Zuluaga from the town of Santuario 
in eastern Antioquia and considered the Papá de los Pollitos (The Chickens’ Father), 
as he was considered to be the true initiator of this new stage of drug trafficking in 
Antioquia; or Alfredo Gómez, from Caramanta, in the southwest of Antioquia, who

9 The brothers, Javier, Rodolfo, and Mariano Ospina Baraya, were grandchildren of former President 
Mariano Ospina Pérez (Castle 1987: 66 and 67). 
10 Alberto Bravo “high-class paisa gentleman, well-spoken, and graduated from Colegio San 
Ignacio”. His brother, Carlos Bruno, was a former soldier who was in the Korean War (Soto 2013: 
22). 
11 Like the case of Alberto Prieto Escobar, “a powerful individual who managed the strings of power 
in Antioquia for years” (Soto 2013: 61). 
12 “The fundamental change is in the transition from the large corporations and the economic guilds 
of those fractions of the ruling class to the formation of an economic group. This constitutes both 
a new form of property organization and a new center of power, which also integrates different 
fractions of the ruling class” (Franco Restrepo 2005: 163). That economic group, called Sindicato 
Antioqueño (Antioquenian Union), was formed in 1978 and would be renamed the GEA—Grupo 
Empresarial Antioqueño—as it is known today. 
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was known by the alias of El Padrino (The Godfather), among many others, who 
preceded and were in different ways referents and sponsors of Pablo Escobar himself. 
And, with them were other urban subaltern groups, already from the same middle 
class that also played a crucial role in seeking spaces of social and economic power 
that they did not have or were quite limited in the crisis of those years,13 or from low 
income neighborhoods such as barrios Antioquia, Castilla, Villahermosa, Manrique, 
or Aranjuez, which emerged to dispute power, either as hitmen, lieutenants, middle 
managers and even at the top, albeit in an ephemeral manner. 

The lineage of smugglers turned into drug traffickers was key in the transition to 
drug trafficking. Smuggling was a long-standing practice, taking advantage of the 
geostrategic location of Antioquia, in the northwest corner of South America, which 
allowed it to go out to the Pacific and, especially, to the Caribbean, since the end 
of the eighteenth century when it was trading with Jamaica, without informing to 
the Spanish Crown. Some and others, notable and emergent, used the routes from 
Panama to Turbo or to the different ports of the Gulf of Morrosquillo—especially 
Tolú and Coveñas—and from those ports, by road to Medellín, cigarettes, liquors, 
electrical appliances, and merchandise entered surreptitiously. Those were sold in 
the so-called Sanandresitos14 and in stores in the center of the city. The routes, 
networks, and practices of this smuggling supported a good part of the beginning of 
drug trafficking, and it was also backed by the social acquiescence and venality of 
the authorities, who did not see these practices as problematic at all. 

With the substantial increase in money from drug trafficking, this activity served 
as a front to “launder” the assets and legalize them, although the torrent was so 
great that it was not enough. Other possibilities were necessary, such as the purchase 
of real estate and land, the construction of houses and buildings. Suburban farms 
or large extensions of land served to establish airports where planes stopped with 
coca paste from Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru; and substantial investments in legal 
industries were attended by bankrupt entrepreneurs and industrialists who received 
resources to get their companies afloat. Some underhand and others openly took 
advantage of that bonanza. Many preceded Pablo Escobar, others used him or were 
partners of his partners, but almost all of them conveniently forget and feed the idea 
of exceptionality.

13 Among many family groups, the Clan de los Ochoa (Ochoa clan) is referents of this various social 
class, several of whose members were leaders of the Medellin Cartel, in whose family background 
there were prominent and recognized professionals, and before being part of the mafia, they already 
stood out as horsemen and managed the Las Margaritas restaurant an stables, which would later 
become a symbol of the new emerging power; or the so-called Clan de los Tomates (Tomato clan), 
headed by the brothers Diego and Carlos Arcila, also partners of Pablo Escobar who “came from a 
middle-class family from Antioquia, with a certain degree of education and social renown, typical 
of their social status” (Salazar Pineda 2005: 54). 
14 This term derived from the declaration by the government of General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla in 
1953 of the Island of San Andrés, located in the Caribbean Sea, as a Free Port. Colombian tourists 
who entered the island were allowed to return, bringing a quota of merchandise without paying 
tariffs. This initiative to encourage the island economy led to a practice in which the quotas were 
bought by merchants, and, incidentally, they managed to get a larger quota. The places where these 
merchandise were sold were known as the “sanandresitos” throughout the country. 
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40.6 The Metro System: A Symbol of the Times 
in the Metropolitan City 

On November 30, 1995, line A of the new metro system in the city of Medellín was 
inaugurated. After 10 years of the beginning of its construction, the commissioning 
of this main section of the system was celebrated and associated with the urban resur-
gence of a city. Its construction had begun in the midst of one of the most dramatic 
economic crises in the city, produced by deindustrialization, high unemployment 
and homicide rates, rising of drug trafficking, unleashed crime, and urban fear and 
insecurity. Hence why, after overcoming the difficulties of that construction, its start-
up was felt as a way to demonstrate the urban resurgence of that city overwhelmed 
and stigmatized as the capital of drug trafficking on a global scale. This was the 
opportunity to show a new face and look at the future more positively. 

The metro did not escape the circumstances of the time. While its benefits and 
contributions to the city were strategically shown, its negative elements, in technical 
and urban terms, and the opaque part that it implied were also minimized or hidden 
since then, in a careful and systematic manner, related to: the award of the construction 
contract, financing and cost overruns of the project, in addition to its relations with 
other dynamics, which are generally excluded from any narrative. So the metro, 
between its achievements and problems, was the great symbol of its time, for better 
or for worse. 

When the Empresa de Transporte Masivo del Valle de Aburrá, ETMVA (Massive 
Transport Company of the Aburrá Valley) was created on May 31, 1979, ETMVA, 
as the one in charge of leading the process of planning, construction, operation, and 
administration of the system,15 its promoters, among politicians, guilds and local 
businessmen, promulgated their works as a lifeline, and closed ranks to pressure the 
national government, given the doubts it had not only regarding the technical aspects, 
but also the financial and sustainability aspects of the project. After overcoming the 
doubts and obtaining approval, on February 17, 1983, the bidding for the design 
and construction was opened, and it was awarded in November of that same year 
to the German Hispanic Metromed Consortium. An award was not exempt from

15 In the immediate term, since 1977, the Plan Metropolitano de Medellín (Medellín Metropolitan 
Plan) contemplated a project in this sense, by including a study called Proyecto de Transporte 
Rápido Masivo en el Valle de Aburrá (Massive Rapid Transportation Project in the Aburrá Valley). 
But the Pilot Plan drawn up by Paul Wiener and José Luis Sert, between 1948 and 1951, raised the 
need to create a road system parallel to the river that would connect the urban settlements of the 
Aburrá Valley. After that, the Regulatory Plan and its derivatives of road plans were formulated. 
Among them the one of 1968, with the so-called Espina dorsal del Valle de Aburrá (Backbone of 
the Aburrá Valley), with which the strips on both sides of the river were reserved for a multimodal 
corridor that include the metro layout. 
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controversy regarding the indications of favoring the award16 and corruption through 
commissions given to officials to favor the interests of the winning consortium.17 

Facing the denounces from the national control bodies, the guilds, the institutions, 
and the local press closed ranks to defend the technical rigor of the action, the 
honorability of the Board of Directors, and the social and economic importance of 
the project; in addition, they resorted to the feeling of regional identity, against the 
centralism, in case of any adverse decision. Despite the fact that since then, it has 
become clear that it was more a decision of interested political will than a clear 
and coherent technical and planning vision, the project was imposed, for which the 
contract was signed on July 19, 1984: “for the design and execution of works, supply 
and transportation of rolling stock and fixed equipment; the training of personnel 
and delivery of the metro for the Aburrá Valley, between Diego Londoño White on 
behalf of the company and each of the legal representatives of the companies that 
make up the German-Hispanic Consortium” (General Comptroller 1994: 282).18 

April 30, 1985 was the official day for the start of the works, the same ones that were 
suspended on October 31, 1989, which was maintained until December 31, 1992, due 
to the problems and differences that surfaced between the contractor company and the 
ETMVA, caused by unresolved claims, on construction costs, lack of capitalization 
and financial problems, that the central government did not help to resolve, in a 
context of devaluation of the Colombian peso and inflation. A series of actions and 
determinations that were taken during the 38 months of paralysis19 enable to resume

16 In statements given on April 28, 2001 in the local newspaper El Colombiano, in the note entitled 
El poder que había era superior a la justicia (The power that existed was superior to justice), 
the lawyer Ignacio Mejía Velásquez, who had the power of attorney for one of the companies 
that participated in the bidding for the works: the French company S.G.T.—Societé Generale de 
Techniques et d’Etudes—pointed out: “It was always said that this was not a contract for a metro, 
but a metro for a contract, because what mattered was awarding it, not so much the work. Through 
this, it became known that there were posh characters who were behind the benefits of the contract” 
(Restrepo 2005: 368). 
17 Denounces made at the time were either not investigated or died slowly in the courts. Although 
a posteriori, in 2001, the Attorney General’s Office “confirmed the payment of at least 20 million 
dollars in commissions… nothing could be done about it, since the criminal action had already 
prescribed” (Restrepo 2005: 369). 
18 This consortium was made up of three Spanish companies—Entrecanales y Tavora S.A., 
Construcciones y Contratas S.A., Ateinsa—and three German companies—Man AG, Dickerhoff & 
Widmann, Siemens AG. 
19 For example, the enactment of Law 86 of December 29, 1989, “by which rules are issued on 
urban public service systems for mass passenger transportation, and resources are provided for 
their financing”, known as the Metro Law. It included in Chap. II, “Of the Aburrá Valley mass 
transportation system”, that in order to “deal with the expenses caused by the construction of the 
Aburrá Valley mass transportation system, and primarily the debt service, a surtax will be charged 
on the consumption of motor gasoline of 10% of its price to the public on the sales of Ecopetrol at 
the supply plant located in the Aburrá Valley as of January 1, 1990”. In addition, “as a condition for 
the granting of the guarantee of the Nation, rents must be pledged in sufficient amounts that, added 
to the resources generated by the gasoline surcharge referred to in the previous article, cover in 
present value the entire initial cost of the project, equivalent to US$650 million in 1984”. Check at: 
https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestorrmativo/norma.php?i=3426. With the approved law, 
the Medellín protocol was signed in December 1990, in which the commitments between the

https://www.funcionpublica.gov.co/eva/gestorrmativo/norma.php?i=3426
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the works in December 1992 until the inauguration of line A in 1995, line B in 
February 1996, and the fulfillment of all the system on September 30, 1996. 

Corruption problems, to a lesser extent, and financial difficulties, for the most part, 
have captured the interests of denunciations, texts, and investigations since then. But 
very little has been highlighted about the effects of changing the route, with the 
consequent constructive, technical and cost overruns. From the pre-feasibility study 
of 1979, carried out by the English company Mott, Hay & Anderson, it was clear 
that it was a cross layout, with a line A of 26 km from Machado—at north of the 
Aburrá Valley—to Sabaneta—at to the south, with the use of the strip of the river 
reserved for that purpose; and a line B of 3.6 km, from Parque de Berrío (Berrío 
Park)—at the center of the city—to Barrio La Floresta—at west—in which a tunnel 
was contemplated between the Parque de Berrío and the Cisneros station, as well as 
a viaduct to the station located in the old La Macarena bullring, which was to be the 
interchange station, to continue along the La Hueso stream, to the final station. 

This layout and its characteristics meant a low-cost and self-paying metro, as was 
proposed from the beginning and as was argued when the national government tried 
to prevent its construction. Álvaro Pachón and Gustavo Esguerra, engineers from 
the Colombian team in charge of reviewing the technical studies in 1981, in parallel 
to a French group that presented its report separately (Bigey and Hunel 1991), all 
considered that the costs were reasonable. 

Despite this, there war a change in the route moving the line from the river edge 
to the center of the city. This change of layout began to take shape on July 10, 
1984, when the study Alternativa Centro de la Ciudad (City Center Alternative) was 
presented to the Board of Directors of the Company, with which the benefits were 
shown, and the change of the layout was justified, since it was considered that the 
river route was not advisable and, on the contrary, the entrance to the center allowed 
the “optimization of the system”. In addition, the manager himself considered that 
the change in alignment did not affect the overall value of the project, “because 
compensation of items (sic) was present, that is, several activities were stopped, and, 
in their place, new ones were carried out” (General Comptroller 1994: 71). However, 
the reality was not like that since the additional works and cost overruns were even 
greater than expected, hence a work contracted for 650 million dollars ended up 
being worth 2174 million dollars, a debt that will only be paid in the year 2085. 

Moreover, it was extremely strange that a week after the construction of the works 
had begun, the change in the layout was made official, which in part demonstrated the

parties were established and to comply with the provisions of the law, specifically the collection 
of the gasoline surcharge and the pledging of tobacco rents. It is also necessary to point out the 
expiration of the contract in December 1991, that forced agreements between the parties, such as 
taking the differences to an international court, the payment of an advance of 50 million dollars 
and the revocation of the expiration in August 1992. The settlement between the parties was only 
achieved 14 years later, that is, on September 12, 2009, when the metro agreed to pay only 3.5 million 
dollars, something insignificant given the initial claim of the construction consortium.
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improvisation and lack of technical rigor20 of a work that was tendered and started 
without defined designs, so that the construction consortium would develop them 
with a form of contracting called “Turnkey”, considered harmful to the interests of 
the company itself. This new route, which left aside the river strip, implied entering 
the city center through a 6.6-km-long viaduct that had not been contemplated, with 
its enormous square columns and large cantilevered lintels cast in situ, prefabricated 
multi-support beams—weighing between 100 and 200 tons—stations with their roof 
vaults, among other concrete works, which particularly favored the steel and cement 
interests of entrepreneurs from the regional economic and political elite. 

The cost overruns of the work were not only related to the construction of the 
viaduct, but also included those for the purchase of the real estate necessary for 
the passage of the viaduct along the route of the Carrera Bolivar (Bolívar Street), 
including its demolition. This is something that had and it continues to have an unclear 
side or whose purchase process is murky, to the point that cases of figurehead have 
been established, payments at prices much higher than the cadastral and commercial 
values or unjustified payments according to the few investigations carried out. 

All these changes on the fly and purchases were made during the management 
of ETMVA by Diego Londoño White, Business Administrator of the Eafit Univer-
sity, who had been director of the Administrative Planning Department of Medellín 
between 1978 and 1979, when he was promoter and manager of the metro project. 
He was in the management of the Project Company until 1987, being considered 
not only its great defender but also an interlocutor of the Colombian Government 
itself before the Spanish authorities, industrialists, and businessmen who, in the end, 
were the great responsible and beneficiaries of the work. But, while the changes in the 
subway layout and the purchase of real state goods—lots and buildings—were taking 
place, with their urban and financial implications, at the same time, this character was 
the project manager for the Monaco building, as well as for the Dallas building, built 
between 1984 and 1986 for Pablo Escobar, by the company Londoño Vayda Limi-
tada, formed by his brother Gabriel Londoño White and his partner, Isaias Vayda. 
The Londoño White brothers, Diego, Luis Guillermo, and Santiago, were part of the 
city’s social, economic, and political elite; entrepreneurs, builders of many projects 
over the years, and owners of a real estate office. But, as the journalist Edgar Torres 
Arias points out, it was “a situation that is difficult to believe or even to suspect”21 

20 A posteriori, the Comptroller General pointed out that “it was the consequence of poor planning 
and an administrative structure made up of technical personnel with little experience in managing 
urban transport planning” (General Comptroller 1994: 66). 
21 “The importance of his last names and his image as an enterprising and thriving executive had 
made him the first manager of the most ambitious company started by any city in the country: 
the Medellín metro. Due to this position, to say the least, Diego Londoño became for several 
years, before the Spanish government of Felipe González, the official spokesman for Metromed, 
a consortium that operated with binational funds and was in charge of the construction of the first 
metro nationwide. 

In defense of the project, Diego Londoño White had represented President César Gaviria and 
shared, side by side, with the Colombian ambassador, Ernesto Samper Pizano, before industrialists 
and high-ranking officials from Madrid. Perhaps for this reason, it was difficult to even imagine 
the magnitude of his unofficial activities. Due to this good will and his permanent contact with the
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that they were part of the gear of the so-called “Medellín Cartel”: Luis Guillermo22 

being Pablo Escobar’s personal adviser, and Diego himself would end up convicted 
of figurehead, conspiracy to commit a crime and collaboration in kidnapping.23 

Diego Londoño White’s relationship with Pablo Escobar had apparently begun 
since 1980, due to the former’s real estate and property activities, through which he 
sold him “a piece of land on the upper transversal, in the San Lucas sector, in Medellín, 
where the mafia boss built La Cascada (The Waterfall), a luxurious nightlife center” 
(Torres Arias 1995: 410). But later, there were more lots, houses, apartments, entire 
condominiums, construction of buildings of various types, among other businesses 
for Pablo Escobar and Gustavo de Jesús Gaviria, Pablo’s cousin and main partner, 
for other subordinate bosses and an undetermined number of hitmen at the service of 
the cartel, who benefited from his intermediation. Even the engineer Juan Fernando 
Toro Arango, who became one of the most dangerous hitmen and criminals, known 
by the alias of La Monja Voladora (The Flying Nun), was a partner in the real estate 
company.24 A lucrative real estate business, not only carried out by the Londoño 
Whites, which completely changed the urban landscape of Medellín, and in a very 
special way, the southwestern slopes of the Barrio El Poblado, an elite neighborhood, 
where the Dallas and Mónaco buildings were located; whose large country mansions 
built between the end of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth 
century were swept away by the building fever with the capitals of drug trafficking. 

The strange case of Mr. Londoño White raises the issue of that ambiguity of the 
society of the moment, in the midst of the collapse and the economic crisis, who did 
business for his benefit and looked to the other side without being amazed by that dark 
side. Apart from being managed by a partner of the drug cartel, the subway was not 
affected in anything else? The hasty changes of the layout—weakly supported in tech-
nical, financial, and urban planning terms—directly benefited some business sectors 
that, regardless of the devastation of the landscape and urban memory, managed to 
get their companies in crisis afloat. In addition, the use of privileged information 
allowed the purchase and speculation on real estate along the route of the viaduct,

cream of Colombian society and industry, Diego Londoño White ended up pointing out, indirectly 
for Pablo Escobar and the bandits, some of the potential victims of plagiarism, at the request of 
La Monja Voladora (The Flying Nun) [alias of engineer Juan Fernando Toro] after he joined and 
became a partner of Londoño White, a prestigious real estate brokerage firm in Medellín. Millionaire 
sums thus entered the saddlebags of Pablo Escobar Gaviria himself and the bandits, meanwhile The 
Flying Nun received juicy commissions for each kidnapping. Diego and Guillermo Londoño White 
even turned out, on some occasions, to be intermediaries and good offices managers” (Torres Arias 
1995: 407–408). 
22 … “another notable member of Medellín society, club member, businessman, horseman, and golf 
player, who in the late 1980s turned out to be one of the key links of the drug lord Pablo Escobar 
Gaviria”. https://www.elespectador.com/judicial/el-emulo-de-londono-white-article-34492/. 
23 The judicial persecution of Diego Londoño White began in 1990. After some time in freedom, 
he surrendered on March 1, 1993. He was sentenced in 1999–14 years in prison, of which he paid 
nine. After being released from prison, he was assassinated in November 2002. 
24 This sinister character, curiously and probably due to the established closeness, changed his name 
to Fernando Londoño White, as he was known before he was himself assassinated. 

https://www.elespectador.com/judicial/el-emulo-de-londono-white-article-34492/
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and there is a strong suspicion about beneficiary sectors that were never investigated, 
or if the investigations were initiated, they were buried in the judicial archives. 

The 1980s were difficult and traumatic times for the city. In the midst of the 
economic crisis and the increase in unemployment and informality, drug trafficking, 
hired assassins, and bombs took over the city. In the second half of that decade, when 
the subway works were paralyzed, the urban landscape was gray and dilapidated. It 
was literally a city between undone, half done, and bombed. It was an apocalyptic 
landscape. That is why the resumption first, and then the commissioning of the 
system, was considered an urban rebirth. If at the beginning the regionalist, spirit of 
Antioquia was a fundamental reason put forward before the “centralist” organizations 
for it to be built and restarted, with its implementation the calls for identity pride and 
civility multiplied, added to the construction of the imaginary of the Cultura Metro 
(metro culture) as a new determining element of society. The gray and chaotic city 
remained at ground level and outside the system, within it, was education, order, and 
asepsis. Everything negative was left behind and buried. 

It was evident that there was a before and after in the city. It was proposed as 
the resurgence of a new city model, but it was not as it was thought at that time, in 
that transition from the industrial city of Colombia to the city of services that it is 
now. Medellín was and continues to be the only city in Colombia to have a metro 
system for mass transportation, which improved the quality of life in many aspects, 
generated unforeseen environmental externalities—reduction of CO2 emissions, so 
fundamental today—created a “culture” that is sold and exported, somehow managed 
to alleviate unemployment and reactivate the economy and allowed connecting spaces 
and social sectors that hardly had links. But that model of a linear city along the 
metro, which would stop the settlement of the hillsides, was not implemented, and 
on the contrary, the criticism made at the time was fulfilled: “the valorization process 
produced by the metro, instead of allowing the densification of the corridor by people 
with limited resources, will definitely drive them away”. 

But, also, the metro stands as a symbol of silencing and concealment of that 
dark side in which it arises but wants to be buried; of its actors who acted between 
legality and illegality; but, above all, of the construction of a new city imaginary that, 
supposedly, left behind its dynamics of exclusion/inclusion, which simply varied, and 
the idea of a city that overcomes its crisis and conflicts, including those of the drug 
trafficking; which is not true either because it simply mutated, with other urban social 
and territorial expressions. 

40.7 The Dramatic Change of the Metropolitan Landscape 

The Monaco building, sober on the outside, without outstanding architecture, almost 
anodyne, but dazzling inside, as it was described at the time, with its walls covered 
in marble, collector cars and works of art, between originals and forgeries, was just 
one among many properties bought or ordered to be built as a residence, investment



40 The Implosion of Memory. City and Drug Trafficking in Medellín … 831

or to be used as a strategic route for permanence, mobility or escape. The then-
exclusive Barrio El Poblado was one of the favorite places where several of the most 
representative and bloodthirsty drug traffickers and paramilitaries settled, following 
the example of Godfather Alfredo Gómez himself, who since the early 1970s had 
established his fortress, with complete impunity, in the sector of Santa María de 
los Ángeles, in the midst of “notable” members of society, the same sector where 
Escobar would later build that emblematic demolished building. 

Since the end of the nineteenth century, El Poblado was the place where the social, 
economic, and political elites built their recreational houses and then in different 
decades of the twentieth century their residences, in luxurious villas and mansions, 
but with restrained esthetic and the architectural severity of the different fashionable 
languages, stamped by the most outstanding architects of the city. On the other hand, 
between 1937 and 1938, middle-class barrios were built in the vicinity of the central 
park that encompassed this part of the city, such as the Barrio Lleras, made up of 
two-story single-family houses, promoted by the BCH Banco Central Hipotecario 
(Central Mortgage Bank).25 Between the serial houses of the middle class and the 
villas of the notables, there were some bastions of peasants and workers who lived 
in small houses on the side of the roads that crossed up from the Aburrá Valley to 
the high plains of the Near East. 

Few houses survived the real estate speculation and the construction fever 
unleashed since the 1980s, as most of them were demolished and along with them 
the gardens and the rich arborization were razed, while the creek beds of the rivulets, 
tributaries, and streams that crossed through these slopes of the southeast of the valley 
were constricted. Such was the topography between El Poblado and the adjoining 
municipality of Envigado that was known by the name of its hills—Los González, 
Los Parra, Los Mango, Las Brujas, El Esmeraldal—where the buildings of the new 
rich and emerging people were implanted and reproduced. From the bucolic land-
scape, we passed to the vertical constructive density. A mostly anodyne architectural 
saturation like that already mentioned in Monaco was the almost general norm, with 
some honorable exceptions. El Poblado is the outstanding example of transformation 
due to real estate speculation, which brought with it saturation and urban densifica-
tion. A place where not only the mansions of the big bosses was located, but also the 
aspirational place to live in apartment towers by the middle and subordinate sectors 
of the drug traffickers who came from the low income popular barrios. Additionally, 
illegal capitals were injected contributing to this real estate speculation, both in apart-
ment towers, shopping centers, and commercial premises that, since the end of the 
twentieth century, were displacing the residential activity, until almost absolute colo-
nization in the first decades of the twenty-first century. While most of the upper and 
upper middle-class inhabitants, without links to drug trafficking and illegality, found 
themselves invaded, besieged, and even expelled from their homes and apartments, 
being this a type of displacement that has been scarcely studied.

25 Later, other neighborhoods would be built such as Barrios Lalinde, Manila, Alejandría, Astorga, 
Provenza, (this last one consolidated in the 1960s). 
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It remains contradictory, paradoxical, and of great urban contrasts that separated 
by the Río Medellín (Medellín River) but connected by the emblematic 10th street 
which crosses the south of the Aburrá Valley from east to west, the Barrio El Poblado 
and the Barrio Antioquia neighborhood are located. This was and is the opposite 
of El Poblado. One, the elite neighborhood, above, on the slopes, and the other, 
the popular neighborhood, below, on the flat area. This Barrio was designed in the 
1920s by the architect Félix Mejía Arango, far from the center, on the outskirts of 
the city, the same one that by 1932 already appears in urban cartography divided 
into two sectors: Fundadores, later renamed Santísima Trinidad (Holy Trinity), but 
recognized as simply as Trinidad, and the Barrio Antioquia itself. Its character would 
change when the mayor of Medellín in 1951 decreed the transfer of the Lovaina 
(Louvain) prostitution zone, located next to the Barrio Prado—an elite neighborhood 
at the time in the northern part of the center of the urban area—to that distant barrio 
to the southwest of the city, despite to the protest of its then inhabitants. It soon 
became a barrio of bars and cantinas, of procuress and whores, of kidnappers and 
thieves who, taking advantage of its strategic location next to the Olaya Herrera 
airport, derived from the 1960s in pioneers of drug trafficking as recipients of coca 
paste loads and transporters of marijuana and cocaine to the North American market. 
Precisely here, Griselda Blanco established part of her command. She was the one 
who in the vicinity of the barrio theater began to establish her economic emporium 
and her power that made her the godmother and a myth of the underworld, to the 
point of being recognized as La Viuda Negra (The black widow).26 As the journalist 
and former mayor of the city, Alonso Salazar, points out, “… as if it were some kind 
of social retaliation, the sons of the bitches, who the city had thrown to the peripheral 
barrio, in their condition of new rich moved to the exclusive Barrio El Poblado, which 
for a time earned the name of Altos de la Santísima Trinidad” (Highs of the Holy 
Trinity) (Salazar 2002: 51). That revenge was led by Griselda herself who, without 
leaving her neighborhood environment, also had her mansion in El Poblado. 

These opposite but complementary barrios, El Poblado and Barrio Antioquia, 
were and continue to be the urban mark of the rapid and profound transformations 
that were suffered, in which nothing was left unscathed. It was such a frenetic and 
vertiginous process that when a lethargic society—participant or silent accomplice 
or hypocritical—woke up, it was no longer the same: lax ethics and the power of 
money. Shameless exhibitionism and unbridled consumption were expressions of 
social ascent. The esthetics of architectural forms and spaces led to delirium far 
exceeding the limits of kitsch; where the popular, the bad taste, the “cajamanesque” 
barrio inheritance were amalgamated, with what is called the “mañé” (ordinary or 
ugly style) and the “lobo” (wolf), the esoteric, the pop and the neoclassical factorized 
series, to configure something like the Narc-decó. A narco-esthetic also expressed in 
the shapes of the body, especially of women, which changed to external exuberance 
with the introduction of silicone, while men flowed their natural obesity, framed

26 The story of her starting point in Medellín, her vertiginous rise and immense and cruel power in 
the United States, his imprisonment and decline, her return and her murder in 2012, in a meat shop 
in the Barrio Belén of Medellín, is narrated by Soto (2013). 



40 The Implosion of Memory. City and Drug Trafficking in Medellín … 833

by chains, rings, and golden watches. The explosions between the frightening and 
the festive; the bombs, interspersed with shots fired into the air—or not—and the 
explosion of gunpowder to celebrate the coronados (crowned) shipments—when 
their successful arrival of drug in foreign markets was reported. Pyrotechnics taken 
to its maximum fury. Noise, in a broad sense, is as a symbol of the new society. The 
silence itself was different. 

The house, the street, the barrio, the commune, the city and the metropolis were 
transformed. Nothing was left without feeling the drama of the transformation. Just as 
the styles of furniture, vases, paintings and interior decorations were also changing, 
as well as the houses with their architectures that shout to the public space the 
power acquired by their owner. The streets change youthful routines and rituals, 
from lovemaking practices to corner sociability. Musics, speeches, and languages 
created to the point of configuring an own way to communicate that was then named 
El Parlache.27 All exercised from the barrio’s power and hitman violence, as the 
writer Gilmer Mesa narrates in a dramatic way in his novel La Cuadra. 

The bunker buildings with their coves (as hiding places), as a new urban archi-
tectural typology, as well as the parking buildings and warehouses converted into 
strategic places to store, hide in coves, distribute or, even, torture and murder. The 
dance and party venues, discos and estaderos (typical places where the restaurant 
is combined with horse stables) with unprecedented architectural forms and deco-
rations, increasingly challenging that, likewise, were festive, sociable, and business 
spaces; where the female body could be exhibited like the trot of a thoroughbred 
horse, settle disputes with bullets, closing deals or even conducting political academic 
forums to propose laws that would prevent the extradition of drug traffickers. 

Estaderos, stables, horse tracks, and bullrings in suburban areas of Medellín or 
other urban centers of the metropolitan area, either to the south between Caldas, 
La Estrella, Envigado and Sabaneta, or to the north between Copacabana, Girardota 
and Barbosa, where rural property significantly increased its value to prohibitive 
extremes. Once again, power, ostentation, and strategy came together as deter-
mining factors so that each capo would have his large, emblematic farm, close to 
the metropolitan area, but with its coves and exit routes through strategic corri-
dors to other regional environments, such as Las Lomas, El Bizcocho, La Cascada, 
among many more that were recognized. Some architectures between the chalet 
and the mansion, ostentatious and heterodox: with their balusters, big vases and 
rosettes, with entrances flanked by rigorously aligned palm trees; its central focus 
was the swimming pool, the new fetish and exhibitionist place for parties and orgies, 
surrounded by exquisite gardens with their sculptures, lights, elves, giant mushrooms, 
and cement or fiberglass animals; fences to delimit paddocks that also became part 
of the ostentation of power. All was conveniently delimited by electric fences, and 
hidden behind the suiglia (swinglea or lemon swingla)—shrub of Asian origin, of a 
beautiful intense green color, which was introduced to Colombia by cattle ranchers

27 A street language, cryptic, as a way to communicate and evade control. After its emergence 
and consolidation in the 1980s, the RAE—Real Academia Española since 2001 recognized and 
incorporated some of its words. A language that has its own dictionary as of 2006. 
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as a natural alive fence, although it was also used as a windbreak barrier, probably 
in the Magdalena Medio region, a place of drug trafficking and paramilitarism. It is 
not strange, since exotic species of all kinds arrived there and spread throughout the 
region, from bushes to fauna, such as hippopotamuses. Its accelerated, bushy growth, 
and thorny foliage was the reason why it was also quickly used not only to delimit 
properties but also to hide intimacies from farms to motels. Veritable green walls 
that grow uncontrollably until they hide not only that private inner world, but even 
cut off the landscape, which has been denied, both in its near and distant views. In 
many places, the landscape was lost as a common good and the right to enjoy it was 
impeded, in order to build a landscape of concealment, denial, impediment, and fear. 

It was not only the profane but also the sacred that was appropriated, transformed, 
and placed at the service of drug trafficking. Although the saints included the mascu-
line with the aforementioned Jesus Child of Atocha, Saint Judas Tadeo, or the Mirac-
ulous Lord of Buga, the reason for devotion was mostly virgins. The sacralization 
of the mother—called La Cucha (The Oldie Mom), in the particular language of 
the Parlache—is related to the Marian centrality that the narco-fetishist religiosity 
configured. They put at their service nuns, priests, bishops, and the virgins them-
selves who were the patron saints of urban centers where they were in power, such 
as the Virgin of Chiquinquirá from La Estrella or María Auxiliadora (Mary Help pf 
Chistians) from Sabaneta28 ; or failing that they built other sanctuaries, such as that 
of the Rosa Mística de la Aguacatala (Mystic Rose of La Aguacatala), in the Barrio 
El Poblado. They sought her protective mantle, with rituals, offerings, and festivals 
that guaranteed their own life, not that of their enemies, and wealth. Some devotions 
were the most recognized, but the metropolitan landscape in all neighborhoods or 
rural areas is dotted with caves, altars, and sanctuaries, public and private, where the 
cult derived from these particular ways of understanding the sacred was rendered 
and continues to be rendered and claim twisted profits. 

Emblematic and enigmatic places elevated to myths and urban legend. Symbolic 
referents of drug waste and horror. Unintentionally converted into places of memory 
and uncomfortable heritage, like the same drug tour route, which is promoted on the 
Web byPablo Escobar’s route. Between short and long tours, they take their clients to 
places that some of the promoters elevate to the rank of “historic places closely related 
to his life and death”,29 whether they were the places where he lived, was imprisoned, 
discharged, or his own grave; as well as to visit the works that he promoted—the 
Barrio Pablo Escobar or the soccer fields—the museum that his brother Roberto

28 It is precisely this cult that gives its name to the novel La Virgen de los sicarios (The Hitmen 
Virgen) (1993), by the writer Fernando Vallejo, made into a film by the director Barbet Schroeder 
in 1999. The writer Héctor Abad Faciolince speaks precisely from this novel of the genre of the 
sicaresca (hitmanesque). 
29 Recorrido sobre Pablo Escobar en Medellín 2022—Viator. Consulted: 07.30.2022 https:// 
www.viator.com/es-ES/tours/Medellin/Pablo-Escobar-Historical-Tour-of-Medellin/d4563-554 
9ESCOBAR?m=26374&supag=67067036863&supsc=dsa-694098304004&supai=420430240 
007&supap=&supdv=c&supnt=nt:g&suplp=1003654&supli=&supti=dsa-694098304004&tsem= 
true&supci=dsa-694098304004&supap1=&supap2=&gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWp 
sG8F_WG9sIuu3q3JDuXDxC_AHqPqxMexIJEGkkFpWA9xipaWYk4mCrgaAuenEALw_wcB. 

https://www.viator.com/es-ES/tours/Medellin/Pablo-Escobar-Historical-Tour-of-Medellin/d4563-5549ESCOBAR?m=26374&amp;supag=67067036863&amp;supsc=dsa-694098304004&amp;supai=420430240007&amp;supap=&amp;supdv=c&amp;supnt=nt:g&amp;suplp=1003654&amp;supli=&amp;supti=dsa-694098304004&amp;tsem=true&amp;supci=dsa-694098304004&amp;supap1=&amp;supap2=&amp;gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG8F_WG9sIuu3q3JDuXDxC_AHqPqxMexIJEGkkFpWA9xipaWYk4mCrgaAuenEALw_wcB
https://www.viator.com/es-ES/tours/Medellin/Pablo-Escobar-Historical-Tour-of-Medellin/d4563-5549ESCOBAR?m=26374&amp;supag=67067036863&amp;supsc=dsa-694098304004&amp;supai=420430240007&amp;supap=&amp;supdv=c&amp;supnt=nt:g&amp;suplp=1003654&amp;supli=&amp;supti=dsa-694098304004&amp;tsem=true&amp;supci=dsa-694098304004&amp;supap1=&amp;supap2=&amp;gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG8F_WG9sIuu3q3JDuXDxC_AHqPqxMexIJEGkkFpWA9xipaWYk4mCrgaAuenEALw_wcB
https://www.viator.com/es-ES/tours/Medellin/Pablo-Escobar-Historical-Tour-of-Medellin/d4563-5549ESCOBAR?m=26374&amp;supag=67067036863&amp;supsc=dsa-694098304004&amp;supai=420430240007&amp;supap=&amp;supdv=c&amp;supnt=nt:g&amp;suplp=1003654&amp;supli=&amp;supti=dsa-694098304004&amp;tsem=true&amp;supci=dsa-694098304004&amp;supap1=&amp;supap2=&amp;gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG8F_WG9sIuu3q3JDuXDxC_AHqPqxMexIJEGkkFpWA9xipaWYk4mCrgaAuenEALw_wcB
https://www.viator.com/es-ES/tours/Medellin/Pablo-Escobar-Historical-Tour-of-Medellin/d4563-5549ESCOBAR?m=26374&amp;supag=67067036863&amp;supsc=dsa-694098304004&amp;supai=420430240007&amp;supap=&amp;supdv=c&amp;supnt=nt:g&amp;suplp=1003654&amp;supli=&amp;supti=dsa-694098304004&amp;tsem=true&amp;supci=dsa-694098304004&amp;supap1=&amp;supap2=&amp;gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG8F_WG9sIuu3q3JDuXDxC_AHqPqxMexIJEGkkFpWA9xipaWYk4mCrgaAuenEALw_wcB
https://www.viator.com/es-ES/tours/Medellin/Pablo-Escobar-Historical-Tour-of-Medellin/d4563-5549ESCOBAR?m=26374&amp;supag=67067036863&amp;supsc=dsa-694098304004&amp;supai=420430240007&amp;supap=&amp;supdv=c&amp;supnt=nt:g&amp;suplp=1003654&amp;supli=&amp;supti=dsa-694098304004&amp;tsem=true&amp;supci=dsa-694098304004&amp;supap1=&amp;supap2=&amp;gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG8F_WG9sIuu3q3JDuXDxC_AHqPqxMexIJEGkkFpWA9xipaWYk4mCrgaAuenEALw_wcB
https://www.viator.com/es-ES/tours/Medellin/Pablo-Escobar-Historical-Tour-of-Medellin/d4563-5549ESCOBAR?m=26374&amp;supag=67067036863&amp;supsc=dsa-694098304004&amp;supai=420430240007&amp;supap=&amp;supdv=c&amp;supnt=nt:g&amp;suplp=1003654&amp;supli=&amp;supti=dsa-694098304004&amp;tsem=true&amp;supci=dsa-694098304004&amp;supap1=&amp;supap2=&amp;gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG8F_WG9sIuu3q3JDuXDxC_AHqPqxMexIJEGkkFpWA9xipaWYk4mCrgaAuenEALw_wcB
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established, or, to the dismay of the mayor who promoted its demolition, to the 
“ruins of the Monaco Building, today a memorial park”. Even in some cases, “you 
can take a souvenir (included) of the great capo of capos”.30 All sprinkled with 
anecdotes, exaggerations, and inventions to feed the desire, the feverish mentality, and 
the morbidity of narcoturismo (drug tourism). But beyond that, there is a cartography 
of ruins, traces, and presences that not only account for that past that many want to 
let go, forget or bury, but that still shape or determine the present. They emerge not 
as ghosts but as true presences that, on the one hand, face or determine the way of 
conceiving the world and the metropolitan landscape. 

40.8 The Criminalis Metropolis 

Historically, Medellín configured its regional centrality in the nineteenth century, 
since then it has been consolidating itself at different times as the center of political, 
social, economic, educational, religious, demographic, or functional power. A domi-
nant hegemony that has been maintained to the present but has been reconfigured 
in recent decades, with the transition from the industrial city to the city of services. 
The dynamics of drug trafficking played a prominent role in this. The smuggling 
land routes converged toward Medellín and on it the new drug trafficking routes 
were raised, combined with the new insertions into international markets, either 
by maritime routes or by air routes that were multiplied. All of them established 
the course to or from the Caribbean Coast, especially the Gulf of Urabá, with its 
epicenter in the port of Turbo. 

In the new phase of drug trafficking, the coca base brought from Peru or Bolivia 
arrived directly at the Olaya Herrera airport in Medellín, where the strategic conti-
guity of the Barrio Antioquia allowed it to be collected in order to be taken to 
the laboratories in the territories of neighboring towns. After it was processed, it 
was taken by land to Turbo and exported on ships, especially by the then famous 
Flota Mercante Grancolombiana (Grancolombiana Merchant Fleet). But given the 
growth in demand and production, both the laboratories and the tracks were relo-
cated to regions where drug traffickers bought large tracts of land in Magdalena 
Medio (Middle Magdalena), Bajo Cauca (lower Cauca), Urabá, and the Colombian-
Panamanian Darién, and even in the Pacific, in this case, in ports such as Cupica, 
where tracks and large laboratories were installed. The planes landed and took off on 
runways that were even authorized by the authorities in charge of aviation control. 
Huge farms such as Hacienda Nápoles (Nápoles Plantation), with more than three 
thousand hectares or the Hacienda Virgen del Cobre (Copper Virgin Plantation), in 
the port of Necoclí, were recognized both for their extensions and eccentricities as 
well as for their strategic location and their illegal activities.

30 https://pabloescobartour.co/landing-2/?gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG_JzFziN 
KmNY24rhIDa9oQ9ZlLk-SeS8sOByF-1zhZMME3Y5BuEimMaAu81EALw_wcB. 

https://pabloescobartour.co/landing-2/?gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG_JzFziNKmNY24rhIDa9oQ9ZlLk-SeS8sOByF-1zhZMME3Y5BuEimMaAu81EALw_wcB
https://pabloescobartour.co/landing-2/?gclid=Cj0KCQjw54iXBhCXARIsADWpsG_JzFziNKmNY24rhIDa9oQ9ZlLk-SeS8sOByF-1zhZMME3Y5BuEimMaAu81EALw_wcB
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Despite the displacement of certain activities to other territories, Medellín main-
tained its centrality as the financial, money laundering, logistical support, or decision-
making center for those territories and their inhabitants. In this way, a wide geography 
was configured that exceeded the limits of the city and, even, of the metropolitan 
area due to the communicating vessels that were established; hence, the strategic 
corridors configured in the four cardinal points of the Valle de Aburrá, for the move-
ment of narcotics, weapons, people, and resources. As the journalist and researcher 
Alonso Salazar points out, this was clear to Pablo Escobar, who “moved in the area 
that included the Valle de Aburrá—Medellín and seven neighboring municipalities, 
a metropolitan area of some three million inhabitants—and a rural strip that from 
this valley, through the eastern mountains, it passed through the municipalities of 
El Retiro, Guarne, Marinilla and El Peñol—in the eastern plateau—and Granada, 
San Carlos, San Luis—in the mountainous slope that declines over the extensive and 
thick jungle toward Magdalena Medio, where the Hacienda Nápoles was located” 
(Salazar 2002: 223). 

This expansion of activities toward these territories coincided with the emer-
gence of armed paramilitary, anti-guerrilla, and extreme right-wing groups on these 
outskirts, which were financed by landowners and drug traffickers themselves. Those 
initiated as self-defense groups—as in the case of the Autodefensas de Puerto Boyacá 
(Self-Defense Forces of Puerto Boyacá), in Magdalena Medio, created in 1982—and 
ended up being veritable paramilitary confederations at the service of drug trafficking, 
as in the case of the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (United Self-Defense Forces 
of Colombia) which, between 1997 and 2006, grouped together various blocs or 
regional armed associations. They were expressions of the struggles for territorial 
control, but supported operationally, logistically, economically, and politically from 
Medellín. It was not a simple coincidence that the Montecasinos mansion, also located 
in the Barrio El Poblado, was the residence of the top commanders of the self-defense 
groups, the Castaño brothers—Carlos and Fidel—where they met with businessmen, 
politicians, and leaders to define support, counterinsurgent actions, assassinations, 
and massacres; or that from the Padilla parking lot, in the center of the city, a few 
blocks from the Administrative Center of La Alpujarra—where the main regional 
political and judicial authorities are located—worked the center of logistical, finan-
cial, and accounting operations of these autodefensas (self-defense organization).31 

Even in the persecution of Pablo Escobar, the Castaño brothers and the self-defense 
groups participated actively, in tacit alliances with the authorities.32 After Escobar’s

31 On April 30, 1998, a raid was carried out, where “many pieces of evidence were found to prosecute 
dozens of merchants, businessmen, industrialists, cattle ranchers, soldiers, and policemen who in 
one way or another were related to the structure of the ACCU”—Autodefensas Campesinas de 
Córdoba y Urabá (Peasant Self-Defense Groups of Córdoba and Urabá) (Memoria de la impunidad 
en Antioquia 2010: 55) The macabre thing was that instead of continuing the investigations and 
prosecuting those responsible, and the investigators in charge of the raid were either dismissed or 
killed. This fact was conveniently hidden in the byways of justice, and much of the evidence was 
lost. 
32 A group of drug traffickers, including those from the Cali Cartel and former members of 
the Medellín Cartel, victims of Pablo Escobar’s abuses, formed Los PEPES—Perseguidos por
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death at the end of 1993, the power gap was filled by the paramilitaries, first under the 
control of the Bloque Metro (Metro Bloc),33 after 2001 dividing up the territory with 
the Bloque Cacique Nutibara (Cacique Nutibara Bloc), and, since the end of 2003, 
after a bloody armed struggle throughout the urban and rural metropolitan territory, 
it remained under the control of the latter, commanded by Diego Fernando Murillo, 
alias Don Berna. 

In his youth, Don Berna had been a member of a guerrilla group, then a car washer 
and driver for a drug trafficker from one of the Medellín Cartel clans. After saving 
himself from a massacre ordered by Pablo Escobar against his bosses, over time he 
allied himself with the Castaño brothers, controlling fearsome criminal gangs, first 
in the municipality of Itagüí, to the south of de Metropolitan Area and later in the rest 
of the valley.34 As such, he began to impose his power and hierarchy, until consol-
idating it through the self-defense groups Cacique Nutibara (Nutibara Cacique), 
Héroes de Granada (Granada Heroes), and Héroes de Tolová (Tolová Heroes). His 
power was imposed in a bloodless manner, product of the armed action against those 
other criminal and paramilitary sectors, resorting to murder, bomb attacks, forced 
disappearance or people´s displacement. He even participated in the largest urban 
military operation carried out in Colombia, known as Operation Orion, between 
October 16 and 19, 2002, in which with the participation of combined forces of the 
Army, Police, DAS—Departamento Administrativo de Seguridad (Security Admin-
istrative Department), CTI—Cuerpo Técnico de Investigación (Technical Research 
Corps) of the Prosecutor’s Office, and Colombian Air Force. With this intervention, 
they sought to expel the Milicias (Militians) of the ELN—Ejército de Liberación 
Nacional (National Liberatior Army) and of the FARC—Fuerzas Armadas Revolu-
cionarias de Colombia (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) and the so-called 
CAP—Comandos Armados Populares (Popular Armed Commands), who had turned

Pablo Escobar (Persecuted by Pablo Escobar), as an organizations who attacked him, conducted 
intelligence and passed on information to the authorities to find him until his death.
33 It operated in Medellín and in part of the Valle de Aburrá between 1997 and 2004 and also had 
territorial control in the Northeast and East of Antioquia. It was commanded by the lawyer and 
ex-military Carlos Mauricio García, known as Rodrigo or Doble Cero. Before commanding this 
bloc, he was an ideologue for the Autodefensas Campesinas de Córdoba y Urabá-ACCU. He refused 
the entry of pure drug traffickers to the self-defense groups. After being defeated in Medellín, he 
settled in the city of Santa Marta, where he was assassinated in May 2004. 
34 He was a member of the EPL—Ejercito Popular de Liberación. “When Escobar betrayed the 
Galeanos and murdered them in the La Catedral prison, where he was being held, Murillo almost 
fell into the trap. That is why he joined the PEPES—Perseguidos Por Pablo Escobar and collaborated 
with the authorities to finish off the head of the Medellín Cartel. With the Galeanos dead, Murillo 
took over his illegal emporium in Itagüí. Like many members of the PEPES, once Escobar died 
in December 1993, Murillo eventually ended up allied with the paramilitary group created by the 
brothers Fidel and Vicente Castaño. With the capo dead, Murillo emerged as the new head of 
Medellín’s criminal gangs—the most fearsome of them, La Terraza (The Terrace), he prospered 
in the business of armed robbery (the most remembered, in which they took 13 billion pesos of 
a valuables truck in Bucaramanga)”, see: https://verdadabierta.com/perfil-diego-fernando-murillo-
bejarano-alias-don-berna/. Consultation: 07.31.2022. 

https://verdadabierta.com/perfil-diego-fernando-murillo-bejarano-alias-don-berna/
https://verdadabierta.com/perfil-diego-fernando-murillo-bejarano-alias-don-berna/
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that vast area of the city into a criminal stronghold that was difficult to penetrate.35 

Nothing was moved without Don Berna’s consent. Absolute dominance was reflected 
in the decrease in homicide rates for the year 2004. That calma chicha (false stillness) 
was known as donbernabilidad (donbernability), to speak about the silent connivance 
of this state of affairs, from which the official authorities drew political benefits and 
international image, more than about the control of those authorities that took pride 
in their security policies. 

In the first government of Álvaro Uribe Vélez, the Acuerdo de Santa Fe de Ralito 
(Santa Fe de Ralito Agreement) was signed with the AUC—Autodefensas Unidas 
de Colombia (United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia) in July 2003, which led 
to negotiations for the demobilization and disarmament of 34 paramilitary blocks, 
including the Cacique Nutibara, who was the first to do so in November of that same 
year. Don Berna demobilized, but was charged with murder, captured in 2005, and 
in May 2008 extradited to the United States. Since then, different organizations have 
competed and succeeded in power and control. Although there are hierarchies and 
superior control, in some cases regarded as a great urban myth, as is the case of the 
Oficina de Envigado (Envigado’s Office) started by Pablo Escobar and inherited by 
Don Berna, for the collection of rents, murder and control from the gangs, they all 
learned from paramilitarism the importance and value of the territorial issue, hence 
they distributed its control from which they derive their income. 

Today, studies show the existence of a criminal government that, like many cities 
in the world, controls criminal activity and governs a good part of the communities. 
In the particular case of Medellín, researchers from Innovations for Poverty Action— 
IPA, the University of Chicago and the EAFIT University, point out how “a hierar-
chical structure of highly organized criminal organizations persists”, whose pyra-
midal shape has a base composed of around 350 groups called combos. The  combos 
are usually made up of young men, and their criminal activities are usually confined 
to small and relatively well-defined territories. The middle part of the pyramid is 
made up of between 15 and 20 groups called bandas o razones (gangs or reasons). 
The gangs are usually made up of adults with long careers in organized crime and 
their activities are not always limited to specific territories (in fact, some extend to 
other areas of the country). While gangs are relatively autonomous, most combos are 
subservient to some gangs. At the top level of the pyramid are different instances of 
collective decision-making in which the gangs coordinate some of their operations 
(Blattman et al. 2022: 4), but which has been known as La Oficina (The Office).36 

35 This operation was carried out in the barrios of Comuna 13, in the eastern center of the 
city of Medellín. “Don Berna explained in a free version rendered from his place of deten-
tion in the United States, in March 2009, how paramilitaries from the Cacique Nutibara Bloc 
participated in the planning of this operation, which was under the command of then-general 
Mario Montoya, from the Colombian army; and Leonardo Gallego, from the Valle de Aburrá 
Metropolitan Police”. https://verdadabierta.com/la-tenebrosa-maquina-de-guerra-que-dirigio-don-
berna/. Consultation: 07.31.2022. 
36 La Oficina (The Office) has its origin in the Medellín ¡Basta Ya! (Medellín Stop Now!) campaign, 
which calls the complex armed structure that Pablo Escobar formed and that allowed him to consol-
idate himself as head of the Cartel, which was “possible thanks to a division of labor between

https://verdadabierta.com/la-tenebrosa-maquina-de-guerra-que-dirigio-don-berna/
https://verdadabierta.com/la-tenebrosa-maquina-de-guerra-que-dirigio-don-berna/
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Although the main sources of income for both combos and gangs are extortion and 
the sale of drugs, they differ in that in the latter case the combos are wholesalers and 
the gangs sell them in the different plazas de vicio (vice plazas) that they control, in the 
streets and public spaces of the city. In addition to providing contract killing services, 
known as sicariato (hitmenship), debt collection and security for the transportation 
of drugs, they derive other income from theft, high-interest loans—called gota a 
gota (drop by drop)—sales of exclusive products in the barrios, games of chance, 
procurers, among other activities. But, in the same way, they have also ventured into 
activities of selling lots in peripheral pirate urbanizations, in other cases, they demand 
participation in the works37 of legal builders or, even, they have already ventured into 
building their own high-rise building projects, through which have laundered their 
assets. Although the levels of criminal government vary, in some cases, the combos 
exercise “more government functions than the state” (Blattman et al. 2022: 3),  in  
other cases, the same residents see them as a complement to the State itself. 

40.9 Between Permanence and Mutation…as a Colophon 

There is no doubt that the different local governments have made efforts to overcome 
that past with important housing projects and educational and cultural infrastructure, 
with symbolic architectures; costly public space and infrastructure projects, some-
times megalomaniac and unnecessary; the realization of massive events, media and 
marketing projects to project the city, until obtaining prizes and international recog-
nition of the city. But apparently, it has not been done enough and in a sustained 
manner, nor often in the direction that it should be. Perhaps for this reason, the 
dark past continuous casting its shadow, resurfaces, transforms and even seems to be 
incorporated naturally into the ways of living, being, and inhabiting the metropolitan 
city; and, even, to have metastasized into a globally projected urban culture. It is 
not enough to demolish a building or make a faded and naive project of historical 
memory, because reality is there lurking in the urban space, in the architectures,

gangs and the “offices” to which one could go to settle disputes, from the loss of some shipments 
to revenge, or go to coordinate criminal activities” (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 2014; 
133). After Escobar’s death, the organization has oscillated between the hierarchical—in the times 
of Don Berna—to a kind of federation, as they present themselves today, by sending a letter on July 
28, 2022 to the current President of the Republic, Gustavo Petro, as a reaction to his proposal for 
Paz Total (Total Peace), heading the letter as follows: “We, the organization called “La Oficina”, 
which brings together armed groups with presence in territories of the Medellin metropolitan area 
and other regions of the country, we are the oldest in the urban armed conflict in Colombia, due to 
our participation since the 1980s in the different transitional phenomena of the conflict”. Members 
of that office continue to control the legal and illegal dynamics of many metropolitan territories, 
surviving the purges, conflicts and even the action of the state, since they lead their actions from 
prisons. 
37 It is pointed out that to allow the construction of buildings or urbanizations, they claim for 
themselves a certain number of apartments and control of the stock of materials, although the 
construction guilds have denied this. 
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in the cultural practices… It can be seen in the center of the city in the El Hueco 
(The Hollow) sector, in the south in Parque Lleras and its surroundings, including 
Provenza, and, again, on the other side of the river, in the permanence of the Barrio 
Antioquia as a significant enclave. 

El Hueco is an important sector of the city center known by that name. Sometimes, 
it is confused with the barrio Guayaquil, since it became the territorial, historical heir, 
and of some of its economic practices, when the latter was the great dry port of the 
city and the popular economic center, since the terminal stations of the railways 
were located there—of Amagá and Antioquia—and the covered market square was 
also there. This used to be a dynamic, popular environment that subverts social 
and cultural orders, erected into a myth by the urban novel Aire de tango written 
by Manuel Mejía Vallejo, which portrayed the environment at the limit moment 
between splendor and the beginning of the end. With the burning of the market 
and the transfer of its activities, with the end of the railways in the midst of an 
urban economic crisis, Guayaquil was one of the most affected. In this decadent 
environment and half-abandoned buildings, smuggling, money laundering, and the 
beginnings of drug trafficking began to operate. Habitat of The Godfather, Alfredo 
Gómez, as evidenced by Jairo Gómez in the novel Familia. 

The insertion in the global economy to the city through the smuggling route and the 
new and emerging capitals, first set the course from the free port of Colon in Panama 
and, starting in the 1980s, from the markets of Chinese cities, before the national 
government itself raised it and achieved it. Containers loaded with merchandise and 
trinkets were scattered through the informal markets of the center and the commercial 
premises of El Hueco. But the merchants transmuted into entrepreneurs. From contra-
band to the maquilas there, in the Far East, and here in the new premises that began to 
expand and grow densely and vertically. Buildings with glazed facades, perforated, 
or superimposed sheets were erected, which already spoke of other esthetics that 
combined Chinese shapes and colors with elements of North American neighbor-
hoods, mixed with the popular local and the emerging narc-decó. Showcases with 
voluptuous mannequins fitting the new esthetic aspirations, along with butt levan-
tacola (lift-tail) blue jeans or the baggy ones of the new reggaeton singers, with 
t-shirts, caps, chains, rings, and a long list of bright and colorful beads. From these 
dense and compact blocks, crossed by dozens of commercial passageways, not only 
merchandise but also the new esthetics of Medellín’s urban culture are exported on 
a global scale. 

In other ways, this globalizing insertion affected the transformation of the old 
barrio Lleras and its usual residential world into an environment of services for 
consumption and tourism. Since the last decade of the twentieth century, the offer of 
sex, drugs, and music was the triad that transformed this environment, with Parque 
Lleras as its epicenter. Around it, hotels and hostels of all conditions and costs, 
bars, restaurants, art galleries, supermarkets, small markets, liquor stores were estab-
lished, turning the peaceful homes of the barrio into trembling, exotic, and colorful 
places that live outside the urban routine of work and rest schedules, features of 
the rumba nocturna (night partying), and the daytime offers. An offer promoted by 
social networks and Web pages with tourist packages that include parties, women, and
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drugs, but that is palpable in the streets, where the illegal control of the combos and 
the offer are evident. An offer that, far from being controlled or regulated, has been 
strengthened, either directly or indirectly, with the implementation of the so-called 
economic use of public space; a policy proposed by the municipal administration of 
Medellín, through the Agencia APP—Agencia para la Gestión del Paisaje, el Patri-
monio y las Alianzas Público-Privadas (Agency for the Management of Landscape, 
Heritage and Public–Private Partnerships) that privileged private interests more than 
the management for recreation, meeting, landscape, and heritage, as argued at the 
time of the Agency’s creation in 2015. Hence, since 2017, when the Pilot Plan 
for Parque Lleras-Provenza was implemented, privatization, economic use, and the 
predominance of supply places for this growing tourism have been promoted; which 
has even been denounced in 2022 as an “open-air brothel” by the writer Carolina 
Sanín. Nothing new, since sex tourism has been denounced for years both in Medellín 
and in other tourist cities in Colombia, such as the case of Cartagena. It is simply 
a reissue of old denunciations and a new scandal in a growing and uncontrolled 
dynamic, between the legal and the illegal. 

This environment, as well as others in the city, expresses all that narco-esthetic 
heritage, expressed in decorations, bodies, costumes, and music, where reggaeton is 
the new musical band in the city. A music that began in Puerto Rico but that found 
a niche in Medellín and, then, it was re-exported to the world, with fashion singers, 
from Maluma and J. Balvin to the new phenomenon of Karol G. By the way, it 
collected and recycled sounds, languages and esthetics, and imaginaries and urban 
myths projected globally. As Daniel Rivera Marín points out: When a “city becomes 
a song, it already has a place in the collective imagination”. To exemplify what has 
been pointed out, he reminds us, a fragment of Provenza, the fashionable song by 
Karol G.: “I do not know if it convinces you, we give each other a little graze through 
Provenza (…) we go through the Barrio, for grass”.38 It is the city of contrasts, of 
the new official urban fashion site with its international restaurants, in a sector of El 
Poblado, the old place of the notables, where the drug traffickers and their emerging 
capitals established their mansions, which is connected in the song as in daily life 
with that other side of the river, designated in code as “The Barrio”, to refer only 
to Barrio Antioquia, also the old enclave of drug supply. That world of chiaroscuro 
re-signifies itself but remains presently valid. 
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Chapter 41 
Caracas. Urbicide and Precariousness 
of Urban Life at the Beginning 
of the Venezuelan Twenty-First Century. 
The Worst of Capitalism and Savage 
Populism 

Alberto Lovera 

Puede que nuestras ciudades no mueran, pero su renacimiento 
va a ser difícil, costoso y prolongado 
Our cities may not die, but their rebirth is going to be difficult, 
costly and prolonged 
Marco Negrón, ¿Pueden morir nuestras ciudades? Caracas, 
2018 

Abstract This text presents two issues that seem pertinent to us; the exploration of 
the concept of urbicide as a line of reflection and analysis seems promising to identify 
the processes of destruction of the essence of the city as a place for diversity and 
quality of life. On the other hand, to show how the Venezuelan case and its capital 
city have been an example of the destruction of the city during the two decades of 
the twenty-first century, not because of processes derived from neoliberal logics, but 
mainly from an authoritarian and voluntarist populism orientation. 

Keywords Caracas · Urbicide · Urban ruin · Public services · Urban living 

41.1 Introduction 

Cities undergo processes of construction but also of destruction. The acute analyst 
Jane Jacobs reminds us that although decades have passed since she stated it, her 
warnings are still valid: “Societies and civilizations whose cities stagnate do not 
develop or flourish again. They deteriorate” (Jacobs 1961). 

In the Venezuelan case, different views have shown how the deterioration of urban 
conditions is perceived, with the scrutiny of a diary that records how this multidi-
mensional debacle is operating. “Sometimes, I have the impression of witnessing
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the death of a city,” Ana Teresa Torres confesses (Torres 2018). Or from a socio-
anthropological point of view that tells us: “Daily life in this country out of service, 
whose infrastructure is destroyed, is like a science fiction scenario, a dystopia” 
(Vásquez 2020). 

As we write this text, we are in the presence of a live urbicide operation: the 
destruction of Ukrainian cities and their people. The most radical form, the warlike 
onslaught with all the resources of the military apparatus, to erase together with 
its inhabitants a slowly built heritage, full of history, of relationships, of urban and 
social fabrics, by means of physical violence, although there are other modalities that 
achieve the same through more sophisticated procedures. We must also pay attention 
to them. All of them threaten the conditions that make urban life possible, its diversity 
and coexistence, endangered by actions of different kinds. 

In the following, we have a dual purpose. First, to contribute to the exploration 
and debate on the concept of urbicide and its possible contribution to clarify the 
processes of destruction of cities in the different variants that would fit in it for 
urban analysis. And second, to show the destructive processes suffered by the city 
of Caracas, Venezuela, which have led to the precariousness of urban life at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century, although with antecedents, which in turn show 
that urbicide can operate in socio-political and economic contexts different from 
those shown by many of the studies on this phenomenon. 

Due to the space available to show our arguments and evidence, we refer the 
reader to a series of bibliographical references where the issues addressed in this text 
can be studied in greater depth. 

41.2 Urbicide: A Useful Concept for Urban Analysis 

Although the concept of urbicide has antecedents in urban interpretation since the 
1960s and the following decades of the twentieth century, both in its warlike variant 
(destruction of cities as a result of conventional and unconventional warfare), as well 
as in the actions that have produced the degradation of the basic functions of the city 
(severe deterioration of public services and infrastructure, gentrification, demolition 
of large complexes, mutation of urban centers that have changed their vocation due 
to socio-technological change, processes that dynamize the functioning of the city, 
as well as the impacts of climate change on the urban fabric and the urban fabric, 
demolition of large complexes, mutation of urban centers that have changed their 
vocation due to socio-technological change, processes that dynamize the functioning 
of the city, as well as the impacts of climate change on the urban fabric and daily life 
in cities), it is worth highlighting the effort that for years put Fernando Carrión to 
revalue the power of this concept (Carrión 2014, 2018), which shows us that without 
abandoning the analysis of the production of the city, it is necessary to investigate 
the mechanisms that operate for its destruction, not to consider them an inevitable 
outcome but to seek ways to preserve the diversity of the city, which gives it vitality, 
as shown by the study of Jane Jacobs that relates the struggle between life and death
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of cities, in this case of the USA, who more than six decades ago bequeathed us 
one of the most accurate writings on the socio-anthropological reality of the city, its 
vital sources and what threatens them (Jacobs 1961), which does not fail to give us 
relevant clues, despite the need to add new data of contemporary reality. Something 
that today challenges us to look for ways to revitalize the city in the service of its 
inhabitants (Delgadillo 2021). As Jacobs showed us, there are many things that die 
in urban life, but others are born again, with new physiognomies, reviving urban 
diversity. 

Finally, from our point of view, it is as important to identify the processes of 
construction and reproduction of the city as those of its destruction. In this dialectic, 
we will be able to gage both the perverse effects that hinder the democratic, inclusive, 
and sustainable city, as well as the virtuous effects that help it to make headway. 

For the analysis of both the production and reproduction of the city and its destruc-
tion, it is necessary to refine the theoretical and methodological tools to reflect the 
different edges of a complex reality, where different logics coexist at the same time: 
that of the market, that of the state, and that of necessity (Abramo 2011), which 
act for the structuration and deconstruct of the city and its functioning. Latin Amer-
ican social sciences have made important contributions to highlight the modalities 
of urban development in our continent, among the concepts that stand out are those 
of structural heterogeneity and unequal and combined development, which show a 
dynamic coexistence of diverse forms of production, distribution, and consumption 
of the built environment in the evolution of our cities and their diverse manifestations 
(Pradilla 2013; Jaramillo 2021). 

The so-called critical approach to urban research, of which we feel a part, has made 
and continues to make important contributions to the interpretation of urban reality, 
but it has unfinished business. In its origins, it was inspired by the Marxist and neo-
Marxist interpretation of urban reality. Today, it incorporates other optics, trying to 
reflect new phenomena that avoid the “lazy security” of which Pierre Bourdieu spoke 
to us, when consecrated formulas are repeated that do not show the novel configura-
tions. That is, the methodological resource of appealing to eclectic visions, capable 
of capturing the new data of reality, without losing its critical focus. It is to make use 
of eclecticism, not as a philosophical system but as a method of “open reflections, 
that is to say, dialogical (polemic and controversial) and interdisciplinary” (Álvarez 
2002: 278). Something that critical thought has been doing for some time, as the 
cited author shows, although some do not recognize it, that its theoretical reflections 
are open to add contributions fed from other sources, but pertinent and reinterpreted 
from an integrating vision that reflects the complexity of multiple relations and new 
phenomena. 

This critical thinking in urban research and in the historical-structural interpre-
tation of socioeconomic phenomena has shed much light on the functioning of our 
societies and their tensions and contradictions. It has focused on the negative conse-
quences of the capitalist accumulation model, now in its neoliberal variant, which has 
marked the economic and urban transformation in recent times, but, we insist, it has 
a pending matter: a critical analysis of the anti-neoliberal experiences, which have,
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like the experiences of really existing socialism old and new, perverse, and unac-
ceptable consequences for good living and sustainable development, which have led 
to despotic regimes (Del Bufalo 2011), absolutely incompatible with an emancipa-
tory thinking. Extractivism has not been absent from the most recent anti-neoliberal 
attempts, which makes it not to move away from the political economy of indus-
trialism, common to existing capitalism and socialism (Naredo 1996), which is not 
a viable foundation to seek the paths to a society of free and equal men, which 
continues to be the fundamental force that motivates social conflict in the world, 
which manifests itself in different scenarios and places (Del Bufalo 2011). To avoid 
many of the deviations of critical thinking, it is necessary, following the orientation 
recommended by Kornai (2016), to avoid the versions of the apologists of an imag-
inary capitalism or socialism, of the devotees of each of these systems, but of the 
existing one (so far), which does not exclude that, like any historical construction, it 
may be replaced at some point. 

A second aspect: The urbicide, the destruction of the city, is not only a product of 
the capitalist model but also the result of other logics that claim to be anti-capitalist 
and anti-neoliberal. They also produce destruction of the city. For different reasons, 
not necessarily mutually exclusive: Because the political economy of both models of 
accumulation is associated with a predatory pattern of nature; because it is believed 
that the city can be organized at will, ignoring the rules and inertias of urban reality; 
because an anti-urban conception prevails; because, especially in certain military 
sectors, the slums are considered a danger to be eradicated. Additionally, as we will 
see below, in regimes such as the one established in Venezuela since 1999, which has 
become an authoritarian populism (Arenas and Gómez Calcaño 2006; López-Maya 
2016), due to its attempt to destroy the previous regime and its purpose of initiating a 
“new era,” it tries to physically and symbolically demolish the emblems where liberal 
democracy is based, trying to rewrite a story of both the past and the future, as well 
as material supports that represent them, destroying the city. Although urbicide has 
occurred in different times and cultures, our emphasis is to show that it is wrong to 
assert that this phenomenon is only associated with capitalism; other anti-capitalist 
regimes (socialist or populist) can lead to the destruction of cities. 

Third: Urbicide is also associated with Manichean visions of market and state. 
Several issues must be considered to manage the democratic city in a way that 
does not assassinate its diversity and complexity. This is clear in the processes of 
gentrification, widely documented by critical urban research, which transform certain 
areas of the city into a place for elites, expelling other social sectors, and impover-
ishing its heterogeneity. But this is not exclusive to a capitalist orientation. Polanyi 
(2001) convincingly argued that the self-regulating market is a utopia. It turns out 
that the historical experience of the twentieth century also showed the unfeasibility 
of centralized administration to manage the economy and society. The analysis of 
Kornai (1992) and Prezeworski (1991) on how centrally planned economies work and 
their inevitable distortions, and the reading of these issues on the Venezuelan reality 
(Silva Michelena 2014), are conclusive in the same sense: the need for the coexis-
tence of market mechanisms with regulatory actions of the state. There is enough
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evidence on the unfeasibility of central planning, as well as of a management exclu-
sively managed with market criteria free of regulations. The prominent Venezuelan 
economist Héctor Silva Michelena puts it very acutely: “The most important legacy 
that social scientists left to their colleagues of the 21st century is the concept of 
mixed economy. They have overthrown the idea that the state and the market are 
contradictory and have established that, rather, they create a synergy that enhances 
growth with equity and sustainability” (Silva Michelena 2013). 

In terms of Karl Polanyi’s most emblematic work, the market is a great servant, 
but a disastrous master (Bienefeld 1990). That is precisely why it must be regulated 
to protect society from its excesses. This leads us to the orientation proposed by 
Naredo (1996): to move from the market as a panacea to the market as an instrument, 
subject to regulation. 

Just as there are no good economic, socio-political, urban, or environmental 
sustainability results from the application of the so-called “market fundamentalism,” 
neither are there good results when it is substituted by a “statist fundamentalism” 
(Todorov 2010). The results tend to be unsatisfactory in both cases. State and market 
must work in synergy. When this is ignored, as in the case of Venezuela in the 
twenty-first century, the results are a deterioration of the living conditions of society 
and cities, because sooner or later it becomes economically, socially, and environ-
mentally unviable, as we will show below. The result is that the destructive forces of 
urbicide are unleashed. 

41.3 Urbicide in a Petro-state 

Although our analysis focuses on one city in particular, Caracas, the capital of 
Venezuela, to understand its processes, it is necessary to provide some keys to inter-
pret the Venezuelan reality. Additionally, much of the deterioration of urban life in 
Caracas is not exclusive to that city but extends throughout the national geography, 
particularly in other urban centers, where precariousness is even greater. The origins 
of the problems are the same with nuances according to each urban agglomeration. 

Since the first third of the twentieth century, Venezuela became an oil and rentier 
country. It was able to evade the classic rigors that accompany the original accu-
mulation to establish capitalism, thanks to the oil rent, which allowed a long period 
of growth without radical restrictions on the income of wage earners and allowing 
profitability to private agents, thanks to a state with broad intervention capabilities, 
both in the economic and socio-political fields (Coronil 1977; Baptista 2004, 2007, 
2010; Urbaneja 2013). 

A long period of political stability, economic growth, and social cohesion created 
an “illusion of harmony” (Naim and Piñango 1985) due to the good performance of 
the first decades of the democratic regime that began in 1958 but ignored that prob-
lems were brewing, both for economic (Baptista 2004, 2010) and socio-political 
reasons (Álvarez 1996; López-Maya 2006). That Venezuelan exceptionality had 
many weaknesses. And they began to manifest themselves. To paraphrase Bienefeld
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(1990) on how the framework of the international economic system that was designed 
in the post-war period could get into trouble with satisfactory results, showing that 
this was possible because it was a victim of its own good performance, when it began 
to neglect the elements on which its success depended. Something similar happened 
in the Venezuelan economic and socio-political system, which did not heed the 
warning signs of the crisis of rentier capitalism and neglected the mechanisms of 
social cohesion and political representation, which were losing vitality and began to 
show alarming signs of poverty, social exclusion, and institutional deterioration. 

The social outburst of the “Caracazo” (1989), like other similar ones in Latin 
America at the end of the twentieth century, showed that certain sectors could not 
find spaces in the current institutional framework to channel their demands. Although 
there were already indicators of economic and social imbalances in Venezuelan 
society prior to that date (the end of a long period of fixed dollar exchange rate 
in February 1983 with the so-called “black Friday” is emblematic), that outbreak 
marked a turning point for the generalization of situations of anomie and growth of 
urban violence, until then of very low occurrence in comparison with Venezuela’s 
Latin American neighbors. Analyzes on this social outburst and its subsequent conse-
quences (López-Maya 2000, 2006; Vázquez 2020; Moleiro 2021) can be read as the 
beginning and development of a process of urbicide in the city of Caracas, as well 
as in other urban centers. 

A multidimensional structural crisis had been installed in Venezuelan society, 
following a process that we cannot detail here, but that has been analyzed and 
followed by many scholars (Baptista 2010; Coronil 1977; López-Maya 2006, 2016; 
Arenas 2018; Corrales and Penforld 2010, among others). 

41.4 The Urbicide in Caracas 

Although our analysis takes as the period of inquiry the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, this does not mean that only since then, there have been manifestations of 
deterioration in the conditions of urban life in Venezuela and Caracas in particular. 
Since the last two decades of the twentieth century, Venezuela was undergoing a 
process of structural crisis with manifestations at different levels due to the exhaustion 
of the accumulation pattern of rentier capitalism (Baptista 2004, 2007, 2010), as 
well as of its socio-political arrangements that had begun to show cracks (Álvarez 
1996). Many things were changing, but for the worse, and urban violence was one 
of them (Briceño-León 2016). Also, the growth of poverty (España 2009). All this 
accompanied by a growing anomie (Durkheim), as sociologists call the deterioration 
of the rules of the social game, which ended up overflowing from the social outbreak 
of the so-called “Caracazo” of February 1989 and subsequent events, such as the 
failed attempts of military coups in 1992. A cocktail with many economic, socio-
political, and cultural components showed unsatisfied demands and the search for 
new paths (López-Maya 2006).
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The social outbreak of the “Caracazo” of 1989 was accompanied by looting of 
stores and later by an intense repression that left thousands of victims. It was not only 
a rupture of the social pact but also the presence of looting, which in Venezuelan, 
history has been in some circumstances a violent form of the exercise of power, 
but also a form of resistance and protest, as will be manifested again during the 
so-called Tragedy of 1999, the socio-natural phenomenon of floods and landslides, 
which produced thousands of deaths and hundreds of thousands of displaced people 
due to the destruction, it caused in the northern coastal area near Caracas and in some 
other areas of the country (Vázquez 2010, 2012). 

Beyond the spurious re-reading and reinterpretation of these events by the new 
cast in power since 1999, there is no doubt that these events meant a significant 
rupture in the Venezuelan future (“nothing will ever be as before”), both for the 
dominant and dominated sectors. 

Many of these factors explain the emergence of new actors and proposals for 
political change that attracted significant support. This is not the place to dwell on 
this process and its characteristics, which, although important, would take us away 
from our focus of analysis. There is a profuse bibliography in this regard, which with 
varied criteria analyze the scenario that led a new political cast to power and the 
characterization of the resulting regime and its changes (López-Maya 2006, 2016, 
2021; Arenas and Gómez Calcaño 2006; Arenas 2018; Petkoff 2010; Corrales and 
Penfort 2010; Casanova 2016, among many others). 

Although there was a period of improvement in socioeconomic indicators over a 
decade, between 1997 and 2007, in which there was a reduction of the population 
living in poverty, this was not the result of structural changes but of the increase in 
oil income and its distribution through public spending (España 2009). After more 
than a decade of deterioration in the living and working conditions of the popular 
sectors at the end of the twentieth century, the new government’s orientation led to a 
(fully justified) revenge that improved social welfare indicators but went no further 
than that. When oil income was reduced, it could no longer be sustained because its 
source was a dwindling oil income. 

Many of the misunderstandings in the interpretation of the Venezuelan reality of 
the new regime come from confusing the evident improvements that took place in 
the reduction of poverty and inequality in the first decade of the twenty-first century, 
but since there was no change in the bases of sustenance and a socioeconomic model 
with viability, when the sources that fed that improvement (oil income) declined, the 
weaknesses of public policies that had not addressed the unresolved problems of the 
Venezuelan economy and society began to manifest themselves. Or they had done 
so with formulas that aggravated the problems: nationalization of the economy with 
unsatisfactory performance, unresolved macroeconomic imbalances, which led to an 
increase in inflation (including a long hyperinflation), the unraveling of the economy, 
the dramatic fall of the GDP, an unprecedented increase in poverty (in 2021: 94.5% 
of the population in poverty, 76.6% in extreme poverty), according to the Survey of 
Living Conditions (ENCOVI) (UCAB, ENCOVI Project, UCAB.org.edu.ve), which 
since 2014, three universities (UCAB, UCV and USB) carry out annually, to remedy
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the statistical silence of the state in many areas (social, economic, epidemiological, 
etc.), in this case of social indicators. 

It must be borne in mind that the change of political course that began with the 
presidential election of Hugo Chávez in 1999 until his death in 2013, and which was 
prolonged by his successor Nicolás Maduro, who has ruled Venezuela since then, has 
gone through various economic and socio-political orientations, although all of them 
can be sheltered under a populism of multiple faces, depending on the circumstances, 
but all of them oriented to achieve the consolidation of political power and the 
hegemony of the new ruling cast, with an anti-capitalist orientation, but antimodern 
for its (unfeasible) pretension of restoring in republican ideology of the nineteenth 
century, which has derived in patrimonialism of the ruling leadership, losing strength 
the socialist ideology, which is not abandoned, but fades away (Guerra 2013; López-
Maya 2016, 2021; Spiritto 2017; Casanova 2016). We use the metaphor of wild 
populism to show that, even with its variants over time, the resulting authoritarian 
centralism has adopted different clothes according to changing situations. 

Although it may not seem obvious, these elements are associated with the core of 
our analysis: the urbicide and the deterioration and destruction of living conditions 
in Venezuela and its capital city. The orientation of public affairs has led to the 
precariousness of urban life. It has done so with a mixture of capitalism and populism, 
although its verbiage is tinged with expressions of authoritarian socialist thinking. 

Like other processes of anti-neoliberal socio-political change, the Venezuelan case 
shows that it was, at least in its early stages, as has been argued for similar processes, 
defensive rather than offensive movements (Gilly 2006). Measures were taken to 
stop the excesses of the neoliberal variant of capitalism, but they were not capable 
of founding a new political economy. It seems that what Walter Benjamin said: “For 
Marx, revolutions are the locomotives of history, but perhaps, things are different. 
Perhaps, revolutions are the way in which humanity, traveling on that train, pulls the 
emergency brake” (quoted by Gilly 2006). The proposal of a new model remained an 
unfulfilled promise. There are many analyzes that reflect the persistence of the rentier 
model, and the little oxygen that social economy initiatives have had from the central 
power. The alarm signals came from analysts of various orientations, but it is striking 
that over the years, those coming from those who originally supported the process of 
change have multiplied, and now disqualify it for its authoritarianism, its rentierism 
and extractivism, not only oil but now also mining, and for the destruction of the 
productive forces and levels of poverty and inequality, which had been temporarily 
reversed, and now show unprecedented figures (ENCOVI Project: https://www.pro 
yectoencovi.com; López Caldera 2015; Lander et al. 2013; Lander 2016). 

Venezuela has been in the first decades of the twenty-first century an emblematic 
case of destruction of productive forces, without the mediation of war conflagra-
tions or natural disasters (Guerra 2013, 2017; Vera  2018). The destruction of cities 
and their social, political, economic, and cultural fabrics is a manifestation of this. 
The case of Caracas appears as an emblematic case, although not unique. And it 
shows that as destructive of urban life and coexistence can be savage capitalism as 
the different variants of savage populism that have been tested in the Venezuelan 
territory and society in this beginning of the century, which, although in the name

https://www.proyectoencovi.com
https://www.proyectoencovi.com
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of reversing the previous neoliberalism has been marked by diverse orientations 
and emphases. Always prioritizing the political control of the upper echelons of 
power, but according to time and place, trying moderate reforms, exacerbated statist 
socialism and economic pragmatism, which has been very hostile to the previous 
business world, but not to the new economic elites that have prospered in the shadow 
of the state, the so-called “bolibourgeoisie,” a sort of capitalism of the regime’s 
friends, who have made enormous fortunes, together with allied countries, as has 
been documented by investigative journalism (Armando.info and Chavismo Inc.) 
and the investigations of Transparencia Venezuela. 

41.5 Information Opacity 

As in the initial part of this text, we refer to various bibliographic and documentary 
sources that allow us to expand and verify the statements and facts shown of deteri-
oration of urban living conditions, including a set of observatories in different areas 
(violence, economy, finance, public services, social indicators, etc.) that have been 
developing in Venezuela in the face of the silence or the spasmodic and biased way in 
which official information is presented. Since 2018, the Central Bank of Venezuela 
(BCV) stopped publishing information on GDP disaggregated by sectors and balance 
of payments; since 2019, there is also no information on industrial production and 
trade sales; since 2009, there is no information on fiscal management and public debt; 
since 2016, there is no information on oil production, and in 2015, it was the last 
information on poverty. There is no information on the national budget and official 
information on other key areas. 

41.6 The Urbicide Demonstrations in Caracas 

The urbicide and precariousness of urban life are manifested in both symbolic and 
material forms. 

With regard to what has happened in the first two decades of the twenty-first 
century in Venezuela, and in Caracas in particular, it should be noted that both in 
terms of political design and in terms of its economic and urban policy, the prevailing 
regime has been marked by diverse orientations and emphases, all under a populist 
atmosphere, which has ranged from rather reformist moments to proposals of radical 
socialism and more recently of a pragmatism that supports the continuity of those in 
power at any price. 

The discourse and purpose of the new cast in power were to refound the republic, 
this meant dismantling the material and symbolic structures.
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41.6.1 Symbolic Urbicide 

Since the new political leadership was installed in Venezuela in the twilight of 
the twentieth century, a deliberate attempt has been made to modify the symbolic 
references of the old regime. 

It was not only the change of the name of the Republic in the new Constitution, 
but also in that of emblematic sites: streets and avenues, squares and other sites 
that are part of the historical memory of the inhabitants of Caracas, as well as the 
demolition of monuments. The most recent, that of the coat of arms of the Capital 
City, trying to erase a controversial but inescapable colonial past. In the name of a 
justified vindication of the legacy of the indigenous and black population, the aim is 
to erase those derived from the Spanish and the mixture of all of them. 

As Ana Teresa Torres tells us in her novel Diorama (Torres 2018, 2021), it is 
an operation, the damatio remorie, like that of the Romans, of the condemnation of 
memory. 

41.6.2 Urban Policies 

In terms of urban and territorial policies, the “catastrophic vision of the urban 
phenomenon” (Negrón 2011) has prevailed, which has been predominant in the 
political leadership of different ideological signs throughout time, in the case of the 
new post-1999 political cast, it has been exacerbated, dreaming of the possibility of 
reversing the settlement pattern of the population. It is possible to speak of an anti-
urban vision, which in the first years was not only in discourse, but resources were 
also dedicated to the Orinoco-Apure Axis, thinking of a reversal of the settlement 
patterns of the population and activities. Although they did not materialize due to 
their unfeasibility, time and resources were invested that delayed the recognition that 
the population had to be attended to where it was settled, urban inertias prevailed 
over territorial voluntarism. 

41.6.3 Territorialization of the Political Conflict 

Socio-political polarization has accompanied the “populist rupture in Venezuela” 
(López-Maya 2016, 2021). The case of Caracas has been emblematic. Throughout 
more than two decades of political conflict, this has manifested itself over the terri-
tory. Friend/enemy, us/them, are keys to polarization and intolerance. Spaces where 
only supporters of a single side (whether pro-government or opposition) can be 
present. These phenomena have been identified by social research and shown their 
perversion for citizen and political coexistence (García Guadilla 2012; Lozada 2008, 
2016, 2021; Isidoro Losada 2015). That different groups of citizens cannot share a
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space because they have diverse views, and sympathies is a tragedy for urban and 
democratic coexistence. It is to prevent diversity and pluralism, and it is urbicide that 
blocks paths for a collective construction of urban life where respect for the other 
can prevail. 

Although there have been different intensities of the conflict and its territoriality, 
even in the stages where it has been reduced, this pattern of segregation persists and 
also presents in popular sectors where there have been changes of adhesion to political 
options, but the territorial control of political or social organizations affected by the 
regime persists. Plurality is intimidated. In other areas of the city, similar situations 
are taking place, but of the opposite sign, in this case, censorship is against those who 
are not opponents. Polarization is not very different in any of its poles. Regardless 
of who is responsible for unleashing the mechanism, the effects are there. 

We will see that the destructive nature of social and political polarization for 
social coexistence and to address the problems of daily life in the absence of an 
outcome in favor of the contending political sectors (a catastrophic tie) will lead to 
the emergence of social arrangements to address the problems of daily life and the 
overflow of urban violence, beyond political preferences, seeking agreements that 
address issues whose manifestations do not discriminate sectors by their political 
preferences (deficit of public services, violence, access to food, etc.). 

41.6.4 Urban Violence and the Proliferation of Organized 
Crime 

The Caracas Metropolitan Area, like Venezuela, was for a long time a territory where 
violence rates were much lower than its Latin American neighbors that changed in 
the 1990s. The indicators not only rose dramatically, but they also surpassed the cities 
that until then were considered the most violent in the continent. The statistical record 
skyrocketed, and the analyzes made year after year show that not only urban violence 
grows, but organized crime is enthroned. This is documented by the Venezuelan 
Violence Observatory (Briceño-León et al. 2009, 2016; Briceño-León and Camardiel 
2011, 2016; Briceño-León 2016). 

It is clearly established in urban research that violence in cities is a factor in 
the deterioration of urban life and coexistence. It is an indicator of urbicide. It also 
shows a paradox that less inequality does not necessarily imply less violence. In 
the early years of the new political regime, distributive policies, underpinned by 
a favorable oil scenario, produced a significant reduction in inequality, but not a 
reduction in violence (Zubillaga 2013; Briceño-León 2016). Years later, inequality 
increased, and intense levels of urban violence remain, as shown in the reports of the 
Venezuelan Violence Observatory. 

The conclusion reached by these studies is that a latent (or hidden) variable 
has been underestimated: institutionality. Its absence or deterioration explains a lot.
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When, as in the case of Venezuela and Caracas in the elapsed time of the twenty-
first century, a systematic deterioration of the rules of the social game and of the 
rule of law, of discretion in the exercise of power, of impunity, can be verified, only 
rescuing a pact can stop the escalation of violence, which deteriorates the daily life of 
citizens, which includes manifestations of different types of urban violence, as well 
as systematic violations of human rights by repressive state agencies, as has been 
widely documented by both NGOs defending human rights in Venezuela (PROVEA, 
among others) and on the international scene (Amnesty International), as well as the 
reports of the UN Commissioner for Human Rights, Michelle Bachelet. 

41.6.5 The Deterioration of the City’s Government 
and Infrastructure 

Like other Latin American capital cities, the governance of Caracas has been prob-
lematic. Its territorial scope extends to two political-administrative entities (Capital 
District and Miranda State). The opportunity to provide a practical and viable solu-
tion seemed to have arisen with the approval of the new 1999 Constitution. Different 
options had been outlined previously, but for different reasons, this was not possible. 
Both the constitutional design and the laws derived from it established an oxymoron 
that left the problem unresolved. 

The coexistence of the municipal mayor’s offices and a Metropolitan Mayor’s 
Office has always been problematic, both when the latter was governed by officials 
affiliated with the central government and when it was governed by the opposition 
forces. The centralist vision was imposed and was finally eliminated, ignoring the 
provisions of the Constitution. 

This journey, which once again leaves the issue of governance of the Metropolitan 
Area of Caracas unresolved, is well documented and analyzed in a text by one 
of the keenest observers of the Venezuelan urban reality, and which shows that 
recentralization does not help to address the basic conditions of urban life in Caracas; 
on the contrary, it has perpetuated the deterioration of urban life (Negrón 2021). 

It is not only a deterioration of the governance of the city, but the basic condi-
tions of its functioning have been deteriorating. Basic and infrastructural services 
show precariousness indexes. Electricity, water, domestic gas, telecommunications, 
waste collection, etc., do not meet the needs of citizens. The same can be said of 
public transportation, both subway (Caracas Metro) and above ground, as well as the 
deterioration of streets, avenues, and highways. To which he later added the access 
to gasoline. All this has been documented by a set of observatories that allow us to 
identify the magnitude of the problems in these areas. 

There is a very significant fact about Caracas and the deterioration of its public 
services and infrastructure. Traditionally, political decisions have sought to keep the 
capital city as less affected as possible by deficits in this area, due to its role as the 
nerve center of the country and its impact on social conflict. This was the case both
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in the government of Hugo Chávez in 2009, when electricity rationing was imposed, 
or the more dramatic crisis of the great national blackout of 2019 during the govern-
ment of Nicolás Maduro. The same criterion has been maintained for the problems 
of water supply, gasoline, or at the time of food shortages. What must be highlighted 
is that this protection to Caracas ended up overflowing and did not prevent keeping 
it exempt from the crisis of public services. Although less than in the interior of the 
country, there are failures in the supply of electricity, water, domestic gas (particularly 
gas cylinders, which is accessed by low-income sectors), not to mention telecom-
munications services where there are serious problems with Internet connection and 
fixed telephony, and to a lesser extent, cellular telephony. What we mean to say is 
that Caracas could not be kept unscathed from a generalized deterioration of public 
services. Electricity blackouts are frequent, but not as prolonged as in the interior 
of the country; there are difficulties in the public transportation service, sometimes 
associated to electrical problems, others to maintenance problems; the water supply 
is irregular, only for a short time, it is what in colloquial language is called “la hora 
loca,” you have to suspend any other activity to collect water, wash clothes and 
belongings, take a bath, and all this in sixty, thirty minutes or less. What the rest 
of the country was already living and sometimes with more precariousness, many 
hours without electricity, many days without water, without telephone connection 
was extended to Caracas. And it is still like that when we write this text in 2022. 

41.6.6 The Popular Neighborhoods and the Gran Misión 
Vivienda Venezuela (Great Mission Housing 
Venezuela) 

Caracas has been impacted by the urban policies undertaken by the new govern-
ment administration that began almost at the turn of the century. The housing and 
habitat policy that was formulated had enormous strengths: It was the result of the 
synergy between state and university institutions that had worked together to iden-
tify the key factors of a housing and habitat policy that would address all its aspects 
(existing housing, both in popular neighborhoods and in the housing complexes 
promoted by the state over many decades; construction of new housing, rehabilita-
tion of popular housing and neighborhoods for their recognition and provision of 
services and infrastructure to guarantee the full exercise of citizenship; attention to 
the homeless population) (Baldó and Villanueva 1998; CONAVI  1999; Baldó 2004; 
Lovera 2013). 

This orientation was predominant during the first year and a half of Hugo Chávez’s 
administration, but soon, the antagonistic visions coming from the civilian and mili-
tary sectors (Camacho 2004) were confronted, where the latter prevailed, underesti-
mating, and demonizing the popular neighborhoods and favoring the construction of 
new housing, next to anti-urban visions with their unfeasible pretension of reverting 
the urban settlement of the population in the territory.
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After many failed trials of new housing production over the following years and 
many changes of the protagonists in the state institutions in this field, the Gran 
Misión Vivienda Venezuela (GMVV) was conceived in 2011. It was a new housing 
production program of enormous proportions, which was possible to finance due to 
the good years that were being experienced in the oil market. The idea of attending 
to existing housing in unison with the construction of new housing complexes was 
abandoned. Now, the priority was new housing units of different sizes. Without 
underestimating the effort to multiply the number of new housing units, the approach 
of simultaneously attending to existing housing issues was abandoned, particularly 
those of the popular neighborhoods, which due to their precarious conditions are a 
source of vulnerability (Lovera 2013; Cilento and Trocelli 2020). 

There are varied analyzes of Gran Misión Vivienda in Venezuela, some high-
lighting the importance of this initiative (Carriola 2015), others showing its strengths 
and weaknesses (Valente 2018), still others on its scarce transparency, pockets of 
corruption, and the inconsistency of the figures of its results (Transparencia Venezuela 
2012, 2017a; PROVEA  2022). 

From our focus of analysis, the great weaknesses are in its “viviendist” vision that 
produces housing, but not a city. Buildings located in different locations, without 
consideration of the urban context, with huge deficits of public services and collective 
facilities, as shown in a study conducted for the case of Caracas (IMUTC 2013). 
The result is that a lot of new housing may be being produced, while the urban 
fabric deteriorates. To these should be added the urban and social problems that 
large housing estates have generated in distinct parts of the world, and which have 
led to the need to demolish them due to their unviability. It is not only attending 
to the homeless and their precariousness, in both cases with unsatisfactory results 
(Rodríguez and Sugranyes 2004; Cilento 2018). 

In short, if all the factors at play are not considered, residential construction may 
be taking place while the city is being destroyed, and that part of the city that has 
been produced after many hardships by the inhabitants of the poor neighborhoods is 
ignored (Bolívar 2011). And this has been happening in Caracas. 

41.6.7 The City Center: Deterioration and Spurious Recovery 

A series of circumstances coincided to cause a systematic deterioration of the historic 
center of Caracas for years. The growth of urban violence, the proliferation of 
anomie, the weakening of planning and urban control mechanisms, the prolifera-
tion of building takeovers, the unjustified expropriation of premises whose use was 
uncertain, plus the growing ungovernability of the city due to the prolongation of 
the fragmentation of the city government (Negrón 2021), and the prolongation of the 
territorialization of the political conflict, turned the central zone of Caracas into a 
no man’s land, without order or agreement, where there were no shared rules of the 
game, but rather segments precariously led by formal and informal authorities trying 
to establish their rules with different results.
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The generalized deterioration of the central area of the city later led to a rehabilita-
tion action. Public spaces (squares and boulevards) were recovered, and the creation 
of commercial services for the public (restaurants and cafeterias, among others) was 
encouraged. The result is an improvement of public spaces, but access to most of the 
available businesses is only possible for sectors with a high payment capacity; for 
the rest, only small businesses and the informal market, which coexists in this part 
of the city, are available. The manifestations of segregation persist. Not everyone 
has access to what is offered, although the urban fabric is somewhat better. There is 
much scenographic recovery, but many issues of the democratic and inclusive city 
are still pending. 

In other areas of the central city, there are very few initiatives to create new 
public spaces or restore deteriorated ones. Paradoxically, much more has been done 
by the municipal governments of the fringe of the Metropolitan Area of Caracas 
(those located in the State of Miranda), governed by the opposition, in terms of the 
creation of public spaces, but with the absence of urban development plans to avoid 
the perverse effects of a real estate production that does not adequately articulate the 
private and collective interests of the city. 

41.6.8 Utility Problems Persist 

The crises of public services: electricity, water, gas, gasoline, transportation, urban 
cleaning, Internet, and fixed and cellular telephony are still present in Caracas. The 
most catastrophic events, such as those that have occurred in the supply of electricity, 
water, and gasoline at various times, are less prolonged over the years, but they are 
still present. Even in different areas of the city, they continue to suffer, as shown 
by complaints and protests. The conditions of a precarious urban life are not being 
overcome. The destruction of these conditions has not been reversed. 

The figures are eloquent. A June 2021 report tells us the following for the Capital 
District, the central area of Caracas, about the percentages of the population suffering 
from deficits in public services: electricity interruptions: 41.5%; lack of public trans-
portation: 43.7%; food insecurity: 43.4%; water access restrictions: 29.0%, multi-
functional poverty (households or people with multiple deficiencies in health, educa-
tion, and standard of living): 48.9% (Hum Venezuela 2021). Although they are lower 
than in other regions of the country, they are of a significant dimension, which shows 
the vulnerability of urban life in Caracas. In the same sense, it shows us another obser-
vation of the public services of the capital city, much better than in other localities, but 
with precariousness (CEDICE 2022).
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41.6.9 Adding Up Problems: Urbicide, Complex 
Humanitarian Emergency, Pandemic, and Climate 
Change 

It is well known that humanitarian crises are defined by international organizations 
as those resulting from natural disasters or armed conflicts. But another modality 
has been identified, which is defined as a Complex Humanitarian Emergency (CHE) 
resulting from a combination of political instability, conflicts and violence, social 
inequalities, and poverty. This is how the UN has characterized the case of Venezuela. 
It is the only country in the Americas under this denomination. 

If the situation of urban precariousness was delicate in Caracas, and in Venezuela, 
due to the condition of complex humanitarian crisis, in the terms that the UN defines 
such an event, it worsened with the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic, as witnessed 
by the analyzes and reports in this regard (Cilento and Trocelli 2020; Hum Venezuela 
2021). 

Many hardships were prolonged because the arrival of international humanitarian 
aid was prevented, given that the executive power continued to explain the crisis 
by the economic sanctions, when it is sufficiently documented that the collapse of 
the Venezuelan economy is prior to them, since 2013 at least, although obviously, 
they aggravated the situation (Sutherland 2020; Cartaya et al. 2020) and made the 
situation of daily life more complicated that of Caracas among them. 

41.7 Urban Management in the Wild Populism 

The problems of urban destruction in Caracas illustrate that their origin does not 
necessarily derive from a capitalist orientation of the city as a source of profit. This 
modality is well documented in many cases, but the scrutiny does not end there, as 
certain explorations tend to affirm. Other forms of urban management destroy urban 
conditions when the production of goods and services and the operation of the city 
are inadequately managed. 

The problems that have been experienced in the city of Caracas, and Venezuela, 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century, do not stem from the fact that the state 
has been given prominence. Far from the neoliberal narrative that demonizes all state 
initiatives as pernicious and all private initiatives as virtuous, what explains a good 
part of the failures is that the basic rules of any good management, whether public or 
private, have been ignored. The period of the so-called civil republic (1958–1998) 
shows emblematic examples of successful performance of public enterprises, which 
were models of good management (not only PDVSA at that time, but also the electric 
company EDELCA, the Corporación Venezolana de Guayana CVG, among others). 

This has not been the case in the cycle of nationalization of companies undertaken 
from 2002 onwards by the Venezuelan government, which meant an exponential 
growth of public companies, which totaled more than 900 by mid-2021, a good part
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of them by processes of expropriation and nationalization of production activities 
of goods and services that were privately owned. The analysis of the results of 
such state management is largely negative and is widely documented (Obuchi 2011; 
Transparencia Venezuela 2017b, 2018, 2020; Lovera 2017). Goods and services 
companies paralyzed, with reduced production or with serious deficits in attention to 
the target population. There are ways for an efficient operation of state enterprises, and 
guidelines have been proposed for their good management and for their performance 
to be transparent (Transparencia Venezuela 2021). 

This is closely related to the deterioration of the city’s operating conditions and 
quality of life. Caracas and its inhabitants suffer from this, and it is the product of 
a management that subjects the population to enormous precariousness. The case of 
Venezuela and Caracas shows us, once again, that the road to hell is full of good 
intentions, but it is imperative to build a route that can combine equity, economic, 
social, and environmental viability, which is not possible without a variable mix of 
market forces, state regulation, and citizen leadership. 

The case of Caracas must be analyzed in the context of one of the most dramatic 
events of the destruction of the productive forces. In the last few years, the Venezuelan 
economy has reduced its GDP by 80%. Poverty is at 95% and 70% of extreme poverty. 
We had 4 years of hyperinflation, and we still have the highest inflation in the world. 
This has been accompanied by an international migration of enormous proportions 
that has reduced Venezuela’s population from the 32 and a half million that official 
sources say, to 28 million as established by estimates that speak of between 4 million 
and more than 5 million Venezuelans in the diaspora spread in different parts of 
the world. These figures also speak of urbicide. People fleeing their cities and their 
country because their living conditions have deteriorated in their place of origin. 

41.8 Weaving the Threads of the Analysis of the Urbicide 
and Its Manifestations in Caracas 

There are several conclusions that can be drawn from the analysis that we have been 
proposing throughout this text, both in its theoretical-methodological dimension, as 
well as in what the examination of the case of Caracas teaches us. 

I begin with a reflection made to me by a veteran researcher of the CENDES of the 
UCV, Alberto Urdaneta, with whom I worked when I started my career as an urban 
researcher. When the Cuban revolution triumphed, they decided to “punish” Havana, 
and the priority was the interior of the island, trying to modify the distribution of 
the population in the territory. Twenty years later, the Cuban capital had reduced its 
population by only 1%, but the city was in ruins. Anti-urban voluntarism would only 
have produced deterioration. It was a costly experiment in social engineering. 

The Venezuelan experience of the first decades of the twenty-first century tells 
us nothing different. After attempting the chimerical development of the Orinoco-
Apure Axis and dedicating many efforts and resources to it, seeking to modify the
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distribution of the population in the territory, reality imposed itself, there are socio-
territorial inertias that are difficult to revert. It is necessary to attend to the population 
and its problems where it is settled, but by then, there had been a great destruction of 
urban life, an urbicide, in the most important urban centers of the country, Caracas 
among them, and its recovery has been laborious, also because the great resources 
of the oil boom, which had been very useful to attend to the enormous deficits 
to make cities progress more equitable and sustainable economically, socially, and 
environmentally, had vanished. 

We should not underestimate the importance of an institutional framework that 
addresses urban problems of various kinds. It is possible, and often necessary and 
imperative, to change the rules of the social game, but they must be replaced by 
others to guarantee a social cohesion that helps coexistence in a diverse conglomerate 
with interests that preserve democratic coexistence. The growth of urban violence 
while poverty and inequality were attenuated in Caracas and other urban centers is 
a warning that a latent and ignored variable was being left aside, the need for new 
rules of the game. When this does not occur, the people themselves generate an 
alternative institutionality, not only to avoid the most perverse effects of violence on 
daily life, but also in other areas to address other issues that the destruction of living 
conditions in the city demands of its inhabitants, particularly those most affected 
in their living and working conditions. Depending on the situation, how to respond 
to the deterioration of access to public services, food, fuel (gasoline or domestic 
gas), the long period of hyperinflation, the restrictions imposed by the pandemic on 
low-income sectors and other situations that conspire against urban life, in addition 
to the restrictions already present and unresolved. 

What we have documented throughout this text is that the processes of precarious-
ness of urban life and destruction of cities, the urbicide, are not only a product of what 
is called savage capitalism, the predominant neoliberalism, it can also be generated 
by savage populism, even in its leftist and allegedly anti-neoliberal version. Also in 
its right-wing version, equally predatory, as Bolsonaro’s Brazil has shown us. 

The destruction of the city generated both by the dynamics of neoliberal capitalism 
and those inspired by wild populism are equally pernicious and do not bode well 
for the daily life of the inhabitants of our cities. Even with their strong inertias, they 
can be reversed, it will not be easy, but it is possible. Overcoming urbicide is an 
arduous task, but it will require restraining the most perverse aspects of capitalism 
and savage populism. That is the importance of identifying the sources of urbicide, 
to eradicate them and give life again to diversity and coexistence, nourishing sources 
of the democratic city, where we can live with the common and the different. 
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Chapter 42 
Santiago, the Non-city? Destruction, 
Creation, and Precariousness 
of Verticalized Space 

Loreto Rojas Symmes, Alejandro Cortés Salinas, and Daniel Moreno 

Abstract This chapter situates urbicide as an intentional process that requires the 
devastation of the public, the destruction of the private and domestic, to decompose 
the urban structure and the city, generating a (re)production of urban space, in some 
cases precarious. This interpretation logic situates verticalization processes and their 
“precarious” expression as a spatialization of urbicide. Beyond its identification 
and documentation, it provides patterns of localization, diversification, and even 
intensification in contemporary urban production that transcend the city of Santiago 
de Chile, expressing a process of recursive urbicide in the logic of production of 
urban space. This methodology is structured in two main parts using quantitative 
methods. The first focuses on the analysis of the evolution of verticalization in the 
Santiago Metropolitan Area (AMS), explained through three hypotheses. The second 
develops the argument of how verticalization has transcended from precarious areas 
and communes to precarious silos, a new way of understanding the precariousness of 
affordable high-rise housing. We use the building permits for new construction and 
regularization of new construction of high-rise buildings of more than nine floors 
(National Institute of Statistics, INE) to construct the evolution of verticalization and 
its transition towards precariousness with an index in the AMS from 1990 to 2019. 
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42.1 Introduction 

Talking about the city or its negation as a non-city implies referring to a systemic 
process of spatial production. This spatial production of urban space is generated by 
the agglomeration of infrastructure, population, and activities, thus understanding 
the city as the physical base for locating citizens, services, and public space (Carrión 
2018). 

The buildings are its most significant material expression, denoting diverse, 
complex, and specific forms of relationship of its city dwellers with the urban space. 
These historic qualities of the buildings are constantly and permanently threatened 
by the action of violent acts exercised in and against the cities, which can even lead 
to the city’s death (Berman 1987). 

The production model based on destruction and violent action in the urban space 
exacerbates the already distant relationship between construction and living in the 
contemporary city (Sennet 2019). Under the theoretical-methodological approach 
of urbicide, understanding these processes allows revealing one of the most violent 
expressions under which urban space is produced today in the geographies we inhabit. 

The challenge that opens this chapter situates urbicide as an intentional process 
that requires the devastation of the public (systemic understanding of the city), the 
destruction of the private and domestic (pre-existing buildings), to decompose the 
urban structure and the city, generating a (re)production of urban space, in some 
cases precarious. 

This case study on the city of Santiago de Chile accounts for a process of urbicide 
initially expressed in the materialization of an intensive verticalization process and 
its consequent impacts on the resulting urban space. It begins for this metropolis 
in the 1990s, under an evident pattern of concentration in central and pericentral 
areas and through real estate projects that introduce structural transformations in the 
residential morphological landscape (Contreras 2011; López-Morales et al. 2012; 
Pumarino 2014; Vergara Vidal 2017). 

This extreme intensification materializes a precariousness of housing and resi-
dential habitat from a physical-spatial perspective since the height of the building 
increases, the number of units per tower and floors, and the size of the new house 
decreases. Various investigations have reported the negative aspects of this type of 
verticalization, highlighting the destruction of the existing urban fabric, the increase 
in land prices, the destruction of architectural heritage, the collapse of road infrastruc-
ture and services, the poor quality of construction, the creation of residual spaces and 
the changes in the forms and patterns of social interaction (Carrasco 2007; Contreras 
2011; Contrucci 2011; Herrmann and Van Klaveren 2013; Vergara  2013; Innocenti 
et al. 2014; Inzulza and Galleguillos 2014; López-Morales et al. 2015). 

However, this precariousness is not uniformly distributed in the urban space. It 
tends to be located where urban regulations are permissive (to attract investment to the 
commune) or outdated, generating regulatory gaps, giving space to the development 
of large verticalized real estate projects, and sometimes precarious.
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The materialization of “precarious verticalization” as a residential typology is 
gaining strength in Chilean cities. This concept analyzed under the theoretical-
methodological structure of urbicide allows us to account for the impossibility of 
reading this type of process in a linear or closed way. On the contrary, this process 
accounts for a recursive character in the (re)production of urban space, whose genesis 
in the case of Santiago de Chile was the process of precarious verticalization of the 
Estación Central commune (Rojas 2017). 

The chapter onwards reports how the literature addresses the identification and 
interpretation of urbicidal acts on the city, to then place one of the interpretations that 
account for the need to reinterpret the destruction and subsequent construction on 
the rubble that the violent action leaves. This interpretation logic situates verticaliza-
tion processes and their “precarious” expression as a spatial expression of urbicide. 
Beyond its identification and documentation, it provides patterns of localization, 
diversification, and even intensification in contemporary urban production that tran-
scend the city of Santiago de Chile, expressing a process of recursive urbicide in the 
logic of production of urban space. 

42.2 The City as an Object of Destruction in the Production 
of Urban Space 

The city can be defined as the intervened space where communities live, build and 
prepare a territory to coexist collectively in buildings, roads, homes, etc. (Llorente 
2015). It’s most significant material expression, the buildings, in their diversity 
generate volume, dimensions, perspectives, and other spatial qualities with which 
their inhabitants coexist. 

The application of violence to the city and, particularly on its buildings, is not 
something recent or new. Whether due to the arrival of migrants from the countryside 
or other countries, the development of infrastructure and industrialization processes, 
urban gentrification, or the result of armed conflicts, cities build their urban space 
under a permanent threat of attack. 

In this time of destruction, the systematic attack on urban spaces requires 
expanding the perspective of the impact or damage to the city. That is to say, the 
urbicidal act as an agent of material destruction in the city that impacts human life 
and the infrastructures that make up their ways of life. In other words, in the ways 
of being an inhabitant of a built and shared space, where to live in common is no 
longer possible (Ilich 1984 in Aguirre and Perea 2020). 

The conceptual discussion around urbicide is based on the systematic processes 
of destruction of the city from the use of violence. Although it is an open concept in 
terms of its conceptual limits, today, exist three lines of interpretation of the concept 
that are not mutually exclusive. 

Urbicide as anti-urban, anti-city, non-city: This approach understands urbicide 
as an attack on the objective of what cities represent: cosmopolitan and tolerant
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living spaces, which are expressed in their buildings, assets, institutions, industries, 
and infrastructures that extend towards their symbolic meanings, both in acts of 
organized war as through bureaucratic actions and urban planning policies. 

Urbicide as a policy of exclusion, anti-heterogeneity: Urbicide destroys plurality 
and heterogeneity, manifested in the spatial configuration of the urban system. It is 
the destruction of urbanity as a physical form and as a way of life (Coward 2004). 

Urbicide as a war of (or against) terror: This proposal is based on the inseparability 
of war, terror, the destruction of places, and modern urban planning as a mechanism 
of reparation in a context of very initiative—taking and fruitful colonialism. In this 
context, cities are perceived in the imaginary of the political elite as places of conflict 
that need to be regularized and reorganized, either due to war or urban planning 
policies (Graham 2004; Gregory 2004). 

42.2.1 The Expressions of Destruction: Debris 
and (Re)construction 

The production of space from violent destruction de-produces space. It destroys and 
disperses the parts of the city. It generates a destructive production (Gordillo 2014), 
making the parts of the city indifferent to each other; without a sense of relationship, 
where what was once a city, in its destruction, evidences the intention to take away 
the sense of place. 

The destroyed spaces often leave behind ruins or rubble. Both residues generate a 
new urban landscape that acquires a forensic connotation due to the violent destruc-
tion and the victim dimension that the destroyed spaces achieve (Aguirre and Perea 
2020). 

Faced with an increasingly systematic debris generation process, it is necessary 
to understand what is done with the debris and what processes could be related to 
it. Making a comparison with David Harvey’s (2014) proposal on the fundamental 
contradictions of capitalism, crises—which are often expressed in acts of destruc-
tion—can be something essential in the reproduction of capital since its imbalances 
are confronted, remodeled, and rearranged to create a new version of its dynamic 
core. 

Capitalism takes advantage of the violence in the face of a continuous process 
of capital accumulation and dispossession, transfers a use-value (conceived under 
the logic of city, urbs, cité, villé) to one of exchange value, speculative and isolated, 
where the land and housing become their main assets. 

De Mattos (2016) argues that as the availability of building land was reduced in 
the most consolidated (and profitable) parts of each urban space, real estate investors 
intensified their “creative destruction” operations, by which they replaced parts of the 
low-density built environment for new buildings capable of housing a more signifi-
cant number of families. With this, when they managed to generate new real estate
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businesses, they also influenced a persistent re-densification and verticalization of 
important parts of the respective urban spaces. In this way, through the verticaliza-
tion and re-densification of these areas, it was possible to promote a new type of real 
estate business, which has been having a significant impact on the transformation 
and commodification of urban development. 

On the other hand, also due to the scarcity of urban land, reconversion and reval-
uation operations have been promoted in certain central parts of the consolidated 
urban areas, which has been associated with the expulsion of lower-income sectors 
to be replaced by new sectors of higher socioeconomic status, reinforcing socio-
spatial segregation and urban fragmentation (Sabatini 2006). However, and as it 
develops from now on, the verticalization process today exposes new edges and 
expressions of an urban production of non-city, which accounts for how today the 
destruction of pre-existing buildings is not precisely carried out to generate a replace-
ment with better conditions both in the physical characteristics of the building and 
in the socio-economic conditions of those who reside in them. 

42.3 Verticalization and Transit Towards Its “Precarious” 
Expression 

Verticalization is a process of production and transformation of the urban space in 
which the building is the concrete object of its representation (Brito and Clair 2016). 
It causes changes in a city’s landscape and economic and social relations (Hipólito de 
Oliveira et al. 2015). The authors converge that for Chilean cities, the verticalization 
is represented by primarily residential buildings located in central and inner-city 
areas of the metropolitan and intermediate cities, explosively densifying the area 
(Insulza and Galleguillos 2014; Vergara Vidal 2017; Rojas 2017). 

Verticalization is usually associated with compact city models or renewal of 
central and inner-city spaces, encouraged under the argument of the benefits of 
having a greater density in the occupation of the land, propitiating mixed uses, being 
accessible to the main transport networks, many of the common principles of New 
Urbanism (Lin 2018). 

Unfortunately, this misses some crucial points considering a planning model 
that, when it intensively promotes this urbanization mechanism, all the compo-
nents of urban design—including circulation, land uses, public spaces, ecologies, and 
human activities—are articulated under a pattern of congestion, overload, which is 
not only expressed in relationships on an urban scale but instead, have a high impact 
within the same verticalized buildings. 

For Rolnik (2013), the State plays a fundamental role in the financialization of 
housing and built space. It creates the legal instruments that allow the global real 
estate finance business. Also, it reduces the forms of access to housing to conduct 
them to a single route that favors and delegates specific financial and real estate actors 
to access to homeownership.
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For their part, local governments strengthen the construction of this type of vertical 
residential production through the relaxation and corruption of urban regulations, 
fiscal and administrative facilities, but also through the construction of physical works 
(roads, parks, infrastructure) and social repression, when there is strong opposition 
to these real estate businesses (Delgadillo 2021). 

Studies that address the impacts of verticalization in cities show how they reinforce 
a process of selective investment under widely studied real estate financialization 
mechanisms (Theurillat 2009; López et al. 2012; Rossi 2013), which impact not only 
the physical attributes of the residential offer but also in the way in which this type 
of housing is inhabited. These elements configure a new typology of verticalization, 
whose central attribute is the precariousness. 

42.3.1 The Context of Chilean Cities 

In the case of Chilean cities and specifically from the analysis of the central commune 
of Santiago, three historical moments linked to typologies of urban renewal are 
identified: the first focused on the need to restructure the existing city, order it and 
beautify it, under hygienists principles (1872–1939); the second, manifested in the 
construction of housing projects with an urban vision, influenced by the Modern 
Movement (1965–1976); and a third moment (1985 to the present) that begins with 
the Repopulation Plan of the Santiago commune, implemented through a housing 
subsidy in defined areas of urban renewal that are still materializing (Arizaga 2019). 

In general, the urban renewal processes in Chile are in the last phases described, 
under a business approach that the high mobility of assets has driven in the previous 
decades. This has overshadowed the concerns and actions toward an urban redevelop-
ment process, rather than towards a renewal, understood as the first phases described 
(Rojas 2019). 

Under this scenario, in the 1990s, Chilean state regulation assumed a facilitating 
role in introducing real estate capital in the country’s central areas of the most impor-
tant cities (Pérez et al. 2019). Local governments, through land-use regulatory adjust-
ments, sought to attract real estate projects, supported by a subsidiary logic proposed 
by the State, and applied through the Urban Renewal Subsidy, stimulating the land 
market and subsidizing access to a property in central areas (Pérez et al. 2019). 

In this context, verticalized residential projects become products with industrial 
characteristics, from the design to the construction. Real estate developers have such 
a weight in urban development that they already have typological models evaluated 
countless times, which are profitable as a business. They occupy the property to the 
maximum to make the most of the land, which translates into a more significant 
number of apartments for sale or administration (Fedele and Martínez 2015; Pérez 
et al. 2019). 

The verticalized buildings are built on plots between dividing walls, with reduced 
fronts, which implies a strong visual presence as large blind walls that do not have a 
search from the form, language, or materiality (Fedele and Martínez 2015). Inside, a
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homogeneous product is generated, on which units of limited dimensions are offered, 
even producing 90% of one- and two-bedroom apartment typologies (López et al. 
2014 in Pérez 2019). 

Although what has been described accounts for the general characteristics of the 
verticalization process in an important area of the Santiago Metropolitan Area (center 
and inner-city, excluding the high-income cone), there are territories in which the 
verticalization processes have materialized with a greater degree of violence in the 
physical attributes of the building. The emblematic case is the inner-city commune 
of Estación Central, a territory that, since 2012, begins to build apartment blocks that 
exceed thirty floors, a thousand apartment units, and an average of 30 m2 apartment 
area, mega blocks that become actual walls in the receiving space and that give rise 
to an unprecedented building process for Chilean cities, known as the new form of 
housing precariousness (Rojas 2017, 2020). 

The discussion around housing precariousness materializes in the construction 
of an indicator, which allows analyzing the physical attributes (infrastructure) of the 
new vertical building (floors, apartments, apartments per floor, elevators, parking lots, 
and apartment area), relocating the discussion from the point of view of the housing 
typology subject to analysis, the location of the phenomenon and the producer actor. 
It questions the standards of what is today considered precarious considering the 
newly emerging urban processes, such as verticalization (Rojas 2020). 

This edge of verticalization has been scarcely studied, even though the case 
of Estación Central is only the beginning of a process that is spreading to other 
districts of the Santiago Metropolitan Area (AMS), even to peripheral areas of the 
city. Therefore, the city look is entirely relevant, identifying patterns, spatial forms, 
and chronologies of a process already part of Chilean cities’ urban dynamics. 

This vision or observation lens seeks to complement the gaze of critical urbanism 
that reports the impacts of neoliberal policies to build and inhabit the city, under the 
emphasis about deregulation of planning and capture of surplus value at the urban 
level by the private sector (Hidalgo and Janoscka 2014 in Pérez 2019). Today’s high-
rise building is far from being a punctual element praised as a sign of progress and 
an indicator of progress as it was initially (Pérez et al. 2019). 

High-rise buildings are units with their own functioning and the leading actor 
within a phenomenon associated with the urban and massive scale of living, where it 
is not only necessary to consider the effect of their shape on the urban scale (Brenner 
2004) but also the effect that the fabric of actors involved in its operation has on the 
urban scale and its surroundings (Vergara Vidal 2017).
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42.4 Evolution of Verticalization in the City of Santiago de 
Chile: Transition Towards New Forms 
of Precariousness 

The dynamics of verticalization in Chile have not been the same since urban renewal 
was used as a policy to promote greater housing and population density, taking 
advantage of the centrality. 

Analyzing these dynamics allows us to understand the logic of verticalization and 
how it generates precariousness in high-rise housing from two integrated perspec-
tives: temporal and territorial. This section is structured in two main parts using 
quantitative methods. The first focuses on the analysis of the evolution of vertical-
ization in the AMS, explained through three hypotheses: verticalization transits from 
a phenomenon that is initially concentrated to one that is dispersed and, at the same 
time, atomized in the territory; the increase and adjustment of the building height 
materialize as a systemic process; and the supply of verticalization implies a critical 
increase in the magnitude of the number of dwellings per building. The second part 
develops the argument of how verticalization has transcended from precarious areas 
and communes to precarious silos, a new way of understanding the precariousness 
of affordable high-rise housing through the change in the relationship between the 
building and the urban context where it is located. We use the building permits for 
new construction and regularization of new construction of high-rise buildings of 
more than nine floors (National Institute of Statistics, INE) to construct the evolution 
of verticalization and its transition towards precariousness in the AMS from 1990 to 
2019. 

For the development of this exercise, the AMS is divided into four territories with 
a certain socioeconomic and territorial homogeneity due to their location with respect 
to the center: center, inner city, high-income cone, and periphery (Table 42.1).

The variables to analyze in the evolution of verticalization are the number of 
buildings, the height, and the number of apartments. Subsequently, a precariousness 
index based on Rojas (2020) is estimated, which considers the weighting of the vari-
ables number of floors in the building, number of apartments, number of apartments 
per floor within the building, number of elevators per apartment, number of parking 
lots by apartment and area of the apartment in square meters. The same variables are 
considered for this study, except for the number of elevators and parking spaces per 
department, since this information is not available in the INE databases. The step 
to follow is to standardize into five categories, where 1 represents the absence of 
precariousness and 5 represents greater precariousness (Table 42.2), using natural 
breaks of the values of each variable, except for the department surface variable, 
assuming the minimum surface plus high required by Chilean regulations for social 
housing (55 m2) as the maximum value of high precariousness. Finally, the index’s 
weighting is similar to that of Rojas (2020) but adjusted to the available variables.
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Table 42.1 Zones and 
communes of the AMS 

Zone Commune 

Center Santiago 

Inner city Cerrillos 

Conchalí 

Estación Central 

Independencia 

La Cisterna 

La Granja 

Lo Espejo 

Lo Prado 

Macul 

Ñuñoa 

Pedro Aguirre Cerda 

Quinta Normal 

Recoleta 

Renca 

San Joaquín 

San Miguel 

San Ramón 

High-income cone La Reina 

Las Condes 

Lo Barnechea 

Providencia 

Vitacura 

Periphery Cerro Navia 

El Bosque 

Huechuraba 

La Florida 

La Pintana 

Maipú 

Peñalolén 

Pudahuel 

Quilicura 

Puente Alto 

San Bernardo 

Source Own elaboration
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Table 42.2 Levels of 
precariousness 

Level Range 

Not precarious 1 

Low precariousness 1.1–1.9 

Medium precariousness 2.0–2.9 

High precariousness 3.0–3.9 

Very high precariousness 4.0–5.0 

Source Rojas (2020: 27) 

42.4.1 Verticalization as a Temporal and Territorial Process: 
Between Dispersion and Atomization, Systemic Height 
Adjustment and Critical Magnitude of the Residential 
Building 

42.4.1.1 Transit of the Verticalization Process: From Concentration 
to Dispersion and Territorial Atomization 

When dividing the analysis period into three decades, fewer buildings above nine 
floors are observed in the first (more than 800) and figures close to each other in 
the second and third (approximately 1200). Considering the four defined territo-
ries, the high-income cone has decreased the construction of new buildings over the 
three decades, going from 629 to 376 and 189. The center and inner-city have been 
increasing it, starting with 183, increasing to 744 and 882. This shows a transition 
from the phenomenon concentrated in certain areas to one that is dispersed towards 
new territories but also atomized by the property-to-property operation that this form 
of urban development implies. This relocation was intentionally directed towards the 
center and then to the inner-city, becoming a large territory with substantial real estate 
interest (Figs. 42.1, 42.2 and 42.3). 

Las Condes, Santiago, Ñuñoa, San Miguel and Providencia concentrated 68% of 
buildings with more than nine floors in the thirty years analyzed, which are mostly

Fig. 42.1 Percentage of buildings over nine stories by zone and decade, 1990–2019. Source Own 
elaboration based on INE
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Fig. 42.2 Number of dwellings per building, annual averages, and maximum by zone, 1990–2019. 
Source Own elaboration based on INE

high and medium–high-income communes. Urban development in these areas is 
linked to more exclusive residential markets associated with the city’s central finan-
cial hub. However, most of the permits for Las Condes were granted in the first ten 
years, unlike several peripheral communes that have had more prominence in the 
second and third decades. In fact, in the AMS, it is observed that as of 2005, the 
number of buildings was higher in the inner-city than in the high-income cone. Like-
wise, the buildings were more numerous in the center from 2004 to 2009. In more 
recent years, since 2015, buildings with more than nine floors have been increasing 
in the peripheral zone, going from 6 average permits per year to more than 20 and 
even 40 and 30 in 2018 and 2019, respectively. The preceding signifies a new phase 
of verticalization that, in its expansive process, is reaching the periphery (particularly 
the commune of La Florida), an area that was not usually intricately linked to this 
housing typology. 

What is described in this section reveals how verticalization has gone from a 
concentration to a territorial dispersion, evidenced initially in the cone of high income 
in the first decade and then in the center and inner-city in the second and third. This 
dispersion has even reached peripheral communes in recent years, showing a possible 
new phase of the redevelopment process. However, this dispersion is linked to an 
atomized development, looking for properties with the appropriate conditions to 
build a residential tower and thus take advantage of the profitability of urban land.
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Fig. 42.3 Evolution of verticalization by zone, 1990–2019. Source Own elaboration based on INE
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Fig. 42.3 (continued)
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As the spaces to renovate are exhausted due to the exact replication of the process, 
developers are looking for new business niches due to the high costs involved in 
demolishing a building with more than nine floors to build another higher, even if it 
has an attractive location. Therefore, the spaces that remain and approach optimal 
conditions for housing sales are those located on the outskirts with sub centralities. 

42.4.1.2 Increase and Adjustment of Building Height: Verticalization 
as a Systemic Process 

The temporal and territorial patterns of verticalization are verified concerning its 
crucial variable: the height expressed in the number of floors. Considering the average 
of this variable, it is evident that the height has increased since 1990 throughout the 
AMS, between 2004 and 2010 and between 2012 and 2016 (Fig. 42.3). 

The average annual height of the high-income cone is 15 stories, with a variation 
from 13 to 20 throughout the period. The center anticipated higher heights since the 
mid-1990s, with averages exceeding 20 and 18 floors in some years, a height that 
intensified between 2004 and 2014, exceeding 25 and 30 stories in some cases. The 
highest heights began to appear in the inner-city in 2005, from 16 annual average 
floors and maximums that exceeded 25 floors. This average does not decrease in 
the following years until today. The periphery has experienced increasing heights in 
the last decade, with an average of 15, 18, and 20 floors in some years, evidencing 
a possible new phase of expansion of verticalization, which has materialized with 
greater force in the last two decades in several inner-city communes. In fact, in the 
previous ten years, the inner-city has surpassed downtown Santiago in historical 
maximums, mainly since 2012, reaching towers of 36 and 38 floors, compared to the 
maximum of the center, which was 35 floors. 

Only 18 communes of the AMS have had an annual average of 16 stories or more 
in the analyzed period. Estación Central registered an average close to 23 floors, a 
more recent figure than other historical communal averages. They are followed by 
Santiago, Macul, San Miguel, Independencia, and Recoleta, with between 18 and 19 
average floors per year. 

Verticalization has had reactive processes at its height despite higher average 
heights, which explains the decrease in the number of floors in the last six years. 
However, these adjustment processes have not yet been developed in all verticalized 
territories with verticalization potential. These height adjustments are attributed to 
the impact that some projects have generated, the population’s reaction, and the 
authorities to regulate urban norms. This situation leaves a couple of facts to discuss. 
The first is that once the tower is built and inhabited, it is impossible to reverse 
this so that the impacts may last over time despite the change in the urban norm. 
The second fact is that once the maximum height is adjusted and decreased, the 
territory ceases to be attractive and gives space to other developers with projects 
that have fewer floors. However, the real estate companies that maintain their project 
scale with larger floors look for other areas with favorable land prices, height, and
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residential density conditions. This is evidenced in the transit that the center-inner-
city-periphery verticalization has had, a systemic transit, understanding the multiple 
actors that urban development has, as well as the interactions that they exert between 
them that change the course of the verticalization, causing the implementation of 
higher-rise projects in other territories due to impacts on the quality of life and 
subsequent regulatory adjustments in areas where they were previously allowed. 

42.4.1.3 Supply Scale of Verticalization: Critical Increase 
in the Magnitude of Housing per Building 

Verticalization has also implied an increase in housing supply in the last 30 years 
(Fig. 42.3). The inner-city is the territory in which the most apartments have been 
built, with more than 220,000 units, followed by the center with 123,000 and the 
high-income cone with 81,000. In the first decade, it was the high-income cone 
where this type of housing was most developed, with 33,000. In the second it was 
the center with more than 70,000, mainly between 2005 and 2009 (54,000). Finally, 
the inner-city led the housing supply in the third, reaching 161,000 units, widely 
surpassing other territories, particularly since 2012. 

Santiago is the commune that has produced the most high-rise housing supply 
(123,000), followed by Ñuñoa (54,000), Las Condes (53,000), Estación Central 
(40,000), San Miguel (37,000), Independencia (23,000), Macul (19,000) and Florida 
(18,000). However, the number of departments generated by verticalization has had 
different temporalities. The first decade registered many departments for the Las 
Condes commune (24,000). Likewise, the second decade reported large numbers for 
Santiago (70,000). In contrast, in the third decade, large numbers were registered 
for this commune (38,000), Estación Central (37,000), Ñuñoa (30,000), San Miguel 
(26,000), and other inner-city communes. 

In short, it is a verticalization that has materialized initially, on the one hand, 
thanks to urban renewal policies to revitalize the center and, on the other, by real 
estate development aimed at population-territorial sectors with higher incomes (cone 
of high-income). This verticalization has been expanding to other territories searching 
for business niches with income potential. The inner-city has been the primary objec-
tive since the 2000s and recently in more peripheral communes, but with a particular 
functional centrality. However, verticalization is not a complete synonym for resi-
dential precariousness. Still, it has led to this condition in some territories, urging it 
as a new typology to analyze. 

A first look at this precariousness is to observe the magnitude of housing supply 
per building (Fig. 42.2). In the first decade, most of the buildings had between 39 and 
234 units on average, even though maximums were recorded that reached 400 and 
almost 800 units, the center, and the high-income cone, respectively. In the second 
decade, the averages and the maximums increase, mainly in the center and inner-
city. The annual averages varied between 79 and 357 units per building in these 
territories, while the maximums reached between 139 and 1069 units per building. 
In this decade, the periphery also registers a couple of extreme cases that reach 468
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and 660 units per building. More cases have exceeded 800 units in the last decade, 
all located in the center and inner-city. The averages in these two zones now hover 
between 153 and 612 units per building. The periphery, meanwhile, has averages 
with ranges from 70 to 210 and maximums of up to 520. 

The previous reflects a relevant growth in the averages and even more critical in 
the maximum values of units per building. This means a considerable increase in 
residential densification due to verticalization, which is an excessive agglomeration 
of people in the same building and the complications that this implies for their quality 
of life. In other words, the verticalization transition leads to the precariousness of 
affordable high-rise housing in various territories. This transition is consolidating in 
the center and inner-city and extending to some communes on the periphery. 

The transition mentioned above can be seen in Fig. 42.4, which shows the location 
of building permits with more than 9 floors in the last decade of analysis (2010– 
2019). Currently, this is the only information available since there is no access to 
georeferenced information from the previous two decades.

42.4.2 Transcendence of Verticalization: From Zones to Silos 
of Precariousness 

The index of the precariousness of verticalized housing comprises a smaller housing 
area, a greater number of apartments in the building and per floor, and a higher 
height expressed in floors. This index has a different manifestation depending on 
the territory. Considering the same division by zones of the AMS, it is possible to 
observe the evolution of this index by communes for each building. 

In the center of the city, represented by the commune of Santiago, an average 
precariousness is observed that prevailed in the first decade (Fig. 42.4). However, in 
the second and third decades, high and very high precariousness is kept to a greater 
extent, mainly explained by smaller housing surfaces. 

The inner-city, for its part, has a precariousness that grows over time (Fig. 42.4). 
In the first decade, the communes with the most permits, Ñuñoa and San Miguel, 
presented low and medium precariousness. In the second, the real estate market mani-
fested itself in these and other communes, concentrating a medium precariousness 
followed by a high precariousness in buildings present in Recoleta, Ñuñoa, Macul, 
San Joaquín, Independencia, and Estación Central. In the third decade, specifically 
from 2012, buildings with very high precariousness began to be observed, mainly 
in the communes of Estación Central and Independencia, followed by similar cases 
in Ñuñoa, Macul, and Quinta Normal. In this decade, many buildings with medium 
and high precariousness have been built in these communes and others, such as San 
Miguel and La Cisterna. The precariousness in the second and third decades is mainly 
explained by the surface area of the dwelling, which also tends to be smaller. 

The high-income cone presents primarily low and medium precariousness 
throughout the period (Fig. 42.4). These even decrease in the third decade. In the
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Fig. 42.4 Location of building permits with more than 9 floors and units, 1990–2019. Source Own 
elaboration based on INE
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second decade, there are few buildings with high and very high precariousness, 
mainly in the districts of Las Condes and Providencia. This is explained again by 
smaller housing sizes followed by the height of the buildings. 

Finally, the periphery does not have many buildings in the first and second decade, 
and these are distributed in low, medium, and high precariousness. However, in the 
third decade, specifically from 2015, there is a more significant presence of high-rise 
residential buildings with medium and high precariousness. Of the communes present 
in this territory, La Florida stands out for registering a significantly higher number 
than the other communes and because most of its new buildings are highly precarious, 
a factor that has been maintained since the second decade. The precariousness in 
these cases is explained by the surface of the dwelling, followed by the number of 
apartments per floor. 

When observing the 25 most extreme cases, those with the highest precariousness 
(with an index greater than 4.5), specific trends can be observed (Table 42.3). For 
this group of buildings, the housing surface has an average of 37.35 m2, which is in a 
range that goes from 28.11 to 49.71 m2. Likewise, these cases have an average of 778 
units per building, with a minimum of 604 and a maximum of 1196. Related to this, 
they present from 19 to 57 units per floor, with an average of 28. Finally, they have 
a height of 19–38 floors, with an average close to 29. Of the 25, 15 are in the inner-
city, mainly in Estación Central with 11 cases, Independencia with 2, and Macul 
and Quinta Normal with 1 each. Santiago, in turn, concentrates on 10 cases, while 
Maipú has only one, being the only one from the periphery. 7 of the 25 buildings 
were built between 2006 and 2009, almost all in Santiago. The remaining 18 were 
built between 2010 and 2019, mainly in 2014 at Estación Central and Santiago.

This analysis allows us to understand that the precariousness of high-rise housing 
has tended to be concentrated in certain areas, which implies that it does not have a 
homogeneous distribution in the territory. There are significant differences between 
zones and even between communes in the same zone, as is the case of the inner-city 
and the periphery. There is also evidence that the verticalization that has triggered 
precariousness has increased in the center and the inner-city for 30 years, contrary 
to what has happened in the high-income cone. The periphery, and specifically La 
Florida, for its part, tends to follow the process of the precariousness of the central 
areas but with a different temporality. 

In short, high-rise real estate development structures areas and communes with 
precarious housing in high-rise buildings. However, some communes present dissim-
ilar precariousness among the buildings presents in their territory. This occurs in 
districts such as Santiago, Ñuñoa, San Miguel, and La Florida, which have buildings 
with very high and low precariousness in short periods. The preceding implies a dual 
real estate market, focused on the first residence and on a second (or third, fourth, 
etc.) home to invest in, manifesting another scale of precariousness in spatial terms. 
In other words, it is no longer only possible to speak of areas and communes with 
vertical housing precariousness but also islands and even silos of precariousness. This 
is also due to the scale factor of real estate development and urban planning, which 
has found in the market and land-to-land operations the optimal way to multiply the 
profitability of land through housing.
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Table 42.3 Cases with the highest rate of precariousness 

Year Commune Zone Dwelling 
area (m2) 

Units per 
building 

Units 
per 
floor 

Floors Precariousness 
index 

2006 Santiago City center 41.00 731 24 30 4.76 

2008 Maipú Periphery 45.39 660 24 28 4.76 

2008 Santiago City center 43.39 604 19 31 4.76 

2009 Santiago City center 28.11 1069 38 28 5.00 

2009 Santiago City center 32.04 708 23 31 4.76 

2009 Santiago City center 42.27 689 22 31 4.76 

2009 Santiago City center 30.95 641 24 27 4.56 

2010 Santiago City center 35.51 1196 37 32 5.00 

2012 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 28.43 667 22 31 4.76 

2014 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 32.21 1050 35 30 5.00 

2014 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 29.06 680 21 33 5.00 

2014 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 32.83 616 21 30 4.76 

2014 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 32.83 616 21 30 4.76 

2014 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 32.83 616 21 30 4.76 

2014 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 32.83 616 21 30 4.76 

2014 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 36.07 725 23 31 4.76 

2014 Santiago City center 39.15 919 33 28 4.76 

2014 Santiago City center 49.71 663 35 19 4.59 

2014 Santiago City center 48.75 612 24 26 4.56 

2015 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 34.35 714 20 35 4.80 

2015 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 34.71 840 23 37 4.76 

2015 Estación 
Central 

Inner-city 35.85 1006 26 38 4.76 

2015 Quinta Normal Inner-city 45.97 940 39 24 4.76 

2016 Independencia Inner-city 41.97 827 38 22 4.80 

2016 Independencia Inner-city 35.45 695 28 25 4.56 

2019 Macul Inner-city 49.47 1130 57 20 4.59 

Source Own elaboration based on INE
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The foregoing opens the challenge of thinking of this type of building as a set of 
multiple layers and multidimensional organization. It makes up a complex system 
that can be analyzed as a silo, whose internal dynamics and relationship with the 
outside account for an urban holistic functioning, under a scale of analysis that is 
even micro-neighborhood, which hopes to be developed in greater depth in future 
research. 

42.5 Conclusions: Precarious Verticalization as a Recursive 
Process and Conformation of an Urbicide 

This work documents a dynamic verticalization process, which has acquired not 
only a new spatiality (from precarious areas to silos) but also specific construction 
characteristics during the three decades under analysis. This work also allows us to 
affirm that the urbanization of the precariousness expands to the different zones of 
the Metropolitan Area of Santiago under the figure of precarious towers (Fig. 42.5).

The urbicide process, therefore, begins with planning—a deliberate act—that 
allows the destruction of previous homes or urbanizations, where their rubble is then 
rebuilt under vertical residential projects whose characteristics in some of them reveal 
a structure of “precarious silo,” which is attentive to the systemic understanding of 
what we have historically understood as a city. 

Complementarily, urbicide exceeds impacts on the building and its site and loca-
tion conditions. They affect all city dwellers as far as the absence of a vision of 
production in a shared space: “the city” today is more of a “non-city.” This system-
atic process of de-production of urban space on rubble today converts these new 
verticalized and precarious residential projects into a consequence but also into the 
antecedent of a process of creating places without urbanity. 

From the chronological perspective, the process of precarious vertical residential 
production turns out to be recursive, revealing a series of relevant edges that invite 
us to a systemic reading of the city. 

It is considered that, although the concept of recursion comes from cybernetics 
and systems theory, it offers elements that allow us to discuss urban phenomena from 
new perspectives that are widely developed in cities, including verticalization. The 
concept of recursion from its generic conception, alludes to replication or reproduc-
tion. What is repeated is reintroduced in the constitution process (Innerarity 2011), 
recursion being only possible under an absolute unit (Hui 2019: 67). 

The above definition is key to this research to the extent that in the expansion 
of the verticalization process of the AMS, a series of repetitions are visualized— 
in various territories—in the construction patterns that constitute the variables of 
the precariousness index, under a scenario that requires constant contingencies (Hui 
2019), which in this specific case is linked to the regulatory processes of each territory. 
However, as Derrida (1994) points out, “every case is another” and needs an entirely 
different interpretation, to the extent that “repetition is never pure (…) there must be
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Fig. 42.5 Precariousness index by zone and commune, 1990–2019. Source Own elaboration based 
on INE
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Fig. 42.5 (continued)
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a supplement, something additional, subsequent, given that the application of rules 
is never repetition in the sense of assured replication, mere reproduction” (Innerarity 
2011: 29). 

Based on what has been pointed out, under the idea of recursion lies the notion that 
space production does not end with the materialization of a verticalization project 
(construction of buildings) but rather that the same materialization reinforces new 
“decision-taking,” this time in other territories, with new actors, different regula-
tions, but under the same logic. Thus, a process that would have a linear character, 
historically linked to urban renewal policies of central and inner-city areas, today 
expands to new locations, for example, to peripheral communes of the AMS, even 
becoming -by way of hypothesis- a new mechanism of urban expansion, a kind of 
suburb, but vertically, questioning the classic models of residential production (Hall 
1996; Janoschka 2002). 

In this way, the key is the understanding of the whole and its parts, where each 
of these is explanatory of the process, nourishes, and provides elements for systemic 
learning. But, in addition, where the character of recursion in the (re)production of 
urban space in Chilean cities is realized, whose genesis is the process of precarious 
verticalization of the Estación Central commune. 

Now, the precarious verticalization as a recursive process has a precise spatial 
and temporal expression, showing how, throughout the three decades of study, the 
process is not only dispersed and atomized but also increases the levels of housing 
precariousness. 

The preceding must be understood from a systemic point of view to the extent 
that the regulatory adjustment measures explain the expansion in the communes that 
preceded the process, which leads real estate companies to seek other spaces with 
favorable conditions to replicate the pattern of precarious vertical production. What 
is interesting in this regard is how, despite this adjustment in building conditions, 
the new territories welcome processes with even greater degrees of precariousness, 
expressed in the height of the building, the number of apartment units, and, above 
all, in the surface of the dwelling. 

Based on the above, we face a new expression of verticalization, whose central 
character is the precariousness of the physical dimension. A process of expansion 
towards non-traditional areas, with a heterogeneous distribution in spatial terms, 
allows us to point out that more than areas or communes with vertical precariousness, 
we are facing islands or silos of precariousness. 

These silos of precariousness, whose spatial manifestation today is a recursive 
process, are also the expression of an urbicide whose conception is neat and planned 
but which, in its construction and subsequent use, is situated in a context of apparent 
crisis Harvey (2014) proposes. Not only reinforce a process of capital accumula-
tion but, in their actions, consider the dispossession of a city vision—to a non-city 
vision—as well as the right to reside in a home with minimum attributes that ensure 
the quality of urban life, from precarious buildings. Today, the precarious vertical-
ization is the faithful reflection of an urbicide where the building transfers a value 
of use (conceived under the logic of city, urbs, cité, villé) to one of exchange value,
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speculative, isolated, and precarious, where the land and housing become their main 
assets. 
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Chapter 43 
Neoliberal Urbicide in Barcelona. The 
Case of Ciutat Vella 

Pedro Jiménez-Pacheco 

Abstract Cities of global leisure face a historical movement of urban neoliberaliza-
tion that instrumentalizes urban space, subjecting society to the domination of the 
market and the very institutions that regulate it. In this sense, the political economy 
of space and critical urban theory support the application of the Lefebvrian method, 
consisting of spatial analysis in the historical centrality of Barcelona, to reveal an 
organized system of neoliberal urbicide. This critical category allows the study of 
the range of urbanistic operations over time through concrete devices and protocols 
accredited by urbanism consensus that reproduce real estate production relations, 
promoting spaces of social destruction, injustice, and spatial inequality. The aim is 
to unveil how urbicide has been produced in Barcelona centrality by the action of 
capitalist urbanization and urban neoliberalism. The phase of real estate financialized 
destruction allows us to articulate the critical theoretical elements of urbicide with 
the idea of the end of the city and the theoretical projection of a scenario of hope for 
the city through the construction of transformative urban demands around housing 
and the practice of the de facto right to the city for the production of a radical social 
space. 

Keywords Urbicide · Neoliberalism · Urban theory 

43.1 Introduction 

It is here, in the debris of city and life, that here has to be poetic creation, or rather it is not here. 
It is elsewhere, in other forms, which remain to be invented by using the immense resources 
that are wasted today in monstrous pseudocreations: ‘conurbations’, clusters, ‘estates’ of 
whatever size. What is currently called ‘urbanism’ is nothing more an ideology (that of 
technocratic groups), designed, like any ideology, to mask real problems, propose false 
solutions, dissimulate the ‘real’, although not without revealing it involuntarily. (Lefebvre 
2016, p. 112)

P. Jiménez-Pacheco (B) 
University of Cuenca, Cuenca, Ecuador 
e-mail: pedro.jimenezp@ucuenca.edu.ec 

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2023 
F. Carrión Mena and P. Cepeda Pico (eds.), Urbicide, The Urban Book Series, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-25304-1_43 

891

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-25304-1_43&domain=pdf
mailto:pedro.jimenezp@ucuenca.edu.ec
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-25304-1_43


892 P. Jiménez-Pacheco

In the context of understanding the causes of the organized destruction of cities, 
the category of urbicide is appropriate to study the process of city extermination or 
some of its essential systems. This radical critique of urban development models is 
also relevant because it seeks to give back to the city its utopian sense (Carrión Mena 
2018). It could be said, however, that a city can survive only to the extent that its 
inhabitants resist and fight back, but do the rest of the cities die? 

Henri Lefebvre, in Métaphilosophie (1965), first translated into English in 2016, 
approached the idea of the end of the city. He posits it as a much more productive and 
creative task than thinking about its continuity or modernization, as it does not lend 
to useful prospective studies. Thus, it is up to metaphilosophical thinking to imagine 
and propose new forms that can be built practically and perform the philosophical 
project, transforming people’s daily lives. 

Since the early 1960s, Lefebvre announced that the rural population would disap-
pear and cities and agro-cities would replace villages reduced to an antediluvian, 
folkloric, or touristic existence (Lefebvre 2016). He knew that the phenomenon of 
urban growth was tearing the city apart in a disappearance process. This seductive and 
fruitful hypothesis would ultimately be strategic. For the author, demographic pres-
sure, industrialization, and the influx of people dedicated to services (tertiary sector, 
professionals, bureaucracy, and commerce) transformed cities into enormous human 
conglomerates that no longer had any form. Territories surrounded by suburbs, and 
beyond these suburbs, by bungalows and state residential complexes that no longer 
had anything in common with the city, while the heart of the city decayed. 

A neoliberal urbicide has annihilated the social space of the old city of Barcelona 
and has instrumentalized it for the devastation of shared resources, the dissolution 
of social cohesion, the detachment of institutional covenants of public service, and 
the privilege of the consumer over the daily life of the population. 

It is in this practical context that the everyday establishes itself, and it is here that everydayness 
can and must change. The end of the city, the dislocation of what was the finest work and 
dwelling place of man, gives us notice to create new works [oeuvres]. (Lefebvre 2016, p. 112) 

This article seeks to understand how the phenomenon of urbicide has appeared 
in Ciutat Vella (district of Barcelona). A global leisure center due to the action of 
capitalist urbanization and urban neoliberalism. To this end, reflections coming from 
the political economy of the city (Morton 2013) are linked with those that move 
toward a critical urban theory (Brenner 2009), articulating the theoretical elements 
of urbicide and the end of the city with the notion of radical social space, a possible 
counterproject at the service of the transformation of urban life and resistance. The 
research hypothesis proposes that it is possible to apply the Lefebvrian method of 
spatial analysis in the centrality of Barcelona to define the category of a neoliberal 
urbicide in global leisure cities and, in turn, to postulate certain antagonistic practices 
to the phenomenon of urbicide that weighs on society as a whole. 

The understanding of the transduction method adopted by Lefebvre in the 1960s1 

is useful for the theoretical and critical analysis of the current urban space with

1 This mental operation considers the projection of virtual objects from the exploration of the 
possible, in the process of taking hypotheses to the limit, leaving behind the classical operations of
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its formal and material reality, as well as its attributes of social reality. A tripartite 
analysis technique (formal, functional, and structural), supported by other Lefeb-
vrian classifications, is required for the historical and current understanding of a 
complex urban reality (Jiménez-Pacheco 2018). This critical theoretical exercise 
allows postulating the concept of radical social space as a strategic theoretical object. 

The levels of social space announced by Lefebvre and considered in the study of 
Ciutat Vella are inhabiting (habitual residence and tourist accommodation), urban 
(street, boulevard, neighborhood, district, city), and global (Spain, Europe, world). 
The hierarchy of these levels consists of Lefebvre’s radical consideration that gives 
priority to inhabiting and primacy to the urban (Jiménez-Pacheco 2017). Using this 
method allows us to cross Lefebvrian concepts with the existing factors involved in 
the mode of spatial production in global Barcelona (dispossession of housing, mass 
tourism, migration, corruption, housing mafias linked to drug trafficking, terrorism, 
etc.). In this way, the analysis grid guides the process of the concatenation of the 
concepts applied in Barcelona centrality, allowing us to define a general characteriza-
tion of the neoliberal urbicide in the case of Ciutat Vella and to outline a counterproject 
to the end of the city. 

43.1.1 The Instrumental Space of Urban Neoliberalism 
in Barcelona 

Who Killed Los Angeles? A political autopsy. (Mike Davis 2007) 

At the beginning of the 1970s, from a planetary perspective, Lefebvre foresaw 
the advance of the process of production of specific space, which is formed based on 
differentiation in the modes of production. Thus, the edges of the Mediterranean were 
becoming the leisure space of industrial Europe. Neocolonialism settling on these 
new spaces of pleasure and non-work manifests itself in the social and economic 
fields but also in architectural and urban planning (Lefebvre 2013). 

During the 1970s, in countries of advanced capitalism, neoliberalism was launched 
on an instrumental space (Mediterranean coast) produced in the previous decade as 
a force of reproduction of the relations of production in Europe. Similarly, in 2008, 
it initiated the production of an organized space to allow capitalism to operate in 
the postneoliberal era. On the one hand, the region-state space and the fixed income 
of debt lost their attractiveness for financial capital; on the other hand, cities gained 
prominence in the recovery of the economy. In this scenario, a competitive and global 
city will not be enough; cities will be organized in the name of innovation sciences, 
tourism, collaboration, citizenship, etc.

induction and deduction, as well as the development of models or the simulation of statements. It 
consists of elaborating and constructing a virtual theoretical object from information on reality, as 
well as an issue posed by this reality, assuming a dialectical relationship between the conceptual 
framework used and empirical observations.
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Fig. 43.1 Battle for housing and the right to the city in Barcelona. Source Own elaboration 

We have seen this space take shape and perform before our eyes. It enables current neolib-
eralism, which allows the device set in place in the previous period to function. Capitalism 
allows the luxury of neo-capitalism, which survives thanks to what it has now, to the impulse 
and inertia of the previous period. (Lefebvre 1976a, p. 233) 

In cities such as Barcelona, after three decades of urban conciliation between 
regulatory and predatory agents, until 2008, the former space of control was paci-
fied in the service of directed technology and consumption (Jiménez-Pacheco 2018). 
Humans filled with insecurities, infallible cybernantropos (Lefebvre 1972), citiz-
enized by local authorities (Alain 2001; Delgado 2017), and declared resilient by 
supranational frameworks and arrangements (Chandler and Reid 2016) consume 
this space. We affirm that over almost half a century, social relations of capitalist 
production, fueled by economic profit, have not only been reproduced but intensified 
in leisure centralities such as Ciutat Vella due to the revolution of the financial agents 
that control them (Fig. 43.1). 

The production of an instrumental space, following Lefebvre (2013), is not only 
a space of police control but is also an economically organized space in which all 
kinds of flows are regulated (energy, raw materials, labor, products, people, cars, 
etc.). Technocrats succeed in coordinating these heterogeneous flows, both in terms 
of their points of origin and their terminals in space. This instrumental space aims 
to regularize flows and control the population, as opposed to the chaotic space of 
capitalist interests, which seeks to establish where surplus value is easy to perform. 
While technocrats conceive of a homogeneous regulated space, the predatory space of 
capitalism is fragmented. The result is a contradictory space trapped in the neoliberal 
solution. 

Over the decades, the Barcelona Council has configured an official narrative to 
explain its recent transformation from an urbanistic vision. To explain this intention, 
three documents were revised. The catalog by architect Bohigas (1983) contains 
the presentation of Mayor Pasqual Maragall and focuses on the period 1981–1982, 
detailing 50 projects of various kinds. However, a second edition (1984) describes
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in annexes the situation of 19 projects in progress, 27 works in progress, 72 works 
executed by the Serveis de Projectes Urbans and by the Servei de Parcs i Jardins, and 
26 plans in progress (including 8 Special Interior Reform Plans) in different phases 
of approval. 

After the Olympics, Roig’s catalog (1996) is published under Maragall’s admin-
istration. This report frames the actions in the period 1991–1995 within the so-called 
Barcelona Model as a general definition of a renewed and ordered city based on 
spatial integration and consensus among various agents to improve the quality of life 
and citizen welfare. According to architect Ricard Fayos i Molet, who was director 
of the Serveis de Planejament Urbanistic, urban planning is configured in seven lines 
of action: continuity of previous projects, the complementarity of the operations of 
1992, new proposals on roads, major projects of the second renovation, actions on 
neighborhoods, strategic actions, and the orientation from planning to housing. 

Montaner’s work (1999) is headed by the figure of Mayor Joan Clos and represents 
two main events: the commemoration of the renewed city and the projection of the 
Forum 2004. On the theoretical level, Montaner tries to show that within the general 
model of Barcelona, different models coexist, always directed toward sustainability. 
Thus, the model is disaggregated into three stages: 

. 1st Stage (1976–1986): Democratic municipal management and the reconstruc-
tion of Barcelona (Bohigas 1985). 

. 2nd Stage (1986–1992): The Olympic race was characterized by infrastructure 
operations, interventions in four Olympic areas, and areas of new centrality 
(Busquets 1999). 

. 3rd Stage (1992–1997): Maragall’s replacement by Clos as mayor, the 
postOlympic logical recession, the hypothesis of a second renovation, and the 
importance of the metropolitan scale in the ideology of urban development 
(Montaner 1999). 

This last stage, which comes almost at the end of the century, clearly shows the 
private immersion in the logic of urban management, which far from causing any 
alarm in Professor Montaner’s interpretation, is a matter of ostentation. What might 
be seen as neoliberal fermentation in this study: 

…in these two years, one feature has been characteristic of city management and logis-
tics. Within its complexity, the management mechanism of the city has been based on 
a conciliation model between public management and private initiative, peculiar to the 
Barcelona model. This alliance consisted of reformulating and updating the typical alliance 
that occurred in the liberal city of the second half of the 19th century, when the emblematic 
Pla Cerdà was applied in Barcelona. (Montaner 1999, pp. 25–26) 

Some of the clearest expressions of advanced urban neoliberalism are evident in 
Barcelona at the beginning of the twenty-first century. This can be explained by a 
planned move from the urbanistic model to the trademark (Charnock et al. 2014; 
Aricó et al. 2016). However, such a movement does not mean an impersonation of 
the citizen urbanism model by an urbanism of developers and business, as suggested 
by Borja (2009); rather, the opening to free real estate exploitation of land previ-
ously prepared concerted institutional urbanism (Federació d’Associacions Veïnals
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de Barcelona 1993). All this, with the help of privatizing and controlling manage-
ment devices of an instrumental space for the reproduction of capitalist production 
relations. 

Toward the first decade of this century, technocrats and intellectuals such as Borja 
minimized the consequences of gentrification and segregation, warned by critics and 
neighborhood movements for not having enough interest from the masses to become 
more real problems. 

In Ciutat Vella, a very ideological and minority critique has prevailed, denouncing a relatively 
modest gentrification and some projects considered speculative, while the population is 
concerned with more immediate problems (if I may say so, much more real issues) related to 
housing, poverty, cleanliness, and safety in public space and coexistence between different 
populations. (Borja 2009, p. 192) 

From these considerations, the fundamental hypothesis emerges, under which we 
believe that the neoliberal urbanism of the late twentieth century and the beginning 
of the new millennium has played a decisive conciliatory role between regulators and 
predators. Therefore, we propose that the neoliberal urbicide in Barcelona constitutes 
conciliatory or concerted urbanism, of particular interest for the process that the 
Ciutat Vella district has undergone. 

43.2 Neoliberal Urbicide in Ciutat Vella (1970–2018) 

For the last forty years, we have witnessed a revolutionary process of capitalist 
urbanization in Barcelona, organized in two stages in its historical centrality. The 
first stage covers the period from the definitive renovation of Ciutat Vella as a result 
of a phase of spatial neoliberalization deployed from the second half of the 1980s 
and extended until the global city of the real estate and financial crisis of 2008. Here 
begins a period of preparation of an urban and legal field for the recomposition of real 
estate capital, confining in the current space the bases of an urban postneoliberalism 
tied to the emergence of housing in the city, not only of the popular classes but also 
of the middle classes. The second stage was analyzed with data up to 2016, in which 
territorial policies started to reverse, and a significant shift in planning occurred due 
to the first government of Ada Colau (June 2015), without prejudice to the fact that 
we have early warning of a potential postneoliberal urbicide. 

This section presents the analysis of the social space in Ciutat Vella, always trying 
to connect the previous ideas with the possibilities of interpretation of a counterpro-
ject to the planned neoliberal urbicide. The analysis starts from the previous under-
standing of the most relevant characteristics of the urban phenomenon in Barcelona. 
The projection of social relations in a capitalist city, namely property relations, 
suggests the analysis of a multiplicity of agents and markets operating. However, 
this research is limited to the financialized real estate market and its specialization in 
the study area, which systematically transformed into a space of leisure and tourist 
consumption (Cócola 2016).
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After a century of restoration operations in the old town of Barcelona, accompa-
nied by a budget and specific policies for the Ciutat Vella district (Jiménez-Pacheco 
2012), we are witnessing the progressive dismantling of social relations, carefully 
filtered by the depredation of capitalism over the years. This social continent of public 
and private life translated into the daily life of the center has exploded, allowing the 
ultimate domination of the world of commodities by imposition in the space of 
exchange values over use values (Jiménez-Pacheco 2017). 

Ciutat Vella is formed by four neighborhoods (Raval, Gótico, Barceloneta, and 
Sant Pere-Santa Caterina-La Ribera), with an approximate population of 100,000 
inhabitants, representing 6.2% of the total number of registered inhabitants in the 
city. This population in 1991 was 90,612 inhabitants, representing 5.5% of the city’s 
population, divided into 96.2% of inhabitants born in Catalonia, including the rest of 
Spain, and 3.8% of inhabitants born abroad. This ratio changed in 2016, so the local 
(Spanish) population dropped to 56.8%, and foreign-born inhabitants reached 43.2% 
(Ajuntament de Barcelona 1900–2016). Although the income index of the district’s 
population has been increasing considerably since 2000—reaching the total figure 
of 85.5 in 2015—when observing the index by neighborhoods, a sharp and sustained 
inequality is observed between the Raval (75.8) and Gothic (108.5) neighborhoods 
until 2016. Knowingly, Raval remains on the threshold for the poorest neighborhoods, 
and Gótico remains among the ones with the highest incomes in the city (Ajuntament 
de Barcelona 2000–2016). 

The predominance of activities in the tertiary sector of the economy, mainly hotel 
and restaurant services in the Ciutat Vella district, is also observed, reflecting that 
tourism numbers have an exceptional increase. During the second quarter of 2016, 
for example, hotels located in this district welcomed 3.35 million people, generating 
7.2 million overnight stays, 6.1% and 4.2% more, respectively, over the same period 
of 2015. Such a growth rate (which maintains the upward trajectory of recent years) 
highlights the exceptionality of the results of the first four months of 2016. In this 
direction, during the period June 2015–June 2016, overnight stays increased by 6.7%, 
as did the number of tourists by 8.2% (LABturisme 2016), significant growth rates 
in their projection for 2016 and the following years until before the pandemic. 

43.2.1 The Capitalist Production of Space in the Old Quarter 
of Barcelona During the Late Francoism Period 
and the Spanish Transition 

The work of Pere López entitledEl centro histórico: un lugar para el conflicto, carried 
out in the first half of the 1980s, is part of the study of the transformations of the old 
quarter of Barcelona under capitalist urbanization in the period between the 1950s 
and 1970s. From the beginning of the twentieth century until 1930, López Sánchez 
(1986) shows with empirical data that capital strategies to recover a revaluable space 
in Barcelona’s historic center were developed.
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The hygienist ideology disguises these hidden interests by promoting renovation and the 
destruction of the space infected by workers, who are left on the way, in capital’s struggles 
between land owners and the other more dynamic fractions. Meanwhile, an attempt to make 
the center profitable, that is, to use it temporarily as a place destined for the reproduction of 
the labor force at the minimum cost and the noninvestment of capital causes its degradation. 
(López Sánchez 1986, p. 21) 

According to the geographer, around the mid-1950s, the construction of the 
periphery began in Spain (a moment of implosion-explosion of the center). Thus, the 
new metropolitan city project required a central space, which rekindled the renovating 
and demolishing impulses. However, faced with the dilemma of easy speculation 
and evidence of resistance to expulsion, they opted exclusively for the occupation of 
the periphery. However, under planning protection, local administration carried out 
expropriations with a double effect: expelling uses and residents and concentrating 
the property as preparation for reuse. During this period, a residual space was consol-
idated as a ghetto of marginalization. Its physical deterioration accelerated, and its 
social disintegration was encouraged. 

With the crisis of the growth model observed in the second half of the 1970s, urban 
space production techniques were reconsidered. There was a shift from the construc-
tion of new housing without rehabilitation demand and from the expansive city to the 
existing city. At this juncture, the historic center appeared, once again, as a territory 
for speculation. However, destruction would be displaced by new forms of culturalist 
revitalization, laying the foundations for the spectacle city (López Sánchez 1986). 
To absorb processes of resistance, the expulsion of residents combined rehabilita-
tion with tactics of prior disintegration of the community. It was compounded by 
economic restrictions, as there was only a choice between high rents or ownership 
of apartments. There was also an increase in the price of basic needs due to the reac-
tivation or replacement of small business networks, which were unable to support 
the social component due to their low income. Against this, some residents’ voices 
demanded the right to stay, to enjoy centrality, understood in its complexity of uses 
and as a place for unscheduled meetings, budgets far removed from the spectacle 
city. 

According to López Sánchez (1986), the housing situation responded to specific 
policies and budgets that unleashed the first wave of social expulsion in the historic 
center of Barcelona. Two different stages can be distinguished in the large housing 
complex construction up to 1970. A first stage (1950–1962) of protagonism of the 
state-promoting bodies. At the end of this period, an intense private intervention 
of devalued capital began, thanks to the promotion received from the municipal 
administration. The second period (1960–1970) consisted of a progressive delegation 
of public powers to benefit private investment promotion. State intervention was 
exclusively in charge of building large industrial estates located on the periphery 
of the Barcelona area. The decongestion of the old city facilitated its subsequent 
renovation intending to recover the land of a revalued centrality, which at the social 
level meant replacing the former proletarian population with social strata of higher 
status.
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In line with the urban policy developed by the Spanish state applied in Barcelona 
city, López demonstrates the main factors affecting the enormous population decline 
in neighborhoods, such as Santa Caterina-Portal Nou, where the construction of new 
social housing is accessible to low-income economies through the intervention of 
state agencies. On the other hand, the awarding of contracts enables deferred access 
to the property, an offer combined with the systematic degradation of the housing 
stock in these neighborhoods. On another level, the policy of not providing public 
facilities was also influenced. Last, Lopez decodes the threats of social expulsion 
arising from local urban planning. 

In the mid-1980s, López concludes that the administration contributed directly 
to the expulsion of the social component in conditions that were not at all helpful 
to the tenants. He also accuses the City Council of using rehabilitation as an expul-
sion tactic while prioritizing compensation in contrast to the request for housing 
by those affected. In the same sense, he verifies that the installation of some resi-
dents in rehabilitated apartments was temporary or precarious, without guaranteeing 
their permanence and foreseeing the possibility of a new eviction. Finally, he antici-
pates the possible extension of the property regime in rehabilitated housing as a new 
displacement device. Working-class neighborhoods were especially characterized by 
a cheap rental system. In short, Lopez argues that there was a shift from the aggres-
sive expulsion tactic of urban renewal to underhanded expulsion of an economic 
nature. His detailed study allowed him to show that this was not a process of natural 
depopulation due to voluntary mobility but of provoked processes of the expulsion 
of social groups from the old city, with the premise of reproducing this central space 
for other uses and other social strata (López Sánchez 1986). 

43.2.2 Ciutat Vella SA: Urban Entrepreneurialism 
for a Middle-Class Center 

A note published in La Vanguardia (1987) about a meeting held on March 6 between 
Mayor Pasqual Maragall and representatives of the residents of the Ciutat Vella 
district, attended by technicians from the City Council, gives insight into the polit-
ical atmosphere of the time. This note gathers the mayor’s words on the eve of his 
re-election and summarizes the philosophy of municipal urban management after five 
years of Maragall’s consensus. It explains how Maragall plays a definitive political 
role in the neoliberal project implemented in Barcelona and the old city in partic-
ular. Such a project requires new planning devices and a new management model, 
accompanied by some values to govern such changes. 

Maragall asked the neighbors of Ciutat Vella to break with certain ideological 
dogmas (Fig. 43.2), to immediately start up the mixed company Promoció Ciutat 
Vella SA (PROCIVESA), and to save the degraded center with private favor, forging 
in the popular imagination, in short, the idea that the Casc Antic would have no 
future without wealthy classes. During those years, Bohigas promptly came to a
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well-known rationale for the monumentalization of the periphery and neo-hygienism 
through operations such as urban sponging (Delgado 2008; Aricó et al. 2016). 

The mayor’s speech at that meeting was perfectly structured. First, he accepted 
that the district degradation had outpaced the improvements that had been made 
since the transition. Therefore, while recognizing the limitations of public action, 
he was contributing to the stigmatization of the degraded district, two words that 
allowed justifyment of any intervention. Second, he asked the neighbors to reflect 
on overcoming three ideological dogmas: The interests of the business sector are 
contrary to those of the neighbors, the rehabilitation of an area displaces poor people, 
and the action of the private sector does not serve to improve a neighborhood. 

Getting rid of these dogmas did not mean much at this moment beyond installing 
a common sense about the importance of being helped and its consequences, but 
Maragall had a concerted plan with sectors of economic influence, and he had to stir

Fig. 43.2 Journalistic note of the meeting of Mayor Maragall with neighbors of Ciutat Vella. Source 
La Vanguardia Ediciones S.L (1987), public domain all rights reserved 
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the consciences of the traditional inhabitants. Therefore, at the heart of his discourse, 
he sought to take care of the wealthy middle classes of Ciutat Vella since their income 
and level of consumption could better maintain the district’s quality of life. We can 
interpret this moment before Maragall’s second term as a starting point of urban 
entrepreneurialism in Barcelona (Harvey 2001). What it represents is a new model 
of planning, project execution, design, and implementation of urban policy in the 
city, specifically to intervene in Barcelona’s centrality. 

In his research, Ruiz de Somocurcio (2005) studies the management structures in 
the urban area of Ciutat Vella from the late 1980s to the beginning of the new century. 
From his work, we show what the mixed economy companies (SEM2 ) consisted of, 
as well as the creation and development of the public–private machinery to fulfill the 
objectives declared by Maragall, through PROCIVESA and its successor Foment de 
Ciutat Vella SA (FOCIVESA). It will shed light on the business scaffolding set up 
for the revaluation of the land and the emergence of a new stage in surplus value 
extraction from Ciutat Vella, with arrangements for the private sector. 

The first step was the designation in 1986 of the Ciutat Vella District as an Área 
de Rehabilitación Integrada (ARI), which enabled the arrival of PROCIVESA as an 
advanced implementation device for urban management (Fig. 43.3). In July 1988, 
the City Council approved the creation of this mixed capital company, and two 
months later, the first SEM was constituted. The main objective of PROCIVESA 
was to concentrate investment in Ciutat Vella for a fourteen-year period. To better 
understand the scope of the activities foreseen in its statutes, the company’s main 
lines of action are development of urban planning studies, preparation of reparcelling, 
expropriation, or compensation projects, acquisition of land and buildings, execution 
of infrastructure, construction, remodeling and rehabilitation works, sale of plots and 
buildings, demolitions, all types of real estate operations, signing of agreements with 
individuals and organizations, and management of aid and subsidies.

According to Santos (2013), investment throughout the entire life of PROCIVESA 
was concentrated mainly in public spaces, housing, and equipment.3 The system 
operated when the Barcelona City Council assigned the benefit of the expropriations 
to this SEM, which assumed the role of land manager for public use. Simultaneously, 
the Generalitat de Catalunya built public housing through Instituto Catalán de Suelo 
(INCASOL), housing constructed on the land expropriated by PROCIVESA. In 1999, 
the Sociedad Anónima Foment Ciutat Vella was created, whose activity revolved 
around municipal needs and public–private integration. The public–private action had 
as its driving force the acquisition of land and the dynamization of its management, 
all promoted by private initiative.

2 The SEMs were corporations with public capital, capital of the citizens represented in the munic-
ipalities, regional, autonomous, sectorial, or state governments, as well as companies with entirely 
public capital that may also be participating in their formation. 
3 PROCIVESA’s basic actions in areas of public space and housing by 2002. Public space: 37 new  
squares and public spaces, 30 existing parks redeveloped, and 12 new roads. Housing: Construction 
of 2700 new public housing units for the rehousing of families living in buildings affected by the 
urban development program, release of 24,000 m2 of land, 275 housing units for young people and 
the elderly, and 286 privately developed affordable housing units. 
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Fig. 43.3 Organizational management structure under which PROCIVESA used to operate. Source 
Own elaboration

This societal apparatus mobilized 2.8 billion euros up to 2002, of which 60% 
corresponded to the private sector. The private initiative contributed approximately 
300 million euros to rehabilitation and new construction, while the remaining 
1.4 billion euros came from investment in commerce, professional activities, hotels 
and restaurants, and renovation promotions carried out by service companies. There 
were almost 13,000 economic activities installed in the district by 2000, of which 
11,000 were business activities. Services and commerce represented 76% of the busi-
ness activities in Ciutat Vella at the beginning of 2000. Finally, according to Ruiz de 
Somocurcio (2005), in these years, there was an increase in the number of homes 
renovated by owners (55,872 houses rehabilitated), fulfilling the rescue of the middle 
class, which had been undergoing a previous trend of mass exodus. 

After the 2008 crisis, the conditions for the operation of these joint ventures 
changed. The City Council, presided by X. Trias, decided to reassemble a dispersed 
business fabric, concentrating its tasks in a single municipal firm. Thus, in 2012, 
Barcelona d’Infraestructures Municipals (BIMSA) was created. With this maneuver, 
the City Council considered saving two million euros, placing under the sole 
command of the third deputy mayor, Antoni Vives, the investment programs in the 
districts that until now were managed by several companies.
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43.2.3 Ciutat Vella Premium: Violence of the Financialized 
Real Estate Circuit 

First, it is necessary to establish an account that puts the Barcelona Model in perspec-
tive until the crisis hit (2008) and reflects on its effects. The work of Jordi Borja, who 
has an authorized and concerned voice,4 helps explain the equidistance between the 
defenders and critics of the model. His ambiguity allows for a new evaluation since 
our analysis does not criticize the model per se or its evolutionary discourse but a 
unitary process of capitalist urbanization, which has ended up placing Ciutat Vella in 
the premium zone, in the jargon of a real estate agency, for its final absorption in the 
real estate-financialized circuit. In this way, we extract the ideas of the urban planner 
and manager about how the center was thought and intervened before the crisis. In 
addition, what was made to face it? 

… the old historic center transformed its urban functions and social uses without changing its 
structural morphology. The operation initiated at the end of the 1980s is an intervention that 
seeks to make city over city, to make center in the center and centrality over the marginality 
of a degraded area, while maintaining the popular and patrimonial content of a historical 
center. A middle way was sought between the Lecorbuserian radicalism of the project of the 
thirties (almost total demolition, only a few isolated monumental elements were allowed to 
survive) and the absolute conservatism that could avoid decadence, degradation, and a kitsch 
tourist specialization. (Borja 2009, p. 108) 

At the time of the crisis, Borja thought that public action in the old town had to 
take place in three dimensions: 

. For the 100,000 people living in the neighborhood, it would be small-scale inter-
vention, housing rehabilitation, and the recovery of public space in the form of 
small squares and pedestrian streets. 

. For the city at large, or a good part of its inhabitants, who work, consume, or use 
the old centrality daily. 

. The scale of metropolitan populations and everywhere, tourists or visitors from 
Europe and the world, who were increasingly present every day. 

Tourists are very present (too much?) in the public space during an increasing period of the 
year almost always. The immigrant population is part of the landscape and has colonized 
specific neighborhoods (Pakistanis, North Africans, and South Americans in the Raval and 
the area between Santa Caterina and the Born). All of this may have provoked a certain sense 
of dispossession on the part of traditional citizens, but the previous negative dynamics were 
much more dispossessing. Tourism has a significant impact on the physical image of the 
city. (Borja 2009, p. 110) 

In his book, Borja explains some of the urban planning operations carried out 
to justify demolition actions, rehousing, and other problems that were beginning to 
emerge concerning the role of tourism, one of the main industries of the city and which

4 Borja held the position of Deputy Mayor (second on board) in the Barcelona City Council for 
the PSUC from 1983 to 1995 and Executive Vice President of the Metropolitan Area of Barcelona 
between 1987 and 1991. 
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is mainly concentrated in Ciutat Vella (Borja 2009). Years later, the Masala journal, a 
serial publication for information, denunciation, and localized social criticism of the 
Ciutat Vella district, in its dossier entitled Especulación, turismo y naufragio habita-
cional (December 2016), subscribes to another tone that the officialism explained: 
both institutionally and in the media, tourism figures as the salvation board of the 
Barcelona model and, in the case of Ciutat Vella, it is the unquestionable dogma 
(Masala 2016). 

Researchers consider that after the effects of the crisis, touristization has substi-
tuted gentrification as the: “hitching flag in the heads… of developmental Barcelona, 
legitimizing the vertiginous substitution of housing for tourist accommodations” 
(Masala 2016, para. 14). They explain that such a level of tourist overcrowding 
could only be reached under coincidence between the slogans of the institutions and 
the tourist lobby: construction is dead, long live tourism. The journal issue details the 
strategy applied in Ciutat Vella since 2008. The deregulation of everything related 
to the tourist market for the attraction of visitors and the impulse to promote new 
public and private spaces for the deployment of the leisure industry. For example, in 
November 2012, in a meeting with the hotel sector, Mayor Trias stated thatBarcelona 
has in the tourism sector a great condenser of many of the efforts we are making to 
get out of the crisis (Masala 2016). This resulted in the Modificación del Plan espe-
cial de establecimientos de concurrencia pública, hostelería y otras actividades del 
Distrito de Ciutat Vella (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2013), which in practice dereg-
ulated residential uses for the installation of larger hotel space in buildings listed as 
architectural heritage and the adequacy of new service spaces. 

Since the opening of the national regulations for the arrival of Sociedades Anón-
imas Cotizadas de Inversión Inmobiliaria, there has been a new wave of investment, 
which would be aggravating the already deeply problematic conditions of life in the 
district (Jiménez-Pacheco 2018). According to data from the city council, between 
2013 and 2015, there were 3133 sales and purchases, of which 2705 were for used 
housing and the rest were for new housing. This indicates an aggressive interven-
tion of the real estate development system in the existing residential infrastructure, 
accompanied by the evolution of sales prices. The price per square meter built in 
Ciutat Vella in 2013 was 2598.9 e, and in 2015, it reached 3075.7 e. In the second 
quarter of 2016, it amounted to 3536.2 e. In 2013, Ciutat Vella remained below 
the Barcelona average (2719 e/m2); currently, the district is above the city average 
(3208 e/m2). It places Ciutat Vella among the areas of the city that have experienced 
one of the highest price increases, such as Sarrià-Sant Gervasi, Les Corts, or the 
Eixample. 

The rental market follows a similar trend. Between 2008 and 2014, there was 
a slight downward trend, from 12.6 to 11.3 e/m2, with an increase to 12.1 e/m2 

in 2015. In any case, in the first quarter of 2017, the rental price in the district 
reached its historical maximum at 20.6 e/m2, the most expensive rent in Barcelona 
and, on average, the most expensive rent in Spain. As Masala (2016) expresses, 
the centrality of still working-class neighborhoods, with entrenched situations of 
structural poverty, opens the door to a new process of mass population expulsion. 
Not in vain, the Oficina d’Habitatge de Ciutat Vella intervened, only between January
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and September 2016, in 260 cases of eviction, in which 720 people were affected, 
among them, 258 minors. 

Masala’s research (June 2017) demonstrates how real estate pressure is organized 
through companies that execute different layers of structural harassment and have 
made the expulsion of neighbors with alternative methods of real estate violence 
in Ciutat Vella a daily occurrence. Within the financialized real estate circuit, a 
mafia-like structure has grown to launch companies specializing in intermediation in 
illegally occupied real estate.5 The existence of an opaque network is documented 
in which relationships between insurance corporations, private security, and anti-
squatting companies are identified. It denounces police and judicial passivity in the 
face of the cases of real estate violence, as well as political insufficiency to stop or 
halt harassment. 

Jiménez-Pacheco (2018) reveals that municipal policies have played a determining 
role as an accelerator of this process and that its impact and shockwave have not 
stopped with the measures of the Barcelona en Comú government in the urban plan-
ning field. Having put on the free offer a decade ago, an entire district for the tourist 
business facilitated the sprouting of more than “the old oil stain of the architects of 
urbanicide… the blood smelled for the umpteenth time by the brick sharks in the 
historical center” (Masala 2017, para. 9). As of 2018, the Household Disposable 
Income per capita (HDIpc) of Barcelona was 21,484 e. Between 2010 and 2018, 
Barcelona’s HDIpc increased by 4.9%. However, with the inflation variable in the 
same period, the city’s HDIpc decreased by − 7.2%. The district of Barcelona with 
the highest HDIpc level is Sarrià-Sant Gervasi (33,113 e), while Ciutat Vella presents 
the lowest income per capita with 14,505 e (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2021). 

In short, the urbicide guided by the capitalist production of space has perpetrated 
a long moment of implosion-explosion in Barcelona’s centrality, now introduced 
in the financialized real estate circuit, which is carried out within the process of 
urban neoliberalization under the mantle of concerted urbanism. Since its inception, 
regulatory and predatory agents have set the machinery of urban entrepreneurialism 
for the salvation of a degraded center with the favor of private investment and the 
fetish of the middle classes. It is no coincidence how articulation with the temporary 
neo-hygienist urbanistic vision translated into the progressive operations of urban 
sponging since it was necessary to forge in the social feeling the idea that Ciutat Vella 
could be transformed but that it would have no future without the wealthy classes. 
After 2008, it was made clear that there would be no future without tourism, which 
implied the deregulation of land use and occupation in Ciutat Vella. This organized 
urbicide (with the support of national legislation) has unleashed a wave of real estate 
violence that drags down both the lower and middle strata, presaging that the city 
death could not be avoided (El Periódico de Catalunya 2018).

5 See: https://www.desokupa.com. 

https://www.desokupa.com
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43.3 The Production of Radical Social Space Against 
Neoliberal Urbicide 

From this point, we ask how to oppose the urbicide organized by real estate-
financialized capital. How to reconnect with the social pulses, since the battle against 
capitalist urbanization, is not only theoretical. Here, it is necessary to put to work one 
of the conclusions of Stanek’s study (2011), where he argues that Lefebvre’s project 
is not limited to analyzing the interstices between the dominant social practices in 
charge of producing space but manifests itself in its universal dimension, allowing 
us to recognize what particular struggles and singular events that give meaning to 
universal claims share. Thus, it is worth asking ourselves, in the face of the crushing 
global urban reality that weighs on Barcelona, what are the possibilities of building 
an effective popular resistance against real estate violence? What can we do from 
the sociospatial demands to actualize the right to the city in real battles such as the 
one in Barcelona? How can the real estate-financial circuit be sabotaged to try to go 
beyond the limits of the reproduction of the social relations of neoliberal production 
of the city? 

The Barcelona Neighborhood Plan (2021–2024), launched in the second term 
of Mayor Ada Colau, proposes a framework of multiple objectives that go beyond 
the urban planning issue and focus on the populations most affected by the health, 
economic, social, and housing crises. The instrument under implementation aims to 
empower neighbors through their self-organization and a shared proposal of chal-
lenges for improving collective life in their neighborhoods, promoting social inno-
vation practices and citizen action. This neighborhood capacity thought from below 
should propose the key in areas such as education and public health, social rights, 
gender equity, community action, housing, economic boost and social economy, 
public space, accessibility, environmental sustainability, and climate emergency.6 

43.3.1 Transformative Urban Demands 

Marcuse and Madden (2016) open up the discussion on housing, pointing out that 
residential housing is political, meaning that the shape of the housing system is always 
the result of struggles between different groups and classes. Thus, the ways in which 
social antagonisms shape housing are hidden and need to be revealed. His approaches 
assume that housing is caught in a series of simultaneous social conflicts. There is 
the conflict between housing as a lived social space and housing as an instrument for 
profit, namely the conflict between housing as a home and real estate. There is also 
the root problem stemming from social inequalities and antagonisms. In this sense, 
a true right to housing needs to take the form of an ongoing effort to democratize

6 See: https://www.pladebarris.barcelona. 

https://www.pladebarris.barcelona
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Fig. 43.4 Social organization in the streets of Barcelona. Source Own elaboration 

and decommodify housing, ending the alienation engendered by the existing housing 
system (Fig. 43.4). 

For the authors, transformative demands seek to address the systemic causes of 
inequalities and injustices, comprehensively examining the sources of a particular 
problem and the systemic and institutional factors that feed it. At the same time, 
they challenge the system because the aim is not to make the current system more 
resilient. However, it proposes actions that improve present conditions and progres-
sively enable the construction of a different world (Marcuse and Madden 2016). 
Transformative demands (at a specific level of development) would bring to matu-
rity existing potentialities, which are often blocked by conditions of domination. 
Thus, its radicality consists of the search to solve problems not on the surface but at 
the root. 

In his conference in Barcelona, Culture and cities: The Challenge of Tourism, 
David Harvey (November 2016) expressed three fundamental elements (Fig. 43.5). 
First, touristification is not the problem that we must eliminate precisely in the city, 
disappointing certain activists and some associations (especially merchants). The real 
cause to fight is capitalism, he explained. It operates in the urban area, mainly through 
investment flows within a real estate-financial circuit, entering the city mobilized by 
corporations and developers. Second, the question is not what city we want but what 
kind of society we want to be. This implies considering that the reproduction of social 
relations takes place in everyday life in the city, which is planned for those who seek 
maximum profitability. It reinforces Lefebvre’s proposal, under which a global anti-
capitalist project is required to advocate for another society in another space. Third, 
there are alternatives to private property, deindustrialization, predatory economics, 
and urban neoliberalism. These depend strongly on the maximum differences that 
sprout and resprout in each place. Such differences have been eliminated under
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Fig. 43.5 David Harvey in  
Barcelona talking about the 
city and tourism. Source 
Own elaboration 

a homogenizing project during the last decades. There, policies and budgets can 
contribute as facilitators of the means, without the institutions being the means and 
much less the end. In this way, Harvey argues that all the alternative paths that we can 
take under an anti-capitalist program will be forced by the struggle between those 
who want to return us to Keynesianism and those who think that ending neoliberal 
urbicide is the key to beginning to solve the needs and desires of society. 

The Sindicat de Llogaters, created in May 2017, has been a beacon to confront 
what has been called a “rental price bubble” in Barcelona (Jiménez-Pacheco 2018). 
The collective emerged with the conviction that only through tenant organizing can 
the speculative surge be confronted. Their experience over the years has allowed 
them to consolidate a space for mutual aid and self-defense. During this time, it 
has managed to stop thousands of evictions, confront the financial and real estate 
power, and give a respite to thousands of tenants who lived harassed by the real 
estate power. The Barcelona Tenants Union has grown and extended its strategies of 
resistance and transformation to 13 consolidated sections in Catalonia.7 They have 
also achieved legislative changes, such as the regulation of rental prices, which has 
shaken landlords and speculators. Currently, the organization of the Sindicat is a 
mature tool to manufacture transformative demands.

7 See: https://sindicatdellogateres.org. 

https://sindicatdellogateres.org
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43.3.2 (De Facto) Righ to the City 

The necessary rights, from the habeas corpus to the right to the city, are no longer enough. 
It is also essential for the urban to become threatening. (Lefebvre 1976b, p. 8)  

The Diputació and the Barcelona City Council organized a broad colloquium 
called Del Civisme al Dret a la Ciutat (June 2017) with the involvement of several 
social organizations, academics, and administrative dependencies, which proposed 
as a general framework not precisely the vindication of the struggles against urban 
violence or real estate violence but rather the institutional ineffectiveness through 
the codes of civility to manage conflicts in the city in terms of coexistence in urban 
space. Its objective would not be the search for mechanisms to empower collectives 
or to deepen the analysis of the understanding of conflicts related to social life in 
urban space. Thus, a right to the city appeared stripped of the revolutionary sense 
proposed by Lefebvre in 1968. 

This institutional phenomenon became clearer during another international collo-
quium, this time in Paris, entitled The Right to the City in the South, Urban Experi-
ences and Rationalities of Government (November 2017), organized by the Univer-
sity of Paris Diderot with the municipality and other institutions. This meeting sought 
to understand the relationships between the daily practices of city dwellers and 
governmental rationalities. The discussions recalled that inhabitants, through their 
spatial activities in the city, experience the process of social exclusion, relegation, 
and marginalization. However, political and social inclusion and the affirmation of 
forms of local citizenship whose contents are difficult to interpret also exist. 

However, this right to the city would imply considering urban practices in their 
predictable dimensions to capture them at the institutional level. Thus, urban prac-
tices seem to constitute a privileged object of study to deepen reflection on this right, 
understood not as the result of open political conflicts (mobilizations, urban strug-
gles) but as a process of adjustment between urban experiences and the normative 
production of governmental rationalities. These approaches, which seek to under-
stand the right to the city through possible normative arrangements, are harmonious 
with postneoliberal and citizen theories of urban pacification and civic adaptation 
in Barcelona, with the epilog of greater control, privatization, hygienism, and real 
estate violence, to the detriment of the possibility of exploring a right to de facto 
action, in which institutionality would be obliged to understand and adapt to certain 
insurgent situations found outside legality. 

It is therefore necessary to review community practices that offer glimpses of the 
potential for social change without the constraints imposed by the rules of the game in 
an alienated society. Despite their minority status, the creation of autonomous envi-
ronments where gaps open up to develop activities involving cooperation, mutual 
support, and the stimulation of associative and neighborhood fabrics implies ques-
tioning the foundations of the capitalist production of space and the pragmatic advice 
of the reformists. This opening of the possible has achieved, for example, in the 
heart of Madrid, that the human collective La Ingobernable (Fig. 43.6), thanks to
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Fig. 43.6 First building 
squatted by La Ingobernable 
in Gobernador street, 
Madrid. Source Own 
elaboration 

their drives and desires, rage and needs, dared to occupy an empty building.8 Thus, 
the production of the body materializes, of the spaces of representation for a current 
reality (not of representation of space, nor commodified symbols), the building of the 
sensible practical, the possible-impossible, the maximum differences. Above all, the 
production of new social relations of appropriation, not ownership. It is the beginning 
of the end of urbicide, the production of radical social space through true right to the 
city. 

Philosophical utopia, like technocratic utopia, must be surmounted in the name of everyday 
life… This equally implies a different way of living, extending to the creation of a new social 
space, a different social time; the creation of a different mode of existence of social relations 
and different situations, liberated from models that reproduce the existing order. (Lefebvre 
2014) 

43.4 Conclusions 

We value that the theoretical dimension of urbicide has repercussions in the study 
of a case with a capacity for replication in cities of global leisure. When we asked 
ourselves how urbicide has been produced in the centrality of Barcelona by the

8 See: https://ingobernable.net. 

https://ingobernable.net
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action of urban neoliberalism, we faced the theoretical and methodological need 
to apprehend a new category of critical analysis in a concrete historical process. 
This meant modifying, not without risk, previous official and scientific accounts. 
The spatial analysis indicates a panorama of daily drama at the base of the society 
that inhabits the Ciutat Vella district, concerning the structural system of property 
relations and access to housing. An urbicide with its specific, based on urbanism 
concerted with real estate power groups and the tourist industry, becomes a producer 
of chronic social inequalities and urban violence. 

Argumentative connections have been established between the different moments 
of a unitary process of capitalist urbanization, supported by localized and global 
literature and with previous foundations emerging from our studies on Barcelona. 
Thus, this chapter proposes four fundamental contributions: (a) the application of our 
method of spatial analysis supported by in-depth studies of the work and thought of 
Henri Lefebvre; (b) an original critique of the standardized periodization of stages of 
urban development in Barcelona and a counterproposal through a continuous process 
of reproduction of the relations of production in capitalist urbanization in the financial 
real estate system; (c) the approach of the thesis of urbanism of conciliation for a 
contradictory space and its integration with a theory of neoliberal urbicide; and 
(d) facing the distrust of the urbanistic fact, we show the design of a conceptual 
framework of alternatives of change to the urban reality, based on the search for 
transformative urban demands and de facto social practices. 

The structural problem in the historic center of Barcelona, which expands to 
the metropolitan city and the towns of the province of Catalonia and is spreading 
throughout the cities of advanced capitalism, becomes a current and future problem 
for Latin American cities, especially those convinced of a tourist vocation. The 
question of access to housing in its different modes of tenure is dissolved in the 
interests of the real estate and financial powers that, when converging with the tourist 
industry, turn urban development processes into allies that move from the government 
to government, facilitating the programmed urbicide on cities of daily violence. 
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Chapter 44 
Epilogue. Remake Us from Ruins, 
Collective Memories and Dreams 

Víctor Delgadillo 

Abstract This epilogue reviews how social groups have imagined better urban 
futures and other cities in the face of catastrophic situations. The city is a social and 
historical product built by generations of people so that human beings can live better 
in society. This is why most of humanity lives in “cities”. However, various funda-
mentally economic and political processes are leading to the material and symbolic 
death of the city. Therefore, the city no longer unites, integrates and relates people. 
Recognizing and understanding the causes of this destruction is essential to build 
and defend the city and to dispute the future of the public city against market forces. 
The epilogue recognizes people’s capacity for resistance and recovery in adverse 
conditions. For this reason, utopias as well as futuristic visions of science fiction, 
architecture and urban planning are reviewed, and the history of urban destruction 
and the reconstruction of cities is learned, since this is part of the recovery of iden-
tities and collective memories, mourning and social reconciliation. If the end of the 
city is drawing near, as various pieces of evidence support, many social groups and 
scholars recognize that another end of the city is possible. 

Keywords Reconstruction · Cities · Urban ruins · Urban development · Social 
history 

44.1 The Life of People and Life of Cities 

The life of human beings is short, while the life of cities is much longer, so we tend 
to conceive of them as everlasting. However, the ruins of ancient cities and civi-
lizations remind us that cities and civilizations also perish. The cities are also made 
of reconstructions (partial or total), which show the persistence of human beings in 
rebuilding from ruins and the obstinacy to take root in a territory. Many cities in the 
world have been rebuilt after earthquakes, floods, tsunamis, fires, bombardments, 
etc. Here, people, together with the reconstruction of their habitable spaces, have
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privileged the rebuilding of their symbolic spaces. Urban reconstruction is part of 
the reconstruction of identities and collective memories, mourning and social recon-
ciliation. The material and symbolic reconstruction of cities is and has been a way 
of aspiring to better futures. 

In recent decades, a new type of urban ruins and constructions with a very short 
useful life has emerged. It is about the production of buildings and urbanizations 
that are not finished (due to various crises) or are finished but not inhabited; and of 
urbanizations with a programmed obsolescence that accelerates the capitalist cycle 
of construction, deterioration and new construction. Both types of urbanizations are 
multiplying in several cities of the world, in distant peripheries or in select inner-city 
areas, and contribute to the production of an enormous wastefulness. 

In the twenty-first century, the death of the city is not only material, but also 
and above all symbolic. Cities disappear (even if the physical structures remain or 
are newly built) when they do not fulfill or cease to fulfill the functions for which 
they have been socially constructed by generations of people. This death occurs 
progressively or abruptly due to direct social causes of a political and economic nature 
(deindustrialization, urban renewal, modernization, ideology, creative destruction, 
speculation) or due to indirect social causes, such as natural phenomena (earthquakes, 
tsunamis, floods) or viruses produced by the interaction of human beings with living 
organisms, which affect socially constructed conditions of vulnerability. Disasters 
are not natural. 

The COVID-19 pandemic came to deepen the processes that in recent decades have 
been eroding the attributes of the city and the materiality that allows proximity rela-
tionships and multidimensional physical contacts (social, political, economic, etc.) 
among different people, as well as the social heterogeneity in its multiple dimen-
sions. The pandemic did not bring new things. Long before there was already ample 
evidence that cities were losing sociocultural diversity, socioeconomic heterogeneity 
and land-use zones. 

Indeed, the urbanism that has taken place in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries 
has gradually led to the annihilation of what we call the city. The new human settle-
ments in ever more distant urban peripheries are single-functional and homogeneous 
bedroom communities. The historic centers and neighborhoods that until recently 
constituted vestiges of a “city” are depopulated, touristized, park-themed, gentri-
fied and become exclusive for higher-income consumers. Walled neighborhoods and 
ultra-guarded intelligent buildings constitute an insular urbanism, while the financial-
ization of real estate produces a ghost urbanism with new buildings that are not used. 
Thus, the city (symbol of emancipation and social integration) is confronted with 
an expansive dynamic, a neoliberal globalization, a financialized real estate market 
and the virtualization of social contacts, which divide, disperse, fragment, privatize, 
decentralize and separate the social tissue and urban fabrics; and create new and 
diverse urban and territorial barriers. The city no longer brings people together, does 
not integrate and does not relate. In addition, during the first weeks of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the city practically emptied itself due to the confinement of its citizens 
to private space. Thus, the measures of the governments in the face of the pandemic
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have not only suppressed, but repressed social relations in the public spaces of the 
cities, as if it were also a question of suffocating the city and its citizens. 

In this epilogue, which aims to close this book in an optimistic way, we do not 
intend to list what “should be done” to confront the urban crisis. That would be an 
unhelpful exercise. Instead, we find it productive to review how social actors and 
groups have imagined another society and another possible city and have set out 
to confront the causes that are killing our cities. In this sense, Schávelzon (1990) 
maintains that in order to preserve and defend urban heritage, in this case the city, it 
is necessary to understand the causes that lead to its destruction. 

The title of this epilogue alludes to people’s capacity for resistance and recovery 
in adverse conditions. Therefore, it reviews how past, recent and remote genera-
tions imagined the city of the future in the face of disaster: what utopias did they 
build, what visions did they imagine? The purpose is to recover and learn from the 
history of utopias, science fiction, the destruction and reconstruction of cities after 
disasters caused by social, natural, economic and political causes. Reviewing these 
experiences and imaginations from a historical and critical perspective may produce 
contributions to be better prepared to dispute, in the globalized neoliberal capitalist 
world in which we live, a future that places people at the center of the life of cities 
and the planet, not private profit. The chapter has the following sections: Urbicide, 
recent trends; learning from history, utopias, futuristic visions and the destruction 
and reconstruction of cities; and colophon: the dispute for the future. 

44.2 Urbicide, Recent Trends 

In very recent years, a new literature has symptomatically emerged that addresses the 
material and symbolic death of the city from different perspectives (Agulles 2017; 
Aquilé 2021; Delgadillo 2021; Glaeser and Cutler 2021; Indovina 2017; Koolhaas 
2021; Moskowitz 2021; Settis 2019). These publications transcend the contributions 
that two decades ago already warned us about “the kingdom of the urban and the 
death of the city” (Choay 2009) and investigate the various causes that led to the 
destruction of the city, which we briefly review. 

44.2.1 Physical Destruction Due to Economic, Political 
and Social Causes 

The physical causes of the death of (parts of) the city are economic, political and 
social and act in a disruptive or progressive way. The destruction of buildings, neigh-
borhoods and cities is often legitimized by the discourse of decay and the “natu-
ral” exhaustion of structures with its different speeds and multiple causes (physical, 
functional or economic obsolescence).
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For Jacobs (1967), getting rid of places that are still useful in the name of “natu-
ral” deterioration responded to real estate speculation. Lynch (2005) states in Wasting 
Away how the capitalist logic of making everything new destroys buildings, neigh-
borhoods and cities. Byles (2005) in  Rubble, Unearthing the History of Demolition 
analyzes the moral and urban renewal policy in the USA, which between 1949 and 
1973 destroyed 97,000 social housing units in 2500 neighborhoods and 992 cities 
and dispossessed one million people of their homes as a “curative” measure. Berman 
(1993), a native of the Bronx, exemplifies the tragedy of modernity in the construction 
of the Cross Bronx highway that divided his neighborhood and brutally destroyed 
local ways of life. 

The deindustrialization produced by the transition from Fordist Keynesian capi-
talism to post-Fordist neoliberal capitalism led to the international fragmentation and 
dispersion of industrial production and the loss of industries and jobs in many cities 
around the world. Perhaps the worst example is Detroit, a city that housed two million 
inhabitants, but the exodus of factories, jobs and people led to the loss of residents 
(in 2005 there were less than 700 thousand inhabitants) and the abandonment of 78 
thousand houses (Byles 2005). 

The strategies and mechanisms of creative destruction are very diverse. They 
include the physical destruction of goods with various methods, technological inno-
vation, the imposition of fashions, the creation of new needs and the programming 
of an artificial obsolescence, using perishable materials in short term. The latter is 
the case of the millions of “social housing” units built in distant urban peripheries of 
countries such as Chile, Mexico and Brazil. Thus, many new constructions no longer 
survive more than a human generation or less, and many real estate megaprojects 
quickly turn into ruins (Agulles 2017; Consejo Nocturno 2018; Koolhaas 2021). 

Among the economic causes that kill the city is also tourism: this activity trans-
forms cities and historic centers into open-air museums and theme parks for the 
homogenized consumption of visitors eager for “authentic” places (Augé 2008). 
Many cities and historic centers are gradually left without residents and become ultra-
guarded shells, uninhabited and destined for the consumption of visitors (Consejo 
Nocturno 2018). Venice, for example, attracts millions of tourists, at the cost of 
displacing its residents (Settis 2019). Brossat (2019), responsible for housing in Paris 
between 2014 and 2018, denounces the cannibalization of neighborhoods produced 
by Airbnb and other digital platforms that profit from homes and neighborhoods that 
are not theirs, increase rents, expel residents and replace shops and local services 
with others, at the service of visitors. 

Among the political and social causes, wars and revolutions stand out, as well 
as urban modernization and beautification projects, which often respond to domi-
nant ideologies and real estate deals. Wikipedia (2020) has an entry on the Urbicide 
concept, which refers to the destruction of cities by wars to destroy the enemy, 
undermine the material foundations of the lives of its inhabitants, expel people and 
destroy memory and collective identity. In this sense, Jouannais (2017) recognizes 
that the destruction of cities by wars is very old and very recent. The annihilation 
is often concentrated in certain buildings and places, not because they are strategic 
militarily, but because of the symbolic importance associated with the buildings and
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places. Bevan (2006) argues that in wars certain enemy buildings and structures are 
destroyed to terrorize, divide or eradicate their cultural symbols, destroy their identi-
ties and collective memories. It is not a collateral damage, but a systematic destruction 
of architecture to which collective, religious, profane, civic, spiritual meanings and 
values are attributed. Here can be mentioned Beirut, Dresden, Guernica, Hiroshima, 
Mexico Tenochtitlán, Palmira, Rome, Sarajevo and very recently Kiev, Mariupol and 
other Ukrainian cities. Among recent cases, the Balkan war stands out, where the 
urban heritage of Bosnia Herzegovina and Croatia was a specific target of the conflict, 
as mosques, temples, libraries and other iconic buildings perished. Coward (2009) 
argues that in the Balkans war it was explicitly intended to annihilate the sociocul-
tural diversity and ethnic heterogeneity of those cities. Thus, the city, synonymous 
with multiculturalism, respect and tolerance of diversity, was the object of ethnic 
cleansing. 

Regime changes also lead to the partial destruction of the city. During the French 
Revolution monuments and buildings of the aristocracy were demolished, the insur-
gents took revenge with the symbols of the oppression of the overthrown regime that 
constituted an insult to poverty and the morality of the Revolution. In this sense, revo-
lutionary vandalism has political reasons; it is not a barbaric act (Gamboni 2014). 
Stalin’s regime attacked the religious architecture and vestiges of Czarist Russia. 
Mussolini destroyed Roman and medieval vestiges to monumentalize fascist Rome 
with new avenues. In Berlin, after German reunification, buildings of the socialist 
past have been destroyed in the name of the ugliness of the architecture and that the 
buildings were built with asbestos, to rebuild a baroque castle destroyed for ideo-
logical reasons around 1957. In this same sense, in the 2020s, in Canada, the USA, 
Chile, and Colombia, we have witnessed the collapse of commemorative statues of 
historical figures associated with slavery and colonialism, within the framework of 
various social protests. 

Finally, also as social caused, we locate the destruction of (parts of) cities derived 
from the incidence of natural phenomena in conditions of socially constructed vulner-
ability. Floods, hurricanes, tornadoes, cyclones, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions or 
tsunamis are natural phenomena, some of them intensified, in their dimension and 
frequency, by climate change, which is unevenly produced by the capitalist depre-
dation of nature. Natural phenomena act in socially constructed environments, but if 
a city is well-built (with good materials and construction systems, and well-located 
places), it should not be (so) devastated by a natural event. People cannot predict 
natural phenomena, but they can undertake certain measures in order to confront 
risks. In turn, the population can reduce its conditions of vulnerability to diminish 
the effects of these natural phenomena and avoid a social disaster. 

44.2.2 Symbolic Destruction 

The city is a multidimensional concept and reality that has its roots in the Greco-Latin 
world and refers to a space built by generations of people to live well and collectively.
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The city is a physical space for collective use (urbs in Latin), a community of citizens 
with rights and obligations over what is public (civitas in Latin) and a political 
community that governs itself (polis in Greek) (Borja 2011; Carrión 2016; Choay 
2009; Delgadillo 2021). Thus, the city is part of the civilizing process and the conquest 
of freedoms and human rights. 

A city is also a high density of diverse and heterogeneous people (in socioeco-
nomic, cultural, political terms, etc.) with different interests that cohesively live and 
coexist in a limited physical space, thanks to tolerance and respect for the social pact. 
For this reason, the city, our cultural heritage, has been defined as a public space par 
excellence, of common and general interest for the population that lives or visits it 
(Borja 2011; Carrión 2016). 

The city is a historical, social and political product, the site of the reproduction 
of the social relations of production. It is a space that is socially disputed in unequal 
conditions of power by various social, political and economic actors and agents, who 
appropriate that space to use it, inhabit it, exploit it, dominate it and/or control it 
(Lefebvre 2013). For Choay (2009) and Mongin (2006) a city had physical limits 
and responded to the culture of integrating and relating different people. The city 
favored social mixing, confluence and encounter, while the intrinsic social conflict 
was mediated by civility and tolerance. However, in the twenty-first century, “city” 
is no longer built. For decades, the city, a symbol of emancipation and social integra-
tion, has been confronted with a metropolitan dynamic and globalization that divide, 
disperse, fragment, privatize, decentralize, separate and create new and diverse urban 
and territorial hierarchies. Meanwhile, the spread of new communication technolo-
gies has de-territorialized the interaction that people used to have in a physically 
delimited space and time. Thus, belonging to communities is no longer based on 
territorial proximity. COVID-19 intensified work at home, distance education, the 
consumption of communication and information technologies and strengthened the 
capitalism of digital entertainment platforms and home delivery services. In recent 
decades, we have witnessed processes of urban sprawl made up of bedroom commu-
nities and shopping malls in various regions of the world, which blur the notion of 
limits and deny the city as a historical and social way of inhabiting space. Thus, there 
is no longer a “city” but a dispersed planetary urbanization, without form or order, 
unlimited and indefinite on a global continuum (Agulles 2017; Consejo Nocturno 
2018; Lefebvre 2022). 

Carrión (2016) adds violence and urban crime as causes of Urbicide in Latin 
America, since it provokes fear of public space, the self-confinement of social groups 
in closed settlements, the closure of streets and the legitimization of various punitive 
public security policies. During the COVID-19 confinement, crimes on public roads 
and home robberies decreased, but domestic violence increased, particularly against 
women. 

The new real estate businesses contribute to killing the attributes of the city because 
they produce exclusive and exclusionary urban islands and make select neighbor-
hoods more expensive and directly and indirectly displace the resident population, 
through gentrification processes that deepen the historical urban segregation (Carrión
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2016; Delgadillo 2021). This urbanism of isolated fragments fears the city, diver-
sity and socioeconomic mix and is often accompanied by codes of good behavior 
in public spaces, which expel informal vendors and the homeless population (Borja 
2011). In short, this neoliberal urbanism erodes collective and political life, places 
urban management at the service of profit, commodifies the city and its parts and 
conceives of citizens as simple consumers who must reside and consume where they 
can pay. 

The death of the city also occurs due to social prophylaxis, derived from health, 
social or political problems. Indeed, in recent history there have been authoritarian 
regimes that kill the city, in symbolic and material terms, to remove what they 
consider to be social cancer. Rodríguez and Rodríguez (2009) says that, just as 
Machiavelli affirmed that to control a city one has to destroy it, the Chilean military 
dictatorship in Santiago de Chile dedicated itself to killing several neighborhoods 
sympathetic to the ousted president Salvador Allende, dispersing the people to distant 
outskirts, under the discourse of combating the housing deficit. We have a different 
example in the USA, where in the middle of the twentieth century some neigh-
borhoods inhabited by poor people, African Americans and the unemployed were 
destroyed because they were considered to be the cause of antisocial behavior: the 
urban and moral renewal removed the social cancer (Byles 2005). 

44.2.3 Obsolete City 

Choay (2007) warned us that social practices change faster than the lexicon we use, 
so we tend to continue calling certain things for what they are no longer: we say 
“center” and “city” to refer to territories that have lost those functions and qualities. 
Perhaps for this reason, Koolhaas (2021) called one of his latest publications Studies 
on (what once was called at the time) the city. Here he affirms that: in Europe and 
other regions “city” is no longer built, in many cities the urban center has practically 
died and the periphery tends to evaporate; and architectures are no longer built with 
minimum economic expenses to obtain maximum social benefits, but are designed 
as financial packages that last 25–30 years. Not only is it not intended to be built for 
eternity, but also for a short time in an accelerated cycle of construction–destruction– 
reconstruction, which adjusts to the cycles of return of capital. Here, the planned 
obsolescence has replaced the tabula rasa. 

Thus, there are cities (such as Detroit) that end up in ruins, because capital no 
longer needs their existence. The city was the seat of the reproduction of capital, 
through the production of material goods. However, since the band of industrial 
production was fragmented and dispersed in the world, the workers disappeared. 
Now, in many cities a tertiary economy focused on consumption, services and finan-
cial flows predominates. The city of services is the one that serves the capital of 
the twenty-first century and conflicts no longer confront capital with work, but civil 
society with the government (Indovina 2017).



924 V. Delgadillo

However, not only the cities have been reconfigured, but the countryside as well. 
Agricultural production in Europe has been digitized, the countryside has been urban-
ized with second homes, while the picturesque rural towns, many of them listed as 
heritage sites for their historical, artistic and/or landscape attributes, have become 
touristic. Modern farmers work with computers and sensors, while tractors are driven 
by foreign engineers. There are many people who live in the countryside, but do not 
work in agriculture. The countryside has become a theme park, because rural build-
ings are used for tourist accommodation and second homes. German companies 
have acquired entire Tuscan villages (Koolhaas 2021), while Pienza and its natural 
surroundings, once declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site, for the beauty and 
harmony of the city with the landscape, began to be devastated with an urbanization 
that affects the landscape and profits from this World Heritage status (Settis 2013). 

The increasingly gigantic digitization and virtualization of functions, activities 
and economic, social, cultural, entertainment relationships, etc., tend to disconnect 
more and more from built forms and replace face-to-face relationships. In this sense, 
Batty (2018) recognizes that built forms or containers distance themselves more and 
more from the functions (contents) for which they were built, that is, the buildings 
become obsolete for what they were designed for, which does not mean that cannot 
be used and adapted for other uses and activities. Indeed, many economic trans-
actions and social relations happen independent of the geographical location and 
the original function of the buildings, so that people—even before the pandemic— 
remained increasingly physically distant, but electronically connected. Thus, infor-
mation networks are already replacing various traditional functions of cities as sites 
of exchange and innovation. 

44.2.4 War and Disaster as Business 

In an investigation that analyzes Urbicide for reasons of public security, wars and 
reconstructions, Aquilé (2021) says that the city is a palimpsest in which various 
actors over time write, erase and rewrite. The city is often confronted with conflictive, 
adverse and uncertain situations, which we should understand in order to enhance its 
ability to overcome and be resilient. She studies three cases of Urbicide and adheres 
to Coward’s (2009) definition, for whom Urbicide is the deliberate destruction of 
the built environment that enables diverse social relations among a heterogeneous 
population. 

. The almost complete destruction of the Bijlmermeer neighborhood in Amsterdam, 
built in 1962 under the paradigm of the modern movement, was carried out to 
combat social problems of insecurity and drug addiction. 

. The destruction of Sarajevo, besieged for more than four years during the Balkan 
war, was a plan of ethnic cleansing. Here, the city divided between Bosnia and 
Herzegovina was rebuilt according to each political power: the tourist parts were



44 Epilogue. Remake Us from Ruins, Collective Memories and Dreams 925

rebuilt as they were before the war, while foreign capitals imposed out-of-scale 
buildings in select parts of the city. 

. Beirut is a city that suffered a double Urbicide: one during the long war and 
another in the reconstruction of the central district that created a center with 
new skyscrapers and exclusive and exclusionary shopping malls, many of which 
remain empty. Here, a single company adopted all the land as a single property, 
where before there were 30,000 owners and 50,000 residents. 

War and disasters have become an opportunity for lucrative private business, a 
kind of “natural” creative destruction. Meskell (2015) and Rolnik (2017) report how 
on some Indonesian islands, after the tsunami, the affected population was relo-
cated and the beaches were rebuilt as international tourist paradises, while Hurricane 
Catrina was used by authorities to rebuild downtown New Orleans, particularly the 
Bywaters neighborhood, for a higher-income, white population. That is, a gentrifi-
cation that according to Moskowitz (2021) occurs in other forms in most American 
cities, including the famous West Village neighborhood, from where Jane Jacobs 
defended living, inhabited neighborhoods, characterized by the diversity of people, 
residents and transients, activities and land (urban) soil uses. 

44.2.5 Ghost Urbanism 

Recently, speculative urbanization has reached a colossal scale in many cities around 
the world. It is about the production of large buildings, skyscrapers, megaprojects, 
urbanizations and cities that are built and not inhabited. If architecture and urbanism 
have historically served to provide shelter, manifest culture and store wealth, the rise 
of finance capitalism has dramatically accelerated the “store wealth” function on a 
colossal scale. 

Traditionally, land and buildings have been difficult to buy and sell quickly, 
because they are immobile, expensive, require maintenance and are located in sites 
with a complex social and political context. However, the revolution in financial 
instruments has made it possible to make the immobile mobile. Through securitiza-
tion real estate tied to local territories is converted into mobile financial assets that 
are sold on international stock markets. Thus, local real estate markets are connected 
to huge flows of global financial capital (De Mattos 2016; Marcinkoski 2018; Rolnik 
2017; Soules 2021). 

This logic of real estate production has given rise to various phenomena: an enor-
mous number of new buildings and developments that remain unoccupied for a long 
time; the production of new urban ruins in countries and regions where the housing 
bubble burst and many buildings and developments were not completed or were 
completed and were not sold. In Spain Schulz-Dornburg (2012) and Marcinkoski 
(2018) have given an account of the Modern Ruins and the City that Never Was. 
There is already a literature that analyzes this phenomenon in China, Dubai, Ireland, 
Spain, the USA, Panama, Turkey and in several African countries. Marcinkoski
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(2018) reports how the real estate financial crisis in the global north led many capi-
tals to find new destinations and new megaprojects emerged from the metropolitan 
peripheries of African countries. One of the most conspicuous examples is New 
Kilamba City, 30 km from Luanda, Angola. In this project that would house half a 
million inhabitants, only 20,000 apartments have been built and only 20% have been 
sold, because these houses are unattainable for the majority of Angolans who live on 
2 dollars a day and are located far from the city. This shows that these urbanizations 
are not born of social demands or local market needs, but of the profit ambitions 
of international and local investors and of politicians who seek to project economic 
stability to attract more investment through the production of urban structures. 

Soules (2021) qualifies this as zombie and ghost urbanism based on the degree of 
abandonment or under-occupation presented by the new developments. Vacancy can 
be due to three causes that occur alone or in combination: storing wealth, secondary 
housing and speculation. In many cities (London, Toronto, Venice), the scale of 
vacancy has increased colossally because many investors buy houses and buildings 
as investments and because real estate prices continue to rise. 

44.3 Learning from History 

Historically, people dream of better futures, cities and societies and some actors 
represent such aspirations in words, paintings, plans and digital media. Such dreams 
are neither neutral nor depoliticized. The utopian and fictitious expressions of society 
and the city are made by subjects with a social and political position in the world 
in which they live, although this condition is usually hidden under a Universalist 
discourse of a better future. Many Ideal City projects have been created by architects, 
urban planners, painters and writers who produce or work for the elite. Thus, some 
futuristic visions not only ignore the causes of problems and class inequalities, but 
also show the rejection of other social groups. 

An in-depth analysis of utopias and ideal visions of the cities of the future has 
already been carried out by historians and architects such as Eaton (2001), Ramírez 
(1988) and very recently by Beanland (2021) and Dobraszczyk (2019). The purpose 
of this brief review is to recall that, in other crises, derived from industrialization, 
wars, epidemics, overpopulation or climate change, visions of better human and 
urban futures have been created. 

44.3.1 Utopias and Ideal Cities 

Since ancient times, humanity has recorded its aspirations for better, ideal and utopian 
cities and societies. In The Republic, Plato described his idea of a democratic city, 
which, unlike Athens with its elevated Acropolis, would be a horizontal city in the 
shape of a circle and the agora, with market and temples, would occupy the center of
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the circle accessible to all citizens (Bobbio et al. 1991). At that time, neither slaves 
nor women were citizens and in his ideal city there were always be people who 
lived closer to the center than those on the periphery. Campanella (2017) proposed in 
1602 an ideal republic founded on love and harmony, in a city that replicates the solar 
system with seven wall and a center with a circular temple, where private property 
does not exist. 

For Eaton (2001) and Heffes (2013) the  Ideal is reactionary and reformist because 
it refers to the perfection of the functioning of the existing. While Utopia, a neologism 
introduced by Thomas More, designates a non-place, a place that does not exist, but 
works better than the world in which one lives. Thus, the Ideal City accepts the status 
quo, while the utopias constitute radical and alternative proposals to build a better 
world different from the existing and chaotic inhabited order. 

Some utopias and ideal city projects seek the lost unity with nature, the cosmos 
or God; they seek to overcome human misery and poverty; abolish inequality; and 
so on. In this sense, human efforts to imagine a better world are not only built on 
dreams, but are also populated by nightmares. Thus, for example, at a time when 
the recently invented perspective was spreading, the Italian Quattrocento paintings 
by Fran Carnevale and Pier della Francesca, called Ideal City, represent a city with 
orthogonal streets and squares… without people, as if they were portraying cities 
during the twenty-first century pandemic. 

Most of the utopias and proposals for ideal cities of the nineteenth century arose 
to confront the problems of the industrial city: traffic congestion, overcrowding and 
substandard housing for workers, pollution, noise, etc. It is no coincidence that many 
Ideal City projects consist on creating new towns in the countryside on the outskirts 
of cities. Some factory owners carried out philanthropic, moralistic or humanitarian 
actions, such as the Familistères and Falanstérios developed or projected by Charles 
Fourier, Victor Considerant and André Godins in France and Robert Owen’s projects 
in Scotland and England. Some of them not only want better cities, but real social, 
economic and even land ownership changes. Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Cities move-
ment is anchored in these proposals to join the best of the countryside with the best 
of the city, creating small satellite neighborhoods with airy houses and agricultural 
cultivation areas, linked to the cities through railways and highways. 

In the nineteenth century, some literary utopias also emerged, such as Etienne 
Cabet’s Travels in Icaria (1840). John Minter Morgan’s The Christian common-
wealth (1845) inspired the founding of a town in the USA. A doctor, Benjamin Ward 
Richardson, wrote Hygeia, a City of Health (1876), where a city of one hundred thou-
sand people who live and work in healthy and dignified conditions appears, thanks 
to advances in industry and science. 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, visions of ideal cities emerged based 
on advances in industrialized production and new materials and construction systems, 
whose validity lasted well into the 1960s. We are referring to the architects and urban 
planners of the Bauhaus and of the International Congresses of Modern Architecture 
(CIAM) that conceived the city and housing as machines to inhabit and consequently 
designed cities to function with such perfection. These visions of urban planning 
based on the separation of functions, high-rise buildings integrated into superblocks
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with large green areas and the replacement of the old city, though a tabula rasa, 
became the paradigm that guided the reconstruction of European cities devastated by 
World War II and guided the modernization of several Latin American and US cities 
in the 1960s and 1970s. These visions of the Ideal City never could be realized on the 
planned scale in Latin America, with the great exception of Brasilia, the Brazilian 
capital, which by its scale and completion time constitute a world milestone. 

In a very different sense, Frank Lloyd Wright proposed Broad Acre City: a form  
of de-urbanism, where very low-density human settlements were evenly distributed 
across the USA in orthogonal parcels. This position is similar to the Russian de-
urbanists and the Nazi anti-urbanists: the first conceived the city as capitalist product 
and the second tried to disperse the cities in the territory, to make it more difficult for 
them to be destroyed by air attacks. Interestingly, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
there were some people who pointed out how opportune it would be to disperse the 
population of the cities in the countryside to prevent the spread of the virus. 

44.3.2 Latin American Ideal Urban Visions 

The foundation of cities, villages and reductions1 in Latin America in the sixteenth 
century was part of the strategy of the Spanish military and cultural conquest. The 
city, both as an expression of civilization and as a form of military control, is a 
legacy of the Roman Empire, which the Spanish repeat in America. Heffes (2013) 
reports on the production of utopias in Latin America since colonial times, most of 
them are urban. In the sixteenth century, Bartolomé de las Casas proposed creating 
communities of free Indians and Vasco de Quiroga, who had read Thomas More and 
it seems, translated Utopia into Spanish, built the Hospital Cities in Mexico City 
and Michoacán with six thousand families, six-hour workdays and the limitation of 
the use of money only toward foreign trade relations. We can also mention the Jesuit 
missions in South America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, based on 
community work. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, Faustino Sarmiento proposed Argirópolis, where 
new cities as a vehicle for civilization would put an end to uncultivated fields. By 
the end of the nineteenth century and in the first decades of the 20th, concerns were 
already about urban hygiene: Emilio Coni, in 1919, proposed The Ideal Argentine 
City as a healthy and perfect space. Heffes (2013) also reviews alternative futuristic 
visions, always urban, produced by anarchists, avant-gardes, cooperatives and various 
community projects, some promoted by liberation theologians, carried out outside 
the state and the market. Ainsa (2013) also reviews anti-utopian and catastrophic 
visions produced from the discredit of progress and development based on blind 
faith in science and technology. If in Europe, Nietzsche and Spengler expressed 
negative and decadent visions of the future, in Latin America academics and writers

1 Reduction: Colonial policy, which concentrates dispersed population in a place in order to 
evangelize and control them. 
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denounced pessimistic scenarios: cities ceased to be places that integrate and where 
people progress, improve and ascend socioeconomically, to become monstrous sites, 
condemned to ruin and precariousness. Here, novels parade that present the ruination 
of emblematic buildings and entire neighborhoods, with suicides who survive in 
decadent and precarious neighborhoods that “cannot be called a city”. Some nostalgic 
visions for the lost past also appear. 

44.3.3 Science Fiction and Futuristic Cities 

In Illusory Constructions, Ramírez recognizes that, as the urbanization process 
progressed in the twentieth century, “overpopulation” was considered one of the 
great problems that would lead to the end of the world. It was believed that there 
would be so many billions of humans that they would not fit on the earth and that 
even air would be lacking: “suffocation will occur until the year 2560” (Ramírez 
1988, p. 218). These concerns gave rise to the creation of futuristic visions that 
sought to create space to house the unstoppable new inhabitants. Thus, architects 
and urban planners from different geographical basins produced an endless number 
of ideal cities and megastructures that range from underground, marine and under-
water cities to artifacts suspended in the air, spaceships and even the colonization of 
the moon and other planets. 

From a broader and updated vision, Dobraszczyk (2019) reviews the visions of the 
cities of the future and imagined cities, through literature, art, architecture, cinema 
and video games. To the concerns of overpopulation are added more contemporary 
fears: the urbanization of Asia and Africa, climate change, the increase in poverty 
and inequalities. Dobraszczyk recognizes that no matter how so fantastic they may 
seem, the images of the future of the city are always based on the present, and that the 
digital age we live in has intertwined the real and the imagined more closely, since 
cities always are sites physically and mentally rooted. Here, fictional and real images 
of flooded cities appear that repeat apocalyptic visions in the face of climate change, 
such as the universal flood: cities submerged by hydroelectric dams or drowned by 
hurricanes, while the ideal city projects practically consist of contemporary versions 
of an exclusive and excluding Noah’s Ark; and in city projects, such as those carried 
out by the Seastanding Institute, to attract investors and save rich people. In his book, 
projects that colonize the subsoil and the air continue to be reproduced as in the 2013 
BioShock Infinite video game with skyscrapers, suspended buildings with atomic 
energy, balloon dwellings and flexible inflatable structures. 

44.3.4 Over Ruins and Devastations 

There is a long tradition of imagined scenarios of catastrophes that expel the inhabi-
tants of cities and paradises and leave cities in ruins. The Christian and Greco-Roman
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traditions are rich in it: Atlantis, Troy, Sodom, Gomorrah, etc. (Preti and Settis 2015). 
However, beyond the myths, the history of many cities is marked by traumatic events 
and destruction, and the ruins are testimonies of it. 

The ruins have different destinations: sometimes they are recognized, relegated, 
valued, destroyed or replaced, but they never stop marking the material and immate-
rial culture, they never stop awakening dreams and fantasies. Ruins evoke different 
things and events and are valued differently at different times. Sometimes they are 
understood as signs of decline and death, other times they are signs of hope or of the 
great past. These changing attitudes are related to the origin of the production of the 
ruins: destruction by enemies, economic decline, abandonment, disaster. Thus, the 
modern ruins and abandoned buildings of Detroit are the product of deindustrializa-
tion, the abandonment of Pripyat is the product of the nuclear power plant accident 
of Chernobyl, and Pompeii was the product of a volcanic eruption. However, ruins 
are increasingly converted into touristic sites. 

For Settis (2022) human beings are attracted to ruins by a feeling linked to the 
fragility of human nature. Ruins evoke absences and presences. They are intersec-
tions between the visible and the invisible, between the death of antiquity and the 
announcement of rebirth. In addition, he recognizes that heritage-ization leads to 
killing living and inhabited neighborhoods and cities and turning them into sterile 
tourist sites: Venice is practically a dead island. This position is very similar with 
respect to the production of other forms of modern ruins and uninhabited urbaniza-
tions. For O’Callaghan and Di Feliciantonio (2021), ruin is the most visible form of 
vacancy, an intrinsic function of the capitalist city that reproduces capital, speculates 
with the moment of the best investment and is a central component of devaluation 
processes prior to reinvestment and gentrification. Here, the modern ruins and unin-
habited spaces are not inert, and they are active and disputed, especially since the real 
estate financial crisis of 2008 with its aftermath of evictions due to non-payment of 
debts and mortgages, dispossession, rent increases, etc. Since then, ruins and empty 
new buildings have become visible and politicized and have been the object of imagi-
native futures such as squatting that give a social use to abandoned private properties. 
Thus, urban vacancy plays an increasingly important role in public policies and in 
the city of the future, since empty spaces have grown on a colossal scale in several 
cities. 

44.3.5 Reconstructions of Cities 

The history of humanity is full of city reconstructions carried out after disasters 
caused by social or natural causes. Although it is not always possible, the idea 
of reconstructing “how it was and where it was” is legitimate and natural reac-
tions that tend to remove the trauma of the discontinuity produced by the catas-
trophe. Rebuilding “as it was” is complex for many reasons: building safety, phys-
ical stability, disuse of construction systems and materials, etc. “Rebuilding where it 
was” is not always possible due to political power or physical and economic issues.
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In urban reconstructions, there are always debates and disputes: the new versus the 
old, conservation of the pre-existing morphology versus its replacement. 

Destructions and reconstructions historically occur in countries like Chile, Italy, 
Guatemala, Japan or Mexico, where frequent earthquakes and other calamities 
happen. However, there is but a very scarce literature that analyzes the post-disaster 
reconstruction experiences of cities from a historical and comparative perspective. 

The German literature that delves into the history of reconstruction and the recon-
struction of history stands out (Nerdinger 2010), to justify the reconstructions of 
“historic” buildings and urban centers that have recently been carried out there. Over 
centuries, many original buildings have been reconstructed, and there was not much 
debate about whether those reconstructions were forgeries. However, this is not the 
case with controversial reconstructions such as the “new medieval city” of Frank-
furt, inaugurated in 2018. Several German colleagues describe this reconstruction as 
the Disneyification of History: in eight thousand square meters and under a single 
building license, they rebuilt 35 buildings that pretend to appear as isolated ones. A 
single company manages this megaproject with shops, restaurants and a museum, as 
if it were a shopping center. Against the detractors, Langer (2019) quotes German 
representatives from various political parties who see such reconstruction as “a form 
of sentimental urbanism” and “nostalgia for history”. 

There is a vast literature on the reconstruction of cities in the two German coun-
tries, but there is almost no comparative literature between countries. One of the 
exceptions is the book by Ferlenga and Bassoli (2018), which deals with post-World 
War II reconstruction and recent years in Germany, France and England, particularly 
in Italy. This book accounts for diverse reconstructions: in some cases dominated 
by the tabula rasa and CIAM-type zoning; in other cases, the urban layout and 
morphology were respected, with the reconstruction of shapes and volumes, but not 
of ornaments; and in many others only a few of the great religious buildings were 
faithfully rebuilt as they once were. 

Italy, due to its history and geography, has historically had to confront the destruc-
tion of its rich cultural heritage, unfortunately without continuity. In different times, 
including the fascist stage, its cities have restored and overcome what fire, water or 
earth destroyed. In some reconstructions, the center of attention has been the affected 
population, followed by the building heritage. However, in other cases, economic and 
political interests have prevailed, and the population has been displaced to remote 
territories. Giglia (2000) studied the population affected by an earthquake that was 
displaced from the historic center of Pozzuoli to a homogeneous, harsh and sullen 
periphery, designed according to abstract rules that do not respond to the needs of the 
people. Here, some colleagues speak of a criminal management of the territory and 
the reconstruction of open-air museums, to attract tourism. In this sense, Settis (2013) 
denounces that the historic center of L’Aquila was abandoned after the earthquake, 
while in Emilia Romagna bell towers were dynamited rather than repaired. 

A recent book by Arefian et al. (2021), in 37 chapters, addresses the physical 
reconstruction of historic centers and neighborhoods in the world, particularly in the 
Middle East and Asia. There, various armed conflicts and natural phenomena have 
led to disasters that have affected the population and their built heritage. The shared
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position is that urban heritage is not reduced to the physical, but encompasses the 
social relationships that signify and value it as such, socially constructed knowledge 
and ways to prevent risks and confront disasters. Here, the slogan “the future will be 
better” is proposed to confront destruction and reconstruction, but involving citizens 
on different scales: housing, public space and infrastructure, including self-help. This 
book recognizes that reconstruction is political and politicized, and multiple actors 
(economic, political and social) participate in reconstruction processes in unequal 
conditions of power on a local and international scale. In the case of World Heritage 
institutions with a clear international agenda (donors, UNESCO, ICOMOS, devel-
opment banks) participate, as do investors and governments with their own interests. 
Thus, the reconstruction of urban heritage navigates between the state and the market, 
tourism, profitability, privatization and, in a very limited way, citizen participation. 

Latin America is a subcontinent that, since its origin, has historically been a prey 
to disasters and where the construction and reconstruction of housing, neighborhoods 
and cities have been a constant. McGuirk (2015) records a large number of heroic 
and exemplary experiences of social production of housing and the city, in a region 
where historically the poor are relegated to the urban peripheries. He reviews housing 
and urban milestones, such as the contributions of the anarchist architect John FC 
Turner and the PREVI project, of progressive housing, developed by the Peruvian 
president and architect Fernando Belaúnde in the 1960s, with the participation of the 
most famous architects in the world of that time. McGuirk (2015) and Díaz and Ortiz 
(2017) highlight various housing and urban experiences conquered in the context of 
the neoliberal urbanism, some of which have been exported to European countries 
such as the improvement of neighborhoods and housing, participatory budgets, the 
Metrobús, the cable cars and electric stairs as collective transportation systems, and 
very diverse self-management and cooperative experiences from Buenos Aires to 
Tijuana. Here are specific experiences of confronting disasters, where resilience is 
built from below. 

44.4 Colophon 

44.4.1 Between Urban Justice and the Right to the City 

In many cities of the world, social movements of resistance and opposition to the 
plundering of cities and people, the economic crisis, socioeconomic inequalities have 
multiplied, with different timing, intensity and geographical location (central areas 
and urban peripheries). In some cities and countries, social forces have coalesced 
with political forces and have won municipal and national elections, such as the “gov-
ernments of change” in Spain, “Socialism of the 21st century” (South America) (with 
alternation of openly neoliberal governments in some periods) and the recent self-
styled “non-neoliberal governments” (Mexico, Argentina, Peru, Honduras). These 
are municipal, intermediate and national governments in a hegemonic neoliberal
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world, in which local and global economies are interconnected, and economic and 
often political decisions transcend borders and sovereignty. 

They are experiences with diverse and contradictory results. Both (the so-called 
turn to the left in South America, Carrión 2015, and the current “non-neoliberal” 
national governments) are characterized—beyond the duration in government with 
continuities and ruptures—by ambivalent social and economic policies, which meet 
some social needs of the majority with various direct supports and subsidies. 
However, they simultaneously facilitate and promote lucrative transnational private 
businesses, including the financialized reproduction of urban space and housing. For 
example, there are the millions of new social housing units built in distant peripheries 
of Mexico, Brazil, and Ecuador that, in the name of combating the housing deficit, 
allowed lucrative real estate deals to a few and deported the “benefited” population 
to distant urban peripheries. 

The underlying question is, in a hegemonic neoliberal world with interconnected 
economies and where fundamental decisions transcend borders and sovereignty, how 
far can progressive governments advance in social policies? What public policies can 
be deployed to achieve social justice that goes beyond the simple recognition of the 
various social rights embodied in legislation? Is it possible to achieve social justice 
in its multiple dimensions (spatial, economic, etc.) in the capitalist system? 

In this context, the debates on the Just City and the Right to the City emerge. One 
current maintains that urban justice is possible in the capitalist world, when people 
conquer rights in laws, because they become enforceable rights and social movements 
can pressure to improve their housing and neighborhoods. Another current maintains 
that spatial justice is incompatible with capitalism and that the only possibility is to 
build another city and another possible world. 

44.4.2 Another End of the City is Possible 

Faced with those who warn about the end of the city, there are alternative visions 
that hold “another end of the city is possible.” In fact, in recent months it has been 
repeated that “Destiny has already reached us”, paraphrasing the Spanish title “When 
destiny reaches us” of Richard Fleischer’s 1973 futuristic film Soylent Green. 

The future cannot be predicted, but it can be built and is disputed daily between 
economic, political and social actors, in unequal power conditions. That is, between 
the market, the state and civil society, but taking into account the enormous diversity 
of economic actors (large and small capitalists), politicians (civil servants, repre-
sentatives, executive and legislative power; neoliberals, social democrats) and social 
actors (tenants and owners, workers and unemployed, etc.). 

Imagining possible futures refers to the imagination, which is an important human 
faculty, although it is often associated with fantasy, opposed to scientific rationalism 
and separated from reality. However, imagination is not an escape from reality, but a 
transformative and political human faculty. As we have seen in this text, there is no 
imagination without a past, even the most futuristic and innovative buildings include
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references to the past and the present. Cities are made of dreams and nightmares, 
let us confront the nightmares and aspire to the dreams of vibrant, inclusive and 
optimistic cities. 

44.4.3 Reinvent Urbanism 

Modern urban planning and urbanism were born in the nineteenth century to confront 
urban problems derived from the impacts of the industrial revolution: health, hygiene 
and urban disorder. Thus, urban congestion and malaria were confronted through the 
elaboration of urban expansion and ordering (zoning) plans, and the introduction 
of sewers and drinking water systems, which made the cities healthier. However, 
normative urban planning has been overtaken by the market for decades. Thus, in the 
twenty-first century, post-COVID-19, urbanism and town planning should overcome 
the social and moral reformism with which they were born and serve the needs of 
the majority of people. 

44.4.4 Public Policies for the People, not for the Market 

In recent decades, many people have demanded urban policies that put people at 
the center of attention and not private profit. In the years of the pandemic, voices 
have multiplied that demand a moratorium on urban megaprojects that are carried 
out based on global capitalist interests; and a stop to the increase in urban rents and 
evictions. During the pandemic, some governments adopted unprecedented measures 
and public policies, which is why several researchers and social actors point out that 
these extraordinary measures taken in an emergency situation should be extended as 
ordinary measures after COVID-19 (O’Callaghan and Di Feliciantonio 2021; Ávila 
and Shrecko 2021). 

In this sense, one of the greatest demands is the promotion of affordable housing 
alternatives for citizens and an increase in measures to defend housing and housing 
land use for the benefit of the people, limiting digital platforms and second homes that 
make housing more expensive. In some cities, in pre-pandemic times, this has already 
been done: Paris introduced a 20% tax on second homes and in 2017 increased it to 
60%; Vancouver enacted a vacant housing tax in 2019; while Washington DC and 
Oakland have their own version of taxes on vacant real estate (Brossat 2019). 

In Latin America there is a demand to stop thinking about the Parisian “city of 
fifteen minutes” (a luxury that only tourists and the middle classes pay for) and to 
rethink the future of our cities from their neighborhoods: autonomous, self-sufficient 
and sustainable. In this book, the women of Antofagasta express the dream of “our 
ideal city”, which has little to do with the Airbnbized and Uberized centers of Paris 
and Barcelona.
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Likewise, in the face of the Smart City, many actors demand to recover the urban 
intelligence accumulated over centuries and to democratize access to broadband and 
the collective control of socially produced data. 

44.4.5 Radical Positions 

Due to the measures exposed, in the face of temporary housing digital platforms, it is 
not so utopian to demand the regulation of large capitals (that they remain where they 
do their business and pay their taxes), put an end to tax paradises and regulate and 
collect taxes from the digital platforms, which could not be transferable to consumers. 
These regulations cannot be only local or national, because this type of virus (global 
financial capital) is pandemic by definition, that is, it is global and international, and 
the solutions can never be only local. 

Perhaps one of the most radical positions in 2022 is no longer to build (almost) 
anything new in the cities, but to occupy what already exists: the unoccupied 
skyscrapers, the empty houses in the central areas of the cities left by speculation 
and capitalist crises. In this sense, local governments should provide themselves with 
legal instruments that allow the social function of dilapidated, abandoned and under-
utilized properties. In addition, there are interesting antecedents, because after the 
real estate financial crisis in Spanish cities, empty buildings were squatted. While in 
Sao Paulo, vacant buildings are squatted to oppose the commercial logic of owners 
and investors who produce buildings that are not used. Thus, vacancy is at the center 
of equity and justice issues in post-pandemic cities. 

44.4.6 The Future Dispute 

The future is disputed on a local and global scale on various fronts and trenches. One 
of them is the production of knowledge. Here the proposal of Glaeser and Cutler 
(2021) cannot be overlooked. They recognize that the US health system is one of 
the worst in the world to prevent deaths. However, they demand more of the same. 
A better health system requires that people pay more. Housing will become cheaper 
if governments enlarge the buildable urban surface. This is a neoliberal myth that is 
constantly refuted by the real estate bubbles of Spain, the USA and Mexico. Finally, 
faced with the limitations of the World Health Organization versus COVID-19, they 
demand a NATO-type organization that controls the spread of future pandemics 
and ostracizes those countries that maintain unhealthy practices. What will those 
practices be and who decides what they are? 

Faced with this neoliberal posture, this Urbicide book in fifty chapters provides 
scientific knowledge from cities on two continents that breaks these myths and shows 
the perverse effects of the neoliberal commodification of the city (including the 
privatization of health). The book offers the reader a broad understanding of the



936 V. Delgadillo

multidimensional processes that lead to the symbolic and material death of the city 
and allows us be better prepared for the defense of the public city, our most precious 
cultural heritage. 
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