
CONTESTED CITIES
AND URBAN ACTIVISM

Edited by
NGAI MING YIP
MIGUEL ANGEL MARTÍNEZ LÓPEZ
XIAOYI SUN



Series Editors
Ray Forrest  

Lingnan University  
Hong Kong

Richard Ronald  
University of Amsterdam  

Amsterdam, Noord-Holland, The Netherlands

The Contemporary City



In recent decades cities have been variously impacted by neoliberalism, 
economic crises, climate change, industrialization and post-industrializa-
tion and widening inequalities. So what is it like to live in these contem-
porary cities? What are the key drivers shaping cities and neighborhoods? 
To what extent are people being bound together or driven apart? How 
do these factors vary cross-culturally and cross nationally? This book 
series aims to explore the various aspects of the contemporary urban 
experience from a firmly interdisciplinary and international perspective. 
With editors based in Amsterdam and Hong Kong, the series is drawn 
on an axis between old and new cities in the West and East.

More information about this series at  
http://www.palgrave.com/gp/series/14446



Ngai Ming Yip · Miguel Angel Martínez 
López · Xiaoyi Sun 

Editors

Contested Cities  
and Urban Activism



Editors
Ngai Ming Yip
City University of Hong Kong
Kowloon, Hong Kong

Miguel Angel Martínez López
Uppsala University
Uppsala, Sweden

Xiaoyi Sun
Fudan University
Shanghai, China

The Contemporary City
ISBN 978-981-13-1729-3  ISBN 978-981-13-1730-9 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-1730-9

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018951583

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2019
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the 
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights 
of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction 
on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and 
retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology 
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are 
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and 
information in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. 
Neither the publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, 
with respect to the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have 
been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

Cover credit: James Nesterwitz/Alamy Stock Photo

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature 
Singapore Pte Ltd. 
The registered company address is: 152 Beach Road, #21-01/04 Gateway East, Singapore 
189721, Singapore

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-13-1730-9


v

Acknowledgements

This book project started in a symposium held in March 2016 in City 
University of Hong Kong. The editors thank the participants in the 
symposium for their very active participation as well as the valuable and 
critical discussion on the papers that were presented there. The sym-
posium was financially supported by the AXA Research Fund as well as 
the Urban Research Group of the Department of Public Policy, City 
University of Hong Kong. The Urban Research Group also provides 
the funding for the indexing work of this book. Xiaoyi Sun would like 
to express her gratitude to the AXA Research Fund which offered gen-
erous support for her postdoctoral fellowship at the City University of 
Hong Kong on her research project on “The Environmental Risk and 
Collective Action in Urban China”. Miguel Martinez would like to 
acknowledge the support of the Research Grant Council of Hong Kong 
(project #11612016-CityU) which enabled him to co-edit this book as 
well as write Chapter 2. The editorial support of Sampson Law in the 
final editing of this book is also acknowledged.



vii

contents

Part I Introduction

1 Introductory Remarks and Overview  3
Ngai Ming Yip, Miguel Angel Martínez López and Xiaoyi Sun

2 Framing Urban Movements, Contesting Global 
Capitalism and Liberal Democracy  25
Miguel Angel Martínez López

Part II Changing Forms of Urban Activism

3 Housing Activism Against the Production  
of Ignorance: Some Lessons from the UK  49
Tom Slater

4 Urban Food Activism in Athens: Recovering More 
Autonomous Forms of Social Reproduction  73
Inés Morales-Bernardos

5 From Obedience to Resistance: Understanding Equal 
Rights to Education Movement as a Cultural Process  99
Anqi Liu



viii   CoNTENTS

Part III Urban Activism—Activists and Their Networks

6 Has Urban Cycling Improved in Hong Kong? A 
Sociopolitical Analysis of Cycling Advocacy Activists’ 
Contributions and Dilemmas  123
Hongze Tan and Miguel Angel Martínez López

7 Urban Activism in Yogyakarta, Indonesia: Deprived  
and Discontented Citizens Demanding a More Just City  147
Sonia Roitman

8 From the Squatters’ Movement to Housing Activism  
in Spain: Identities, Tactics and Political Orientation  175
Robert González

9 Squatted Social Centres Activists and ‘Locally  
Unwanted Land Use’ Movements in Italy:  
A Comparative Analysis Between Two Case Studies  199
Gianni Piazza and Federica Frazzetta

Part IV  Urban Activism—Citizenship and Right  
to the City

10 ‘We Are Quality Citizens of Bangkok Too’: Urban 
Activism in Bangkok During the 2011 Floods  229
Danny Marks

11 The Evolution of Housing Rights Activism in South 
Korea  253
Seon Young Lee

12 The Squatters’ and Tenants’ Movement  
in Buenos Aires. A Vindication of Centrality  
and the Self-Managed Production of Space  275
Ibán Díaz-Parra

Index  297



25

CHAPTER 2

Framing Urban Movements, Contesting 
Global Capitalism and Liberal Democracy

Miguel Angel Martínez López

introduction

In this chapter, I define the notion of ‘urban movements’ according to 
a theoretical framework in which the contestations of global capitalism 
and liberal democracy are central concerns. These concerns help to dis-
tinguish types and cases of urban movements. I focus here on the actual 
and potential contributions made by different forms of collective action 
to improve our cities. However, all movements’ contradictions and lim-
itations and less progressive or even conservative forms of urban activ-
ism deserve to be carefully investigated as well. Rather than a detailed 
examination of the academic literature (Andretta et al. 2015; Mayer and 
Boudreau 2012; Martí and Bonet 2008; Nicholls et al. 2013; Pickvance 
1995; Pruijt 2007), I offer a general approach to the topic based on my 
past research and a few contemporary examples.

In my view, democratic societies ought to deal in a sensible and 
sensitive manner with all the voices and bodies of their members as 
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inhabitants (some not legally recognised as citizens), especially those 
who are ignored and marginalised from the crucial decision-making pro-
cesses. However, the prevailing economic and political elites have set 
up many mechanisms to prevent a meaningful attention to those at the 
bottom of power structures based on class, gender, ethnicity, age, abil-
ities, knowledge and other social conditions. Liberal and representative 
democracies are far from meeting the needs, rights and aspirations of the 
worst off. Capitalism is also an endless source of authoritarian rule, from 
the workplace to the stock markets. In addition, an increasing concen-
tration of wealth on a global scale erodes any horizon of more equal and 
sustainable societies.

There are multiple social movements in general and urban movements 
in particular that question this state of affairs all over the world, not only 
in formally liberal democracies, and not only related to the urban fabric. 
When formed by social groups who are powerless within the established 
institutions, these movements activate their own capacities, knowledge 
and social alliances, mostly apart from state institutions and by confront-
ing them. As a consequence, to raise the political leverage of inhabitants 
usually means increasing conflicts as well (Martínez 2011). A compre-
hensive research agenda should also assess the outcomes of urban strug-
gles in terms of the specific changes, if any, achieved by movements or 
due to other circumstances. This entails a critical inquiry about the con-
tradictory processes in which urban movements are centrally involved, 
and an examination of their development over time according to the sig-
nificant contexts that constrain them.

In the next section, I briefly define the meaning of urban movements. 
Secondly, I distinguish them in four categories. Both the definition and 
the classification will be illustrated with some references to cases from 
Southern Europe and Latin America. Finally, I will elicit some implica-
tions of this approach in order to understand the role played by social 
movements in urban politics.

Activism, movements, contexts

Urban movements may be defined as sustained collective actions of 
claim-making in the production, governance and change of cities, 
according to specific societal contexts (i.e. the social articulation of polit-
ical, economic and cultural structures). Citizens usually come together as 
a response to specific grievances. They self-organise and perform various 



2 FRAMING URBAN MoVEMENTS, CoNTESTING GLoBAL CAPITALISM …  27

types of protest in order to achieve their goals. Sometimes movement 
participants may use institutional channels to express their concerns, 
but authorities and other opponents do not always react in a satisfactory 
manner. Therefore, many activists resort to direct actions. Most urban 
movements choose to go non-institutional from the very beginning by 
assuming that this is the most available and effective way to challenge the 
dominant status quo of cities in terms of cultural values, power structures 
and economic inequalities.

Urban gardeners and protesters against urban renewal and social dis-
placement, for instance, may be among current urban movements with a 
progressive agenda, although their political motivations and unintended 
effects must be assessed on a case by case basis. on the more conserv-
ative side, there are groups of residents from middle and upper classes 
who intend to exclude migrants and certain public facilities from their 
privileged neighbourhoods because, according to their rationale, they 
can increase criminality and jeopardise property values. These exclusion-
ary campaigns can take place in some community gardens and under-
privileged urban areas as well. There are many more disparate examples 
of urban movements: advocates of urban cycling, rent strikes, organised 
slum dwellers, reclaim the streets mobilisations, environmental justice 
against polluting infrastructures, neighbourhood crime watch patrols, 
etc. They all contribute to shaping the urban landscape for good or for 
bad, depending on their intentions and actual influence.

In liberal democracies, and sometimes also in more authoritarian 
regimes, citizens are expected to channel their demands through voting, 
formal interest groups, political parties and the municipal bureaucratic 
administration. However, these means might not be efficient and may 
engender distrust among the citizenry should they systematically end 
up in reproducing prevailing elitist structures. Therefore, urban activism 
makes claims that are not fully satisfied by the local authorities. When 
these claims escalate to coordination between different social groups, 
organisations, supporters, sympathisers and even allies within state insti-
tutions, urban movements can emerge, persist and tackle the power 
structures of cities. This means that movements are made of activists and 
urban activism, but not all forms of activism turn into a movement.

To illustrate this first distinction, I suggest looking at the rising cry 
about the improvement of conditions for the circulation of bicycles in 
cities. A call to install just one bicycle rack in one building amounts to a 
very low form of contentious activism. This kind of ‘urban claim’ often 
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addresses no more than individual representatives at the town hall or the 
managers of the building. If the claims are about the extension of cycling 
facilities all over the city and advocacy organisations take the lead, their 
activism may involve a broader span of time, space and political challenge 
to the local authorities. The breadth and numbers of the claims turn 
them into activist campaigns. These activists may engage in hearings, 
forums, objections to master plans and participatory processes within the 
institutional realm. The more they surpass a moderate repertoire of pro-
test, the more they mobilise supporters through media, demonstrations, 
direct actions and road blockades on a regular basis, and the more they 
are prone to shape a singular ‘urban movement’. An illustration of the 
latter is the Critical Mass. This mobilisation of urban cyclists started in 
San Francisco in 1992 and became a popular form of protest in hundreds 
of cities worldwide (Carlsson 2001; Shephard and Smithsimon 2011,  
pp. 44–49). Critical Mass is labelled by its promoters as a celebration or 
a playful display of creative dissent. It usually takes place once a month 
in many cities, sometimes simultaneously. Hence, urban movements can 
also be diffused transnationally. As such, they are not entirely attached 
to a given city or local space. Critical Mass also represents an opposition 
to the dominant motorisation of cities and claims more bicycle-friendly 
urban environments. Their regular demonstrations, articulated with 
other formal advocacy groups, certainly contributed to the relative 
revival of urban cycling in transport policies over the last decades.

In contrast to open claims, activist campaigns and urban movements, 
it may happen that collective actions of protest are performed through 
silent, clandestine, informal and hidden ways either when the political 
conditions are considered oppressive by activists or when they just want 
to avoid too much public exposure. This type of urban infra-politics 
(Scott 1990) rejects clear identities and prefers loose networks of self- 
organisation. For example, painting signs on the roads to favour cycling 
and tactical daily manoeuvres to obstruct motorised traffic may be part 
of this diffuse repertoire. Finally, closely related to activism although 
not identical, ‘urban riots’ may occur (Mayer et al. 2016). For example, 
when clashes between cyclists, the police and motorists erupt, based on 
the frustration that many cyclists (and pedestrians) experience as subal-
tern vehicles. The violent development of urban conflicts is often related 
to underlying injustices and suppressed forms of protest, but they are not 
necessarily a frequent manifestation of social movements.
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According to the above categories, a possible classification of urban 
collective actions would hinge upon three main criteria: (1) the duration 
of coordinated activism; (2) the intensity of contentious processes; and 
(3) the degree of involvement in state institutions. These criteria help 
distinguish urban movements from other types of collective action in 
urban politics, especially those more embedded in the institutional realm 
such as competing political parties, but also from those lasting a shorter 
time and less coordinated in dense social networks—particular activist 
claims and campaigns, clandestine activism and riots. However, as the 
dotted lines suggest, there are also many empirical intersections and rec-
iprocities between all the categories. In fact, specific claims and onetime 
protests may trigger the engagement of activists who, in turn, may nur-
ture broader mobilisations, campaigns and political identities (Tilly and 
Tarrow 2007) (Table 2.1).

Housing and squatters’ movements provide a striking manifestation of 
this approach while also expressing the deep societal conflicts and contesta-
tions involved in their significant context. With the Global Financial Crisis in 
2008, unemployment and homelessness skyrocketed, especially in Southern 
Europe. Poor migrants and refugees were the most vulnerable groups hit 
by the nightmare created by financial speculation all over the world and the 
dismantling of welfare services since the decade of the 1980s. Activists from 
different nationalities and political backgrounds reacted to this dramatic sit-
uation. For example, I observed many minors who participated in a demon-
stration for the right to housing which I attended in Rome, in 2016. It 
tells a dramatic story of poverty and violation of basic human rights at the 
heart of a wealthy country. These children and their parents are among the 
thousands of people who are homeless in Rome—official figures only men-
tion 3300 by 2015, but there are many more who struggle to get a place 

Table 2.1 Forms of collective action in urban politics

Source Author

Duration-coordination Contention Institutions

Urban movements ▲▲▲ ▲▲▲ ▲
Urban riots ▲ ▲▲▲ ▲
Urban clandestine activism ▲▲ ▲ ▲
Urban activism ▲▲ ▲▲ ▲▲
Political parties ▲▲▲ ▲▲▲ ▲▲▲
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in temporary shelters and dream of a decent, affordable and permanent 
home. In Rome, three main organisations united and launched a campaign 
called Tsunami Tour in october 2012. Every time they gathered, they took 
over various empty buildings simultaneously: 10 buildings were squatted on  
6 December 2012, 14 buildings more on 6/7 April 2013, four more in 
october 2013 and another six in April 2014 (Di Feliciantonio 2017). These 
are just the most visible cases of developed coordination and high conten-
tious stakes. Nonetheless, the occupation of abandoned buildings to house 
people in extreme need is a current practice, usually in a hidden, silent and 
less organised manner, without the assistance of political and grassroots 
groups. Very often, squatters are brutally evicted by riot police. Little chil-
dren, the elderly, ill and disabled people are usually thrown back in the 
streets too. When they do not hold documents of full citizenship, their 
chances to access social housing or overcrowded shelters are very low, in 
addition to a more likely risk of being arrested, and even deported if other 
circumstances apply.

For example, in just one operation, about 800 people, mostly asylum 
seekers from Eritrea, were forcibly expelled from Palazzo Curtatone ref-
ugee squat in Rome, on 20 August 2017. More than 500 police officers 
executed the eviction. Two pregnant women were among the evicted squat-
ters. When the refugees occupied a nearby public square to protest, they 
were also removed by the police who used water cannons and batons. The 
Palazzo Curtatone had been squatted since 2013, and no housing alter-
natives were provided to the refugees.1 In the coverage of this case by the 
economic newspapers, journalists usually portrayed squatters as criminals 
and the occupation as unacceptable damage to the profits of the owners.2 
In particular, the investment property firm omega from Idea Fimit, a com-
pany gaming with institutional and pension funds, bought this building in 
2011 for 75 million Euros and left it empty until they could get a better 
deal after renovation or by selling it to a third party. While the figures of 
around 30,000 home evictions in the city of Rome between 2003 and 2015  
(Di Feliciantonio 2017) represent a striking failure of public policies, the 

1 https://enoughisenough14.org/2017/08/24/rome-cops-evict-refugee-squatters- 
from-palazzo-curtatone-square/.

2 http://carlofesta.blog.ilsole24ore.com/2017/08/24/lo-sgombero-di-palazzo- 
curtatone-i-falsi-buonismi-e-le-perdite-milionarie-dei-fondi-pensione/?refresh_ce=1 and 
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-08-24/immobile-sgomberato-roma-quat-
tro-milioni-euro-perdite-le-casse-pensionati--124536.shtml?uuid=AEBRK3GC.

https://enoughisenough14.org/2017/08/24/rome-cops-evict-refugee-squatters-from-palazzo-curtatone-square/
https://enoughisenough14.org/2017/08/24/rome-cops-evict-refugee-squatters-from-palazzo-curtatone-square/
http://carlofesta.blog.ilsole24ore.com/2017/08/24/lo-sgombero-di-palazzo-curtatone-i-falsi-buonismi-e-le-perdite-milionarie-dei-fondi-pensione/%3frefresh_ce%3d1
http://carlofesta.blog.ilsole24ore.com/2017/08/24/lo-sgombero-di-palazzo-curtatone-i-falsi-buonismi-e-le-perdite-milionarie-dei-fondi-pensione/%3frefresh_ce%3d1
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-08-24/immobile-sgomberato-roma-quattro-milioni-euro-perdite-le-casse-pensionati--124536.shtml%3fuuid%3dAEBRK3GC
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-08-24/immobile-sgomberato-roma-quattro-milioni-euro-perdite-le-casse-pensionati--124536.shtml%3fuuid%3dAEBRK3GC
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profits made by real-estate operators, their tax evasions and their professional 
lobbying of urban regulations remain largely opaque.

Similar stories can be told about Greece, France and Spain where hous-
ing movements allied with homeless, immigrants and refugees are not pas-
sive spectators anymore. In Spain, for example, 387,966 properties have 
been evicted between 2011 and 2015.3 These data include all kind of 
properties and legal conditions, not only mortgaged residential ones, but 
it is estimated that more than half of them represent primary residence 
homes.4 As a response, the Platform for People Affected by Mortgages 
(PAH) was established in the metropolitan area of Barcelona in 2009. By 
May 2016, 236 local PAH groups were active across Spanish cities.

Initially, the organisation’s main concern was evictions of people una-
ble to pay off mortgage loans. The PAH was formed to protect indi-
viduals and families from foreclosure. Considering the high rates of 
unemployment that followed the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, the PAH 
quickly attracted thousands of people threatened with eviction, not 
only former homeowners who became financially broke. PAH mem-
bers and supporters evolved into a broader social base including migrants,  
working- and middle-class people, activists from other movements and even 
sympathetic politicians. Many women and migrants became extraordinarily 
empowered by joining this and other allied organisations, especially those 
arising during the 2011 Indignados or 15M movement. PAH members 
shared their experiences communally and developed strong capabilities of 
mutual aid, mobilisation and negotiation. This implies a self-help approach 
aimed at preventing repossession as well as mitigating the hardships experi-
enced by these impoverished groups.

Interestingly, the demands of the PAH convey an interpretation of the 
2008 economic recession that is in sharp contrast to that offered by main-
stream media and the dominant elites. PAH activists, guided by thorough 
research on the matter, pointed to the financialisation of property assets, 
the construction bubble, abusive and deregulated banking practices, aus-
terity policies, meagre earnings, unavailable public housing and the corrupt 
practices of major political parties as the main driving forces behind the 
devastating wave of foreclosures and housing repossessions. At the peak of 

3 General Council of the Judicial Power: http://www.poderjudicial.es/portal/site/cgpj/.
4 http://www.bde.es/f/webbde/GAP/Secciones/SalaPrensa/NotasInformativas/

Briefing_notes/es/notabe300715.pdf.

http://www.poderjudicial.es/portal/site/cgpj/
http://www.bde.es/f/webbde/GAP/Secciones/SalaPrensa/NotasInformativas/Briefing_notes/es/notabe300715.pdf
http://www.bde.es/f/webbde/GAP/Secciones/SalaPrensa/NotasInformativas/Briefing_notes/es/notabe300715.pdf
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the crisis, between 2011 and 2015, direct actions aiming to prevent home 
evictions were framed by the media with a positive outlook for the PAH. 
The Stop Evictions campaign entailed not only the risk of being removed, 
beaten and arrested by the police, but also criminal charges for obstruct-
ing court injunctions. The outlook of radicalism usually attached to direct 
actions, even those strictly adherent to nonviolent civil disobedience prin-
ciples, was largely compensated for by the images of evicted individuals and 
families who had been offered neither compassion nor policy measures to 
house them. According to the last check of their web page (october 2017), 
the PAH were able to prevent more than 2000 cases of home evictions and 
helped rehouse more than 2500 people, very often in squatted buildings.5 
This political activity, in my opinion, contributed to making cities more live-
able for those who participated and benefitted from the struggle, despite not 
solving the problem at large (Martínez 2018a) (Fig. 2.1).

Fig. 2.1 Demonstration for the right to housing, Barcelona (Spain), 2017 
(Source Photograph by the Author)

5 http://afectadosporlahipoteca.com/.

http://afectadosporlahipoteca.com/
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commons, rights, PArticiPAtion And communities

The Global Financial Crisis marked a turning point that triggered 
the rise of such movements, but the structural roots of these protests 
in Southern Europe and elsewhere lay in more long-term processes. 
Capitalists and neoliberal politicians aim to fuel real-estate speculation in 
every city corner which can return a profit for investors, regardless of the 
side effects such as rising prices, inflation, housing unaffordability and 
displacement of those who cannot stand up after the shock. Cuts in wel-
fare benefits and services, and especially in social housing, are an addi-
tional burden. Casual employment and precarious working conditions 
are nowadays more widespread. Both national and European migration 
and asylum policies increase vulnerability, civic death and labour exploita-
tion of newcomers to wealthier countries who have left their own ruined 
lands where Western-Global-North corporations and governments hold 
vested interests. Hence, the origins of local movements are not only at 
the local scale, but they are also defined by a broader national and inter-
national scope of political and economic processes.

As the examples presented above make clear, sometimes urban move-
ments do not question just local authorities but also the main economic 
actors, structures and regulations that cause a miserable life for millions 
of urban dwellers. These observations allow me to introduce a more use-
ful classification of urban activism and movements.

First of all, some urban movements are focused on what can be desig-
nated as ‘urban commons’, in line with previous categories such as ‘urban 
trade-unionism’ or struggles for ‘collective consumption’. These include 
all protests against housing shortages and rent increases, tenants’ unions 
and the squatting of vacant buildings and land. They all point to the 
redistribution of public resources which is in turn an essential dimension 
of capitalism in order to reproduce the labour force. But capitalists are 
not so interested in a fair and extensive redistribution of wealth, especially 
if they can make more profits out of the privatisation of welfare services. 
Movements defending the urban commons set social barriers to the over-
whelming commodification of life. These mobilisations tend to involve 
forms of self-organisation that push public policies beyond their bureau-
cratic ethos, not only in the field of housing but also in the provision, 
access, maintenance and quality of local health care and education facili-
ties, water and electricity supply, sewerage, public transport and food.

Bear in mind, for example, informal and squatted settlements, favelas, 
shanty towns or slums that can be found in most megacities of the Global 
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South and also in the urban fringes of the Global North. Just think on 
the following figure: one billion people. More precisely, more than 900 
million of people are considered slum dwellers in developing countries 
according to the United Nations (UN-Habitat 2016). This means that 
one in eight people live in slums nowadays, and the absolute numbers 
are growing, despite a relative decrease from 39 to 30% between 2000 
and 2014. Insecure tenure, lack of access to drinking water and sani-
tation facilities and poor housing structures are some of the complex 
features faced by one-eighth of the world population. Wealth redistri-
bution and improvement of the urban commons is an urgent cry in all 
these settlements. Inhabitants’ organisations and self-empowering ini-
tiatives are especially salient there, in addition to the international aid. 
There are activist networks with different degrees of institutionalisation 
such as Slum/Shack Dwellers International, Asian Coalition for Housing 
Rights, Habitat International Coalition and the International Alliance 
of Inhabitants that offer support through advocacy, documenting  
experiences and conducting research. To recall a case I am familiar with, 
the massive operations of rehousing informal settlers in Madrid (Spain) 
in the 1980s, for example, involved significant experiences of participa-
tory planning, the creation of housing cooperatives and the enthusias-
tic involvement of activists, professionals and researchers (Castells 1983; 
Villasante et al. 1989). on another geographical site, autonomous organ-
isations such as the piqueteros from different villas miseria in Argentina 
championed class-based mobilisations and obtained subsidies from 
favourable governments until the recent shift in the central government. 
Due to their persistent grassroots organisations, some Brazilian favelas 
have been consolidated as urban neighbourhoods whereas others were 
not able to resist their brutal eradication due to urban mega-projects such 
as the olympics Games held in Rio de Janeiro in 2016.6

In order to be alert about ‘counter-movements’ in the field of urban 
redistribution of wealth, it is also worth mentioning the occasional 
tax-revolts campaigns run by well-off residents. Similarly, privileged 
inhabitants can efficiently lobby and mobilise in a larger scale if necessary 
in order to attract desired public facilities or improve the existing ones 
in their residential area. This activism may thus increase the territorial 
unbalance of state investments at the city or regional scale regardless of 
any thorough analysis of needs and inequality gaps.

6 http://www.rioonwatch.org/?p=37894.

http://www.rioonwatch.org/?p=37894
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A second group of movements, often closely associated and inter-
twined with the former, are focused on the ‘right to the city’ (Marcuse 
2009; Mayer and Boudreau 2012, p. 280; Mitchell 2003). They incor-
porate the spatial claims expressed by particularly deprived groups which 
are not only defined by their socioeconomic class condition. In the inter-
pretation I prefer to emphasise here, the right to the city accounts for the 
appropriation of urban spaces (streets, plazas, green areas and especially 
the city centre) by those more in need, excluded, dispossessed, exploited 
and alienated by capitalist forces. The angle taken by the ‘right to the 
city’ illuminates the spatial practices, needs and demands of groups such 
as women, non-white and minority ethnic groups, migrants targeted by 
police raids, the youth, the elderly, disabled people, homeless people, 
prostitutes, indigenous populations, diverse gender and sexual identities, 
street vendors, urban outcasts and others.

Struggles against environmental hazards and risks affecting vulnera-
ble groups represent the intersection between the right to the city and 
environmental justice. More pedestrian and bicycle-friendly cities as pro-
moted by movements such as reclaim the streets and the Critical Mass 
put the rights of non-car owners at front. Another example is a mural 
drawn in the walls of San Lorenzo neighbourhood in Rome (Italy) aims 
to remember the 105 women murdered in Italy in 2012. Although 63% 
of these murders occurred inside domestic spaces,7 the female names 
and icons are also a sharp reminder of how unsafe many public spaces 
are for women and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans-sexual, Intersexual, 
Queer (LGBTIQ) people in most cities of the world, especially at night. 
Harassment-free spaces are not just one of the many concerns of feminist 
movements, but also a matter that should concern all males, planners, 
the police and community organisations. In many countries, official fig-
ures of gender violence are not a good indicator because these crimes 
remain largely under-reported, but there is abundant evidence of ‘femi-
cide’, for instance, from the tragic well-known case of Ciudad Juárez 
in México where more than 500 women between 1994 and 2010 were 
found dead, many after being raped, tortured and mutilated (Sweet and 
ortiz 2010) (Fig. 2.2 illustrates how feminist and LGBTIQ claims per-
meate urban movements such as the squatting of urban land).

7 http://www.npr.org/2012/11/23/165658673/italian-women-call-for-action- 
against-femicide.

http://www.npr.org/2012/11/23/165658673/italian-women-call-for-action-against-femicide
http://www.npr.org/2012/11/23/165658673/italian-women-call-for-action-against-femicide
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The label ‘right to the city’ may also be perverted when it is turned 
into a politically correct language as the ‘right to the city for all’. Many 
municipal and metropolitan authorities adhere to its all-encompassing 
reference in order to guarantee, for example, the demands of private 
companies to occupy public spaces for all kind of commercial activities. 
If they do not enjoy this access for free and according to their business 
interests, they manifest a grievance of exclusion and marginalisation, as 
if they were victims of the emancipatory actions of the subaltern groups. 
Although those commercial demands are rarely channelled via activist 
campaigns on their own, they can result in tactical manoeuvres where 
private firms sponsor festivities, rallies, pride parades, charity events, art-
ists’ gatherings and exhibitions (and squats), etc.

A third type of urban activism that may also end up in notable urban 
movements is represented by citizens’ participation in urban plans and 
policies, and their critical voices when they feel excluded. Feminist move-
ments, for instance, have been also involved in these dimensions of urban 
planning when questioning dominant transport policies, the location of 

Fig. 2.2 Concert at the occupied community garden Ágora Juan Andrés, 
Barcelona, 2017 (Source Photograph by the Author)



2 FRAMING URBAN MoVEMENTS, CoNTESTING GLoBAL CAPITALISM …  37

schools, the design of streets and sidewalks, etc. (ortiz and Gutiérrez 
2015). other mobilised residents, usually with the help of ‘advocacy 
planners’ and other experts, may propose alternative spatial plans and tac-
tical urbanism, measures for political and administrative decentralisation 
and collective assessment of the effects of urban displacement, gentrifica-
tion, tourism, mega-events and corporate urban development. They can 
be either cooperative or disruptive parties in urban governance when they 
dispute urban renewal projects. Anti-neoliberal initiatives to prevent the 
privatisation of local services and public space, or to establish public-state 
partnerships guided by the principles of economic redistribution and 
social well-being, allow activists to participate in decision-making pro-
cesses. This contested ground of urban politics involves deliberative and 
regulatory processes that aim at protecting the urban commons and the 
rights of the many while limiting the market forces.

As far as capitalists try to make profits out of every spatial asset by 
manipulating legal frameworks and exploiting social capacities, it is not 
only the urban space within the municipal boundaries which is at stake, 
but metropolitan regions and spaces elsewhere too (Harvey 2016; Logan 
and Molotch 1987). Accordingly, social movements attached to specific 
urban places may also question and interrupt the circulation of capital 
wherever the spaces are in which it manifests.

Participatory urban governance has become a very moderate and 
institutionalised programme at best, and very frequently a legitimation 
of ready-made policies. So-called radical urban movements are not often 
interested in participatory planning or not invited to take part. However, 
sometimes non-institutional protests may have some effects in urban pol-
icies (Martínez 2011). Take, for example, the demonstrations against the 
adverse impacts of tourism in the city of Barcelona. over the last decade, 
community organisations criticised the expansion of illegal tourist flats, 
the nuisances produced by the leisure and nightlife businesses catering to 
tourists, and the displacement of both traditional retail stores and tenants 
unable to meet rent increases.

Since 2015, the municipal government of Barcelona has launched 
several policies aiming at inspecting the operations of companies such 
as Airbnb and halted the opening of new hotels in the central areas. 
Airbnb has even admitted that around 78% of the apartments hosted on 
their website in Barcelona are illegal (Nofre et al. 2017). The city has 
an official population of 1.6 million but has been the destination of 3.5 
million visitors in 2000, and eight million in 2014. By means of media 
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campaigns, the new progressive government has also targeted tourists in 
order to soothe the tensions that this overcrowding touristification gen-
erates. Anyhow, the main economic structures that fuel the tourist indus-
try remain largely untouched and resist most attempts to threaten their 
rising profits.

A final fourth category of urban movements comprises those of a 
more ‘localist’ and ‘communitarian’ nature. In these cases, activists 
aspire to greater control over their territory regardless of the inter-
ests of the whole city or region. Local assemblies and homeowners’ 
organisations are the usual expressions of communitarianism. They 
can also self-manage parks, local newsletters, radio-tv stations and 
festive events in the public sphere within the boundaries of a given 
neighbourhood, district or urban area. Liveability and quality of life 
are their major concerns.

In some cases, these movements may turn into unfair and exclu-
sionary campaigns against migrants and temporary labourers in the 
streets, or by refusing to pay municipal taxes. Not In My BackYard 
(NIMBY) and Locally Unwanted Land Use (LULU) protests oppose 
infrastructure, buildings and services that can be of general inter-
est for citizens beyond its location. NIMBYs and LULUs tend to be 
restricted to very specific places, but they can also turn into urban 
movements when they become articulated with other groups, cam-
paigns and mobilisations. This is the case with the opposition to 
military facilities and projects with a damaging impact in the environ-
ment such as the high-speed train in the north of Italy (Piazza 2011). 
Activists may also keep watch on police stop-and-frisk practices tar-
geting migrants, ethnic minorities and youth in particular urban 
areas (Martínez 2017). Heritage preservation, even by resorting 
to tactical squatting (Pruijt 2007), usually falls under the umbrella 
of communitarianism.

In other cases, as has happened in many parts of the densely pop-
ulated Mexico Federal District, squatted settlements have turned into 
legalised neighbourhoods that received public funds to build their 
houses. In addition, residents developed strong and autonomous self- 
organisations. A paradigmatic case is La Polvorilla, a ‘colony’ that 
houses around 3000 dwellers. It is affiliated with an umbrella housing 
cooperative, Acapatzingo. Ten similar settlements were promoted by 
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the political group behind them, the Frente Popular Francisco Villa. 
This and many other urban organisations scaled up their coordination 
in the aftermath of the 1985 earthquake as a reaction to a clientelistic 
and authoritarian state unable to offer help. A similar phenomenon 
occurred quite recently, in September 2017, when another intense 
earthquake gave birth to renewed networks of grassroots solidar-
ity. Matters inside the community are managed according to general 
assemblies and ‘brigades’ following the colour of buildings. A signif-
icant feature of La Polvorilla is the two main gates that prevent the 
police from coming inside the neighbourhood. Although this resem-
bles upper-class gated communities with their own security guards, 
the measures taken by the poor residents of La Polvorilla grant them 
a relative safety from the rampant corruption among the local police 
and oblige them to improve their own mechanisms to solve internal 
conflicts (Pineda 2013; Stavrides 2017).

movements As citY mAkers

In a recent interview, urban scholar Richard Florida recalled the case of 
a puzzled student who came to his office and said ‘Everything is gentri-
fication now!… I took this class in urban geography and I want to make 
my city better, but they say everything I want to do is gentrification. A 
better school is gentrification, empowering artists is gentrification, work-
ing to improve the condition of parks is gentrification. What can I do?’8 
Florida is a worldwide academic celebrity. He founded a very lucrative 
consultancy, Creative Class Group, and offers speeches for a minimum 
fee of $35,000. For more than a decade, he was advising local politi-
cians with a straight message: invest in urban clusters where creative and 
innovative professionals, i.e. hipsters and techies, can settle down, freely 
interact and enjoy cultural life; this will generate more economic prosper-
ity than mega-infrastructures and tax breaks to lure private companies. 
Many mayors followed the recipe but bought the whole package— 
facilities and expensive infrastructures for the big tycoons, and support 
to creative people in the arts scene and start-up technologies. These were 
the apparent driving forces in the regeneration of post-industrial urban 

8 https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/oct/26/gentrification-richard-florida- 
interview-creative-class-new-urban-crisis.
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landscapes. In practice, during the neoliberal era of the last three decades 
(Mayer et al. 2016; Rossi 2017), local authorities intensified their trans-
fers of public assets to private corporations, welcomed investments in 
construction and speculation and renewed old city districts despite activ-
ists’ contestation. These processes are responsible of the current housing 
crisis with its concomitant dynamics of gentrification, displacement and 
socio-spatial segregation.

Florida would probably advise his student that there is still room for 
running another private consultancy. But it is unlikely he would recom-
mend looking at what urban movements are proposing and fighting for.

I do not mean that all social movements are right and contribute in 
a positive way to make better cities. But this has often been the case, 
especially when they engage in struggles to improve the lives of the 
most deprived and oppressed social groups. The provision of decent and 
affordable housing, demands for schools, health services and green areas, 
the self-management of community gardens and counter-cultural social 
centres (see Fig. 2.3 portraying a squatted social centre in Madrid, El 
Eko), the promotion of urban bicycling and the improvement of con-
ditions for a free expression of migrants, ethnic minorities, women and 
LGBTIQ people in urban spaces, to name a few, are examples of the 
achievements that we should acknowledge.

Cities are more than entrepreneurs, as Florida suggests, but they 
are also more than the mere combination of demographic density and 
a socially diverse population, as the classic sociologists contended. 
Cities are essentially the result of forced residential moves; builders’, 
cleaners’, retailers’ and many other inhabitants’ work; struggles from 
the grassroots; and the specific interplays of economic, political and 
cultural structures. Class, gender and ethnic conflicts are at the core 
of the processes and power conflicts that make cities possible and real. 
Therefore, urban movements, quite often apart from the institutional 
realm of the state, are one of the fundamental expressions of those 
conflicts.

To conclude, I highlight a few bullet points based on previous 
research on urban activism and movements:

1.  It has been observed that there is a strong presence of middle class 
and highly educated activists among urban movements. When 
working-class participants are also involved, leadership tends to be 
taken by middle-class members (Pickvance 1995, pp. 203, 210; 
Fainstein and Hirst 1995).
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2.  Compared to other social movements, urban movements tend 
to share protest repertoires, but they can also perform very spe-
cific types of protest such as rent strikes, squatting and the pro-
posal of alternative spatial plans (Pruijt 2007; Shephard and 
Smithsimon 2011, pp. 38–44). In particular, the squatting of 
buildings may entail many purposes and motivations related to 

Fig. 2.3 Squatted Social Centre El Eko, Madrid (Spain), 2017 (Source 
Photograph by the Author)
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collective consumption, urban planning issues and grassroots re- 
appropriation of the urban voids left behind by real-estate 
speculators (Cattaneo and Martínez 2014; Martínez 2013).

3.  on the one hand, urban movements tend to flourish in moments 
of crisis, especially in the phases of transition of national politi-
cal regimes but also at the most acute peaks of economic turbu-
lence such as the Global Financial recession of 2008 onwards, and 
so-called natural disasters such as earthquakes and floods whose 
devastation depends on very social, political and economic circum-
stances. These ‘crises’ are also felt in the periods of rapid economic 
growth, for example, in the aggressive renovations of old housing 
stock and the forced expulsion of long-term residents (in the last 
years, London, Moscow, Stockholm, Barcelona and Madrid, for 
instance, are examples of this9) (Baeten et al. 2017). on the other 
hand, the institutionalisation, co-optation and fragmentation of 
movements in their declining stages are not necessarily their final 
fate; they can mutate in form as well as last and continue at a dif-
ferent pace (Martínez et al. 2018b).

4.  Urban movements focused on the redistribution of wealth and 
urban commons may intersect and overlap with other movements 
more focused on the right to the city, the self-management of spa-
tial configurations and the contestation of either technocratic or 
limited participatory governance of cities. Both housing move-
ments from Rome and Spain that I mentioned above are excellent 
representatives of these combinations.

5.  Urban movements are attached to the local, but not exclusively 
(Hamel et al. 2000, pp. 1–12). There is a transnational nature 
in many locally bounded urban struggles (Mayer and Boudreau 
2012, p. 284). Movements in particular have to deal with the 
politics of scale when authorities rescale resources, policies and 
decision-making processes, which, in turn, forces activists to 
‘multi-scalar strategies’ (Nicholls et al. 2013, p. 9), as it is in the 
case of the Spanish housing movement.

9 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/jul/21/the-real-cost-of-regenera-
tion-social-housing-private-developers-pfi https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/
oct/31/moscow-residents-vote-russia-demolition-rehousing https://www.elsaltodiario.
com/vivienda/bajo-argumosa-11-la-playa.
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In sum, far from understanding urban movements as irrational and spon-
taneous reactions to unbearable grievances, in the framework I have 
delineated these varieties of collective action are crucial and regular com-
ponents of the production, governance and change of cities. Sometimes 
they succeed, and sometimes they fail, but the different interpretations 
about their outcomes should not overlook their specific role in urban 
politics. More equal, just, inclusive, democratic, balanced, sustainable, 
affordable, safe and liveable cities are not only the business of urban 
planners and municipal rulers. Indeed, these are quite prone to make 
decisions highly influenced by capitalist investors and the most privileged 
citizens. The basic pillars of liberal democracy are thus continuously 
threatened and undermined by private interests and authoritarian corpo-
rations where the main leit motiv is capital accumulation for a few. When 
urban movements with an emancipatory stance come to the fore—even 
by confronting elected authorities with their criticism and by breaking 
the conventional rules of institutional politics with direct actions—more 
participatory and genuine forms of democracy and economic redistribu-
tion are demanded and sometimes achieved. Collective action around 
the urban commons, rights and communities have shown extraordi-
nary capacities to advance social cooperation among diverse groups 
and the self-management of crucial aspects of their lives. Therefore, I 
am convinced that only regular mobilisations from the grassroots may 
refresh the principles of a democratic city. Furthermore, urban move-
ments, as the cases I mentioned, may counter the tendencies to far-
right extremism, human rights violations, de-democratisation (Tilly and 
Tarrow 2007) and commodification (Merrifield 2014) that the rule of 
capital entails, especially during the current era of overwhelming flows 
of global financial speculation that substantially hit the spatial and social 
structures of urban life.
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