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This book is the third publication of the Global Working Group Beyond Development.
This is a group that seeks to analyse and critique the global political economy and its
social, political and environmental impact, taking as its premise the diagnostic that
the world is facing a civilizational crisis — a crisis caused by the notions of unlimited
growth guiding our societies and the resulting dispossession at the margins, prin-
cipally affecting the Global South. In this context, the Working Group constitutes a
space for learning, ‘unlearning’ and interaction involving more than 30 activist organ-
isers and activist researchers (and the many combinations of these identities) from
various parts of the world regarding the possible introduction of radical emancipatory
transformations in opposition to the capitalist/colonial/racist/patriarchal status quo
responsible for the ongoing social and ecological destruction of our planet.

The Working Group’s publications hope to help those whose conversations shudder
to a halt when they come to the ubiguitous defeating question “but then what is the
alternative?” We do not believe that radical transformations have to be assigned to a
single specific framework implemented in its purest form, but we do share the belief
that the multitude of transformative emancipatory practices can provide answers
to today's civilizational crisis. In fact, the Working Group’s very raison d’étre is to
highlight existing and piloted practices and give rise to strategic thinking to multiply,
expand, connect and consolidate these. We do not claim to be seeking one particular
alternative way forward but rather to put forward a series of case studies demon-
strating that there are indeed many local transformative initiatives happening right
now. We try to describe these practices without romanticising them, presenting them
along with their challenges and contradictions and their individual context. In this
sense, we conceive of radical practices and the social and environmental movements
producing them as being “phenomena in constant motion” (Walker 1994: 671).

We also hope that the Working Group's publications are of use to people, organi-
sations and movements already involved in organising transformative practices,
enabling them to derive inspiration and insights from other processes already taking
place, as well as giving them a chance to forge connections and perhaps even estab-
lish opportunities for transnational solidarity allowing them to consolidate their own
movement and its processes. Bringing together the efforts of grassroots, bottom-
up initiatives and organisations voicing the concerns of local people with those of
researchers studying their interrelatedness with wider global political and ecological
processes is a key factor in building a movement — or a network of interrelated move-
ments — for socio-ecological transformation.
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What we try to convene to the readers of this work is that our civilisation's fate does
not hinge on waiting for political and technical experts to come up with a package of
reforms covering a panoply of policy areas, along the lines of the Green New Deal,
and providing a miracle cure for the problems facing us. While such packages, which
should address all patterns of domination, may be necessary and deserve our effort and
support, we ought to acknowledge and recognise that there are many radical emancipa-
tory practices already being tried out or that have always been anchored in indigenous
practices on a local or community level and sometimes worldwide. It is only by
acknowledging/understanding/connecting and expanding these transformations that a
bottom-up reform package, covering a range of policies, or a global eco-socialist move-
ment can take root. With this book we would like to reinvigorate these local processes
not because they will necessarily be successful but because their proliferation and the
purpose behind them create a world of possibilities capable of enabling dignity and
creating the necessary conditions for life to flourish by forming a buttress against the
ongoing immiseration of living beings and ecological destruction.

Similarly, we believe that transformative emancipatory experiences need to be discussed
collectively among people fighting various struggles and coming from different perspec-
tives to work out the broad thrust of a response to the pressing crisis of civilization we
are currently experiencing. This fully reflects the Working Group's approach, which is
based on collectively debating, exchanging and discussing case studies presented at
annual meetings, where participants can interact directly. The choice of venue for these
meetings is related to the chosen topic, and we usually take the opportunity provided
by these meetings to meet those involved in transformations going beyond develop-
ment to gain new insights and have more in-depth conversations. Our publications like
this one, which are produced following our annual meetings, offer a platform to the
many voices in the field who are establishing strategies and practices. Moreover, we
are committed to exploring, discussing and developing an idea of what new fields of
theory/research and new forms of action can be created through this ‘common space’
providing a forum for dialogue, co-creation and transformation.

The last chapter is collectively written by the Working Group participants and covers
various ongoing debates and discussions. As such, this chapter does not reflect a
consensus between the Working Group's participants, as finding a compromise is not
the idea behind our activities. Compromises and the obsessive search for a conclu-
sion or a universal solution are extreme ways of silencing voices. Instead, the Global
Working Group values the search for and identification of debates and questions,
which is why it encompasses a wide range of perspectives.

INTRODUCTION



WHY URBAN TERRITORIES?

In its first publication, Alternatives in a World of Crisis, the Working Group sought to
describe transformations that have — despite their many challenges — represented
meaningful changes while addressing one or more forms of domination: colonisation,
imperialism, capitalism, patriarchy, racism, casteism and the predatory relationship
with nature. Discussions and debates surrounding the six case studies presented
in Quito in 2017 (Nigeria, Ecuador, Venezuela, India, Spain and Greece) provided
insights that the Group summarised in the last chapter which was then published
in an extended stand-alone publication entitled Stopping the Machines of Social and
Ecological Destruction.

Realising that many of the Working Group's conversations tended to revolve around
rural areas, participants started thinking about transformations in urban spaces. How
might they be different and how do they relate to rural spaces? Urban radical trans-
formations, although mentioned in the Quito discussions, seemed more complex
and challenging. Discussing rural experiences may have been regarded as more
straightforward because rural territories are geographically further removed from
centres of capitalist power. In particular, participants considered that the transfor-
mation of the countryside might produce a number of strong political concepts and
narratives, such as Buen Vivir, food sovereignty and agroecology, which might be
less developed in the cities where hegemonic Western/capitalist/developmentalist
thought has predominated. Therefore, the notion of ‘the commons’ that inspired
local transformative struggles in Barcelona (Castro, 2019) and elsewhere seemed a
suitable starting point for a discussion about a potential radical urban transformation.

This is the reason why we chose to make urban transformation the focus of our third
annual meeting. We chose Barcelona for the start of our discussions about radical
urban transformation to enable a dialogue with activists, intellectuals and politicians
and learn from the experiences of resistance and the creation of radical transforma-
tions in one of the most progressive cities in the world, currently governed locally by
Barcelona en Comu, a municipalist political movement with roots in popular housing
struggles.
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Our meeting in Barcelona drew on (often participatory) research on radical emancipa-
tory practices, specifically focusing on:

> what urban ‘commons’ look like today (Chapter 1);

> the experience of radical urban transformation for sustainability and depatriarchalisa-
tion in Brazil's popular municipalities in the face of dispossession policies and State
violence (Chapter 3);

> the defensive action of the indigenous San Roque market in Quito, Ecuador
(Chapter 4) and the struggle in New Delhi, India (not included in this book) against the
threat of oligopolistic modernisation;

> the establishment of local solidarity and cooperatives by the black community in
Detroit, Birmingham and Jackson in the United States (Chapter 5);

> the resistance of slum dwellers in Makoko, Nigeria (Chapter 6) and Bhuj, India
(Chapter 9) reclaiming and holding their ground;

> the 'Sarafu credit’, a community currency and inclusive credit in Kenya (Chapter 7);

> the 15th Garden movement pushing for food sovereignty in war-torn Syria (Chapter 8);
and

> current transnational initiatives supporting localised urban transformations (Chapter 2).
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Our initial central collective research questions were:

>

>

What conditions and strategies enable radical transformation in urban contexts?

What kind of economic and political processes can sustain urban radical transforma-
tions?

What urban realities does the countryside need to re-dignify rural life and rural-urban
relations and vice versa?

What theoretical and political frameworks are useful for establishing urban radical
transformations?

In the various case studies that make up this book, the most important factors are
the status of social relationships and the balance of social, class and political forces
that define the relationship of the society in question with its urban environments.
This is because we conceptualise the various urban contexts as a social relation not
a given solid ‘thing’ or a commodity, despite global capital’'s attempts to bring about
the opposite effect (as for example demonstrated by the enclosure of the commons
in the urban sphere). That is the reason why we talk about territories as opposed to
environments. The notion of territory relates to the significance of the space, taking
into account the relations between people and the environment, geography, as well
as culture, and history. We used a multidimensional analytical framework to guide our
collective debates surrounding these issues.
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BUILDING ON THE
GLOBAL WORKING GROUP’'S
COLLECTIVE ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

Our meeting also sought to continue the Working Group's previous discussions, which
showed how radical multidimensional transformation is vital to ensuring the dignity and
well-being of all living beings. The following five key processes of social change are
required to deepening justice, dignity, democracy and the sustainability of life:

> decolonisation;

> anti-capitalism;

> anti-racism;

> the dismantling of patriarchy;

> the transformation of predatory relations with nature.

The Working Group shares the belief that radical change — understood as the transfor-
mation of our society, economy and politics from the bottom up - is vital if we want
to call a halt to the current social-ecological destruction being wrought by our crisis-hit
civilisation.

At the same time, there are very tough preconditions for such change. Power and
resources are more concentrated than ever before in the hands of global elites and
corporate groups, and collective views of development, consumerism and individu-
alism are deeply rooted in the constructed subjectivities of the majority of the world’s
population. Militarism, the spread of corporate technology, mass surveillance and the
mass media are enabling factors for these negative conditions, while a concerted
global counter-offensive of reactionary and conservative forces is pushing back or
battling emancipatory change in many parts of the world.

Our earlier discussions showed that despite differences in our stances regarding
these various strategies, we agreed that the current historical situation involved
different temporalities of transformation which are best tackled by distinct, poten-
tially complementary political strategies. In the short term, there is a need to stop the
accelerated ecological, political and social processes of destruction and disposses-
sion by means of defensive struggles which also protect the achievements of social
movements in previous cycles of struggle. There needs to be an active defence of
spaces of autonomy, self-organisation and extension of the commons, as these form
the building blocks for deeper and sustainable change.
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Any long-term multidimensional transformation will require other offensive political
struggles, capable of creating new forms of existence and consciousness, new insti-
tutions, new modes of production and new distribution and consumption practices.
The required political framework needs to go far beyond the realities of the nation
state, the notion of human rights and current production, consumption and distribution
processes and practices, thereby responding fully to the civilizational and ecological
crisis we are facing. Such a radically different society is already taking root and has
even been adopted previously in many local processes of prefigurative politics. Polit-
ical perspectives of plurinationality, polycentricity, Buen Vivir or bio-democracy and
their specific expression on the ground allow for the possibility of overcoming the
limitations of both modern liberal and Marxist Eurocentric political thoughts. In our
meetings we have seen that this requires deep and significant dialogues between
cultures, political traditions and social movements.

The appropriate strategies will differ depending on the individual local and historical
context, but the challenge of nurturing relationships between them and of building
ecosystems of change made up of various actors, strategies and scales is a crucial
one. The kinds of alliances we need are those that connect resistance and the estab-
lishment of emancipatory transformations, being based on shared principles that
inspire localised practices.

Existing struggles are not limited to the local or national level but are also fought
on a global scale. Examples of these are the environmental movement that makes
each climate conference (CoP) a focus for their struggle, the opponents to trade and
investment protection agreements who concentrate their efforts on World Trade
Organisation events, and the supporters of a binding treaty on business and human
rights. This is a creature of necessity, as often no change to the global framework
puts a brake on the potential success of local and national struggles.

Finally, in our previous meetings we became acutely aware of the fact that our
dialogues and discussions were not taking place in a homogeneous space or commu-
nity, something which is in fact never the case. Any choice of words or of items in lists
or categories always reflects some particular geopolitics of knowledge that we need
to take into account in our interactions (Lang 2018). In this light, our group seeks to
foster a dialogue of knowledges interconnecting various perspectives and individuals.
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URBAN CONMMONS AND GLOBAL
SOLIDARITY FOR URBAN
TRANSFORMATION

This work includes some of the case studies presented at the Working Group's
meeting in Barcelona as well as its collective discussion on the possibilities and
challenges for radical urban transformation, while paying tribute throughout to the
tremendous transformative potential of cities.

In the first chapter, Mauro Castro and Marc Marti-Costa set out the theoretical basis
for the notion of urban ‘commons’ by combining two approaches: the liberal approach
and the autonomist Marxist approach. The liberal approach interprets the commons
as another form of management and government to place alongside the State and the
market without trying to create a path of emancipation from capitalism. This is the
case of the neo-institutionalist tradition proposed by Nobel Prize winner Elinor Ostrom
(Ostrom 1990). In contrast, the Marxist understanding seeks to criticise capitalism
as a process of dispossession in favour of capital accumulation (Harvey, 2003) and
interprets the commons as a social practice which, being autonomous and offering an
alternative to the State-market/public-private dichotomy, can produce emancipation
from capitalism and institute a new social order based on the principles of self-govern-
ment, mutual help, sustainability and non-appropriability of resources. Much of the
literature on the commons tends to focus on natural resources and related matters
and has been rather limited in terms of considering social constructs such as cities.
However, these are an integral part of the commons — one that has been subject to
significant processes of ‘enclosure’ and privatisation. Both new urban enclosures and
urban commons have gradually started to receive scholarly attention in recent years,
pushing the boundaries of both urban theory and urban action in important ways.

In the second chapter, Mary Ann Manahan and Maria Khristine Alvarez present a
survey of existing transnational initiatives and how they can support urban trans-
formations such as the Transformative Cities Atlas of Utopias, the Plataforma de
Acuerdos Publicos Comunitarios de Las Americas and ‘Fearless Cities’. The chapter
also elaborates on the various concepts that have been used by local movements and
more particularly ‘the right to the city’ and its opportunities and challenges. The paper
highlights the increasingly organised transnational schemes and trans-solidarity corri-
dors/forums being deployed to support municipalist movements and act as a buttress
against the global racist capitalist system.

The third chapter reports on the efforts made by popular movements to dismantle
patriarchy and transform urban territories threatened by State violence and expropria-
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tion in Brazil. Penned by Isabella Gongalves Miranda (a longstanding organiser who
recently won a council seat in the municipal elections in Belo Horizonte), this chapter
retraces the development of social movements in Brazil until 2004, when there was
a change in strategy and objectives. Since then, new resistance movements have
emerged which are no longer restricted to demanding rights for the city (such as the
right to housing, water and health) and instead are transforming the notion of power
by creating communities committed to collectively exercising their rights associated
with their everyday lives (care work, food, health, etc.) by in particular establishing
urban commons and consolidating an identity. As such, there is no strict separation
between living spaces and public arenas where various struggles play out. This urban
resistance is one of the specific expressions of these struggles, being a creative force
redefining and designing new urban environments focused on the well-being and
dignity of all. The Brazilian urban resistance has been further galvanised by the coup
d'état of 2006 and the recent election of President Jair Bolsonaro.

In the fourth chapter, Ana Rodriguez and Patric Hollenstein describe the struggle organ-
ised by the San Roque market against the municipality of Quito in Ecuador. This chapter
makes a key contribution to describing the social role played by popular markets which
are not limited to the marketing and distribution of commodified food. The San Roque
popular market is an important point of entry for those transitioning from rural areas to
Quito and serves as a focal point for the struggle against oligopolistic modernisation.

The fifth chapter is an original contribution by Elandria Williams from the United
States, and Mabrouka M'Barek from Tunisia, both participants in the Global
Working Group, who travelled together to meet cooperative incubators/enablers,
organisers and political activists in the black communities of Birmingham (Alabama),
Jackson (Mississippi) and Detroit (Michigan). Following their learning journey, the
authors offer insights into questions of race, land struggles and what it means to
belong to a community. This chapter highlights the marginalisation of black
communities living in an imperial, colonial system in the United States where white
supremacy still guides policies of racist expropriation and depletion of financial and
material resources. Urban and rural communitarian practices such as cooperatives
have not arisen from the current racist capitalist system but are instead deeply rooted
in African heritage and the fight for liberation from slavery. This account
demonstrates how the intro-duction of radical urban practices cannot be dissociated
from rural territories but are interlinked because of their joint connection to a shared
struggle — not a space — and therefore in the case of the black community in the
United States any attempt to separate urban and rural spaces makes little sense.
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In the sixth chapter, Marion Cauvet, drawing on inputs from Ruth Mawangi’s partici-
pation in the Working Group’s Barcelona meeting, describes the trial in Kenya of a
community-controlled currency known as the ‘Eco-Pesa’ and a credit tool called the
‘Sarafu credit’. The growing number of women taking part in these processes shows
how — despite their limits — community-controlled and owned currency and credit
tools can reduce the marginalisation of women. This trial did not adopt the bottom-up
approach advocated by the Working Group. However, the group is keen to benefit
from an initiative that shows how the use of a simple printed credit voucher system
could transform the lives of communities significantly. This is particularly relevant
today when so many urban movements are being overwhelmed by the complexity
of cryptocurrencies and the hype surrounding these. One of the biggest challenges
facing such movements is a lack of financial resources. As such, the community
currency offers a very promising way forward, while the Sarafu credit case study
demonstrates that sometimes there is no need for the use of sophisticated tech-
nology, avoiding more daunting hurdles for those involved.

Another case study from Africa, relayed in the seventh chapter, is the organised
resistance of slum dwellers in Makoko in the Nigerian capital of Lagos. Isaac ‘Asume’
Osuoka and Abiodun Aremu describe how Makoko, a fishing community predating
the establishment of Lagos by the British colonists, became a magnet for migration,
attracting indigenous people dispossessed by the colonists or fleeing slavery. Post-
colonial urban design has polarised infrastructure investment in Lagos, separating out
the capitalist and working classes and totally neglecting the expansion of surrounding
slums. The level of contempt for the urban poor and the violent attack on their way of
life is a result of colonial capitalism, which has justified this with the subjective ideas
of 'beauty’, ‘cleanliness’ and ‘safety’, when in fact the alienation of Makoko is the
result of colonial-capitalistic activity. Aremu and Osuoka demonstrate how the collec-
tive memory of previous evictions has inspired the community of Makoko to organise
themselves and generate new subjectivities to defend their territory and their identity.
At the very heart of the slum dwellers’ resistance is the idea of reclaiming the defini-
tion of citizenry.

In the eighth chapter, Ansar Jasim provides an account of the 15th Garden movement
pushing for food sovereignty in Syria. Her article explicitly repudiates the need for
geopolitical positioning or for a description of the various debates surrounding that
country which, in her opinion, not only ignore the existing grassroots movement but
also ignore Syrian voices. Nevertheless, this case study still provides a much-needed
account of localised processes despite the lack of geopolitical analysis of the situ-
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ation in Syria. As such, Jasim tells us about various community-led practices that
have proliferated in besieged cities in that country despite the ongoing war between
the Assad regime and the many imperialist interventions of regional and international
actors. The 15th Garden, which has grown up in the context of a nationwide uprising
and the subsequent war in Syria, is a democratic network of self-organised and grass-
roots rooftop gardens and agricultural actors in urban and rural areas. The 15th Garden
experiment, although currently facing a serious threat to its existence due to the unre-
lenting food siege and military assaults on civil and civilian infrastructure, has created
a social network demanding food sovereignty and advocating long-lost practices of
sharing knowledge about seed production and storage.

The last case study, presented by Aseem Mishra and Sandeep Virmani in the ninth
chapter, relates the steps the slum dwellers of Bhuj took to assert their rights and
to come up with their own city planning. When employees of development NGOs
realised that the work they were doing in rural areas could be applied to their own
urban territories, they drew on their experience-based knowledge to benefit their
own community. The case of Bhuj also provides a vital illustration of how a grassroots
community decision-making system can affect a deep-rooted bureaucratic and polit-
ical city-wide decision-making process. The relative success encountered in Bhuj is
the result of a major programme to support women and eliminate the obstacles they
face. Just as in Makoko, slum dwellers in Bhuj have taken control of city planning,
ensuring that their voice is heard, and restoring the slum’s place as an integral part of
the city rather than a marginalised urban space for disposable labour.

COLLECTIVE REFLECTIONS

This last chapter is the result of the collective work carried out by the Global Working
Group Beyond Development, as most of the group’s participants had analysed and
engaged in in-depth discussions on the themes and topics addressed here. There-
fore, it is envisaged as a work in progress aiming to conceptualise the historical times
our world'’s urban spaces are currently experiencing and to explore the possibilities
for multidimensional radical transformations. Our thoughts are based on the delibera-
tions of the group’s third meeting in Barcelona in April 2018. They have their roots
very much in the local experiences set out above but also look for transnational and
transcultural interconnections and seek out lessons learnt.

INTRODUCTION



~16 ~

THE GLOBAL WORKING GROUP
BEYOND DEVELOPMENT

The Global Working Group Beyond Development was launched in 2016. The idea to
form a global collective came from activists and organisers from Asia — specifically
from India’s Vikalp Sangam (Hindi for ‘alternative confluence’) — and drew inspiration
from the productive Permanent Latin America Working Group'. The first meeting of
the Global Working Group was held in Brussels in January 2016, with a focus on
resource extraction and its socio-ecological impacts in different parts of the world.
This was followed by a second meeting in Quito in Ecuador in 2017, concentrating
on discussing processes addressing many types of domination. The third meeting,
resulting in this book, was held in Barcelona in 2018 and discussed the challenges
and opportunities for defending, expanding, articulating and establishing urban radical
transformations in the contemporary world. The Working Group is an independent
and self-organised collective operating with the support of its participants and the
Brussels office of the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation.

The premise of the Latin America Permanent Working Group was to occupy the space
of knowledge production, with a view in particular to decolonising knowledge, thereby
addressing what Anibal Quijano describes as the colonial matrix of power (Quijano
2000). Quijano explains how Eurocentric knowledge production exercises control
over the subjectivity of knowledge. Therefore, what we commonly understand as
‘poverty’, ‘wealth’, ‘development’, ‘culture’, ‘community’, ‘labour’, ‘medicine’, ‘health-
care’ and so on are shaped by modern Western teachings and Eurocentric knowledge
and therefore tinted with capitalist and imperial connotations and interests. Like the
Latin America Permanent Working Group, the Global Working Group is trying to
actively participate in knowledge production, but the difference is that it provides a
forum for countries from both Global South and North to exchange their views. As
such, we are trying to highlight processes that are marginalised by the hegemonic
Eurocentric system and labelled ‘underdeveloped’, backward or illegal. We hope to
provide readers with examples of perspectives that could help push the boundaries
of what is considered knowledge. In other words, we believe that a plural dialogue
contributes to building an ecology of knowledges without pre-established hierar-
chies (de Sousa Santos 2017). As a result, the Working Group brings together very
distinct threads of critical thinking from domains as far apart as ecology; ecofeminism;
Marxism; decolonial and anti-imperialist thinking; social movements; academics; and
grassroots and indigenous knowledge. Case studies presented in this book reflect

1 For more information, see www.rosalux.org.ec/en/alternatives-to-development-group.
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the views of their respective authors and not necessarily those of the Working Group
as a whole or of other participants. Those involved in the Working Group vary from
one year to the next as there is no membership as such, but rather participants in the
group's individual events and activities.

WHY BEYOND DEVELOPMENT?

Just as capital is accumulated as a result of dispossession, development in the West
comes at the cost of the corresponding underdevelopment of the Global South
(Rodney 1972). Western nations and in particular colonial and imperial powers have
set up international development banks, International Financial Institutions (IFls) and
designed development projects supposedly to help ‘developing’ countries to catch
up with the ‘developed’ world. From the perspective of these imperial powers, the
continued extraction of resources requires underdevelopment to be addressed and
fully controlled.

These development projects have certainly created more dependencies on the global
market and foreign currency, contributing to the accumulation of global capital. The
export boom of the 2000s, continuing until the start of the financial crisis in 2008,
led to an increase in the adverse socio-environmental effects of capital accumulation,
having a major impact on many parts of the world. This was brought about by such
developments as the expansion of mining activities worldwide, driven by high demand;
a protracted period of high commodity prices; an environment conducive to the finan-
cialisation of nature; new processes for commons enclosure in both urban and rural
environments; speculation surrounding land prices; and in general, the expansion of
economic processes exerting a high social and environmental cost. In this sense, the
much-touted economic benefits (for employment, revenue and investment) of these
transitions are proving insufficient to compensate for their adverse effects. At the
same time, the global elites have chosen austerity as their main response to the post-
2008 crisis of late neoliberalism. Despite much analysis suggesting that austerity
measures exacerbate rather than remedy socio-economic problems in a crisis, poli-
cies prioritising budgetary discipline at the expense of people’'s wages, rights and
social benefits continue to be implemented to this day. As such, we agree with the
definition put forward by Harvey (2011: 85—86) of austerity as a form of class politics
for re-engineering society and privately appropriating the commons.
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In other words, capital crises and strategies for recovery are the other side of the
coin of processes for contemporary capital accumulation: on the pretext of a constant
and urgent necessity for development, international and domestic capital is trying to
revive its global domination while fostering many forms of alienation with each other,
between societies and their urban and rural environments, between humankind and
nature, and so on.

The crucial political problem arising from all this is the need to identify, tackle and
overcome the many forms of development that in contemporary capitalism refers
to accumulation, dispossession and alienation. Dare we hope for new relations
toward nature, with each other, with the work we do and the way we live beyond the
development rationale?

To offer a positive response to the above question, we need a diverse strategy as well
as notions, ideas, practices, processes and try-outs that are smarter than capital. Our
point of departure is that a multidimensional crisis — namely this crisis of civilisation
— calls for multidimensional responses going beyond the development requirement
and/or its rationale. As we often reiterate in the Global Working Group, in the world
of today’s social transformation, we need to examine the complex relations between
class, race, coloniality, gender and the environment, as these are the historical entan-
glements and interdependencies that determine the civilizational basis of the system
we face. While the future of capitalism is already clear as a result of its own crises and
indebtedness, there are — and should be — no bounds on our political, economic and
socio-environmental imaginations. Moreover, going “beyond development” requires
paying attention to activists’ practices and always trying to develop symbiotic relation-
ships involving mutual learning and reinforcement.
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COMMONS AND THE CITY

Having initially applied to natural and then digital resources, interest in commons
is increasingly crossing over to the urban sphere. The literature, although recent, is
nevertheless quite broad, being characterised by the multiple interpretations of the
term ‘commons’!, and its application to urban territory and municipal administration.
Consequently, we believe there is a need to reflect on and evaluate the possibilities
and limits of the theoretical framework of commons as an explicitly urban project,
taking up two of the main paths or ‘entry points’ (Hess 2008) covered in the specialist
literature, and considering their many interconnections.

The first entry point is the neo-institutionalist perspective, which focuses on analysing
the institutional paradigms and governance rules adopted by communities to manage
so-called common-pool resources (CPRs)?, and whose main exponent is the Amer-
ican political scientist Elinor Ostrom. The second entry point adopts a Marxist outlook
that relates commons to their complex interrelations with socioeconomic practices of
enclosure and focuses on the many ways in which the process is both implemented
and resisted in the urban environment.

The first section of this article addresses the literature focused on forms of CPR
governance and the major differences between the natural resources analysed by
Ostrom and the physical, social and cultural resources found in the urban sphere.
The second section concentrates on those authors who have linked struggles for
commons as a response to enclosures and the logics of appropriation by dispos-
session in the neoliberal city, which is very close to the literature on urban social
movements and the struggles for the right to the city. The final section ends with
some conclusions about the potential gains of a dialogue between the proponents of
both approaches.

1 It soon becomes apparent how unclear terms like ‘commons’ and other associated concepts, such as
common wealth, common resources, common property, common good, etc. are and that they are not entirely
synonymous. In fact, how ‘commons’ should best be translated into Spanish is still being debated, e.g. as
comun, procomun (a noun combining provecho, which is often translated as interest or good in English,
and comun, in the sense of a public utility), and bienes comunes, meaning common goods. In addition,
the clarification of terms is complicated by the involvement in this domain of many different disciplines
(philosophy, economics, political economy, sociology, political science, ecology, etc.). In this connection, the
compilation by Hess makes interesting reading. For more information, see: http://dlc.dlib.indiana.edu/dlc/
handle/10535/304.

2 Ostrom understands a ‘common-pool resource’ to be a “natural or man-made resource system that is
sufficiently large to make it costly (but not impossible) to exclude potential beneficiaries from obtaining
benefits from its use.” (Ostrom 1990: 30).
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SELF-MANAGEMENT OF
‘URBAN COMMON RESOURCES’

The work of Elinor Ostrom (1990) on the administration of natural resources (or CPRs)
greatly inspired and guided a rethink about how common-pool urban resources can
be collectively managed. From a viewpoint based on individual and collective ration-
ality, Ostrom analysed the appraisals, problems and possibilities of collective action
— neither State-controlled, nor private measures — geared to ensuring that natural
resources are managed efficiently. Her starting point was a critique of the ‘tragedy of
the commons’ metaphor popularised by Garret Hardin (1968), which was itself closely
linked to Olson’s (1965) work on the logic of collective action. Hardin asserted that
a common resource open to everyone® would end up degrading because each indi-
vidual would tend to maximise their own benefit to the detriment of maintaining the
resource collectively, even when the benefits of a collective strategy were greater.
Following this argument, the only solution to this ‘tragedy’ would entail establishing
either a regulatory system based on private property and the market, in which each
individual was responsible for their property, or a system of State control, based
either on planning or a hierarchy. By contrast, Ostrom first highlighted the normally
invisible costs involved in keeping property private (fences, surveillance, less capacity
to monetise investments, etc.) as well the expense required to control, maintain and
constantly improve it if run by an external entity such as the State. Next, Ostrom
cited a series of real-life cases to illustrate the feasibility of taking collective action to
manage common resources, provided that various conditions facilitating the collec-
tive governance of that resource applied.

RESOURCES, COMMUNITY AND GOVERNMENT

When focusing on the urban sphere, important differences become apparent between
the examples of self-administered CPRs investigated by Ostrom and urban common-
pool resources managed by municipalities. Hess, discussing the literature on the
‘new commons’ (shared resources that had recently evolved or been recognised as
common), claimed that the term had lost its connection to academic concepts linked
with traditional common resources (CPRs) and come to be defined more openly and
expansively — therefore making it analytically more diffuse (Colding / Barthel 2013)
— without being limited to a specific type of economic good (meeting the criteria of
rivalry and non-exclusivity) or type of property regime (Hess 2008: 34).

3 Hardin confused unregulated open-access resources with collectively managed resources, whereas the
problem for Ostrom is not the common resource per se, but its governance.
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RESOURCES

The first question arising is which existing urban resources can be considered
common goods. The literature distinguishes the following types of common
resource, among others: material (land, housing, infrastructure, equipment, public
spaces, green spaces) and immaterial (information, knowledge, cultural creations,
cooperation, security, etc.); natural (water, air, land wealth) and artificial (social,
cultural or collective knowledge); universal (with guaranteed access for all) or locally
produced (with a community of reference); and abundant versus scarce resources.

In an attempt to be more specific, Efrat Eizenberg (2012) invoked ‘actually existing
commons'’ to encapsulate shared resources in urban environments that are governed
by common property regimes, i.e. institutional arrangements that involve neither
State administration, nor private property, but which are based on self-manage-
ment by a local community. Examples she cites include the New York Community
gardens, workers’ cooperatives, and experiences of collective property owner-
ship destined for, and managed by, poor urban populations. Other authors refer to
these same examples as ‘neighbourhood communes’ (Hess 2008) to highlight the
nearby communities’ ability to protect, preserve and manage local resources. Thus,
frequent case studies cover community gardens and allotments (Foster 2006; Foster
2011; Fernandez / Burch 2003; Sheldon 2010), street markets (Parker / Johansson,
2011), parks and other recreational facilities (Matisoff / Noonan 2012), public spaces
in general (Getachew 2008; Low / Smith 2006; Cooper 2006), occupied houses
(Hodkinson / Chatterton 2006), housing cooperatives (Saegert / Benitez 2005), and
even gated communities (Lee / Webster 2006; Le Goix / Webster 2006; Colding
2011), among others.

Other authors also include more intangible aspects of shared resources, addressing
security, for example, by exploring how a community organises itself to prevent
crime in a certain pre-determined area of the city (Bennett / Holloway / Farrington
2006; Wagenaar / Soeparman 2004). On a larger scale, attempts have been made
to conceptualise the basic infrastructure that makes city life possible as a form
of urban commons (Frischmann 2005; Frischmann 2006; Bravo / de Moor 2008).
Examples range from water distribution systems (Bakker 2007; Wutich 2009) to
port infrastructure (Selsky / Memon 1997), roads (Blomkvist / Larsson 2013), elec-
tricity (Byrne et al. 2009; Lambing 2012) waste collection and processing (Post /
Baud 2003; Cavé 2013), natural ecosystems in the city (Svendsen / Campbell 2008)
and even land regulation systems (Porter 2011; Salingaros 2010). Due to these
resources’ importance in facilitating urban life and the complexities of their manage-
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ment, it is usually public institutions that are called on to provide, care for and
maintain these resources, either directly (Sofoulis / Williams 2008) or using hybrid
forms of co-management or co-production alongside civil society (McShane 2010).
This introduces the issue of scale; whereby some resources can be subject to forms
of local management by clearly delineated communities (usually on a smaller scale),
while other commons (public spaces or collective infrastructure, for example) relate
to much broader communities and require more open and non-proprietary manage-
ment, with inclusive access and expansive participation being taken into account.

In short, what is and is not an urban common resource is an open, contextual and
above all a political question. Indeed, as we will see below, a common resource is a
common resource when a community claims that it qualifies as one.

COMMUNITY

As Ostrom pointed out, more than being merely resources (software, water or
public spaces) with specific characteristics (rivalry in consumption and non-exclusive
access), commons must have an active community that manages them by fulfilling
shared norms. Commons should not be identified on the basis of their intrinsic charac-
teristics, as a particular type of asset, thing or resource, but rather defined in relation
to a social subject in the localised context of a community. This raises the complicated
question of how to define what ‘community’ means in an urban context.

Many, though not all of the communities Ostrom identified as successful in taking
care of a resource and ensuring its sustainability, are relatively small and charac-
terised by strong ties and stable shared norms. The description of this type of
community resonates more with rural and traditional societies than with those in
urbanised societies, which tend to be characterised by multiple, temporary, interest-
based, associations between unknown parties.

Neighbourhoods have often been conceptualised as intermediate entities between
rural and urban spaces, the domestic and metropolitan or private and institutional
levels. Functionally, neighbourhoods are also the minimum units of social repro-
duction in a city, spaces in which basic needs like self-sufficiency, socialisation,
education and everyday healthcare can be met through recourse to various spaces
of sociability, resources and facilities. In this latter connection, neighbourhoods
have also been analysed as spaces of political organisation, resisting processes
of gentrification (Smith 2002), making demands on urban services and facilities
(Castells 1977) or simply serving as spaces for participation in government and
local politics. In this neighbourhood context, communities are no longer viewed
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as closed, homogeneous groups, but redefined as plural collectives with a range
of proximity-based shared interests and needs®*. These factors, such as residential
proximity and a dependence on certain shared resources, make the neighbourhood
an urban space that is particularly conducive to developing collective management
systems for common urban resources.

However, various authors have also pointed out the wide-ranging characteristics
a community of this type can have in the urban sphere: for instance, they may be
exclusive or integrative; regressive or progressive (Kohn 2004; McCarthy 2005);
refer to a small group of users, an entire neighbourhood, the whole population of a
city, or groups operating in digital spaces (Foster 2011; Blomley 2008); and they may
be sedentary or temporary. Stavrides (2011 and 2012) defined occupations of land
and empty, disused buildings in Brazil and of ‘town squares’ (plazas) that triggered
a global cycle starting in 2010-11 as ‘communities in movement’, meaning social
organisations that, far from notions of homogeneous community, essentialist rural
communities or social bonds within a traditional extended family, instead rest on the
very action of managing and democratically governing common resources.

In any case, regardless of whether ‘communities’ are based on geographical adja-
cency or some other linking factor, two things are clear: a) although they arose from
“similar forms of collective ownership that have very different social and political
effects” (as with the elitist, exclusive nature of gated condominiums, for example)
(Kohn 2004: 10); and b) we must see them as far more open, unstable entities that
are less dependent on a particular resource than the successful cases analysed by
Ostrom. Where urban CPRs are concerned, the subsistence of the actors in ques-
tion does not normally depend solely on exploiting a resource, and this has important
consequences for their motivation to maintain it and/or control its use by others®.
This does not mean that users do not derive any kind of (economic, social or polit-
ical) benefit, but rather that such benefits are often much more indirect, suggesting
the importance of motivations other than subsistence, such as fundamentally civic
or political factors. This implies that calculating costs and benefits based on the
homo economicus underlying Ostrom'’s theory can be problematic. Indeed, Olson
himself (1965) recognised that his theory based on economic rationality did not
work well enough to study philanthropic, communal and religious organisations.

4 Always bearing in mind that residential proximity does not necessarily imply or result in a ‘neighbourhood’ (in
the sense of mutual support or community). (Ledrut 1968)

5 In the words of Olstrom: “because the individuals involved gain a major part of their economic return from the
CPRs, they are strongly motivated to try to solve common problems to enhance their own productivity over time.”
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT
Finally, we should highlight the relationship between urban common resources and
government, here local government in particular.

In her work, Ostrom already recognised the important role of governments in legiti-
mising and lowering the costs of collective action. Meanwhile, Sheila Foster (2011)
highlighted various reasons why the role of government plays an even more predomi-
nant role in an urban setting. Firstly, it is very difficult to find spaces where the local
government has no ownership of resources or at least some regulatory control over
them. Secondly, collectively managed communities often do not operate under ideal
conditions, so the facilitative and legitimising roles played by the State become even
more important for ensuring that resource in question functions optimally.

Foster (2011) invokes the ‘tragedy of the commons’ simile in cities when local govern-
ment becomes disengaged from its regulatory functions and the commons start to
degrade due to their overexploitation or misuse by users: a phenomenon she refers
to as 'regulatory slippage’: “In simple terms, regulatory slippage refers to a marked
decline in the enforcement of these standards and/or the increasing tolerance of
noncompliance with these standards by users of a given public space. (...) the concept
of regulatory slippage simply bears witness to a decline in the management or control
of a common resource over which public authorities have formal governing authority”
(2011: 67). Yet she does not examine the causes of this decline beyond pointing out
insufficient funding or excessive demands on the part of the user population, without
a doubt a naive view of local government, its capacity for agency, constraints and
guiding interests.

The role afforded to local government in the collective management cases analysed
by Foster (urban gardens, care of public parks, coalitions for local development, and
citizen security patrols) is above all one of providing support, e.g. to lower the costs
involved in collective actions or disincentivise ‘free riders’, and so forth. Accordingly,
experiences associated with urban commons are classified in terms of the level of
‘support’ received from a local government, determined primarily by variables endog-
enous to the community (with local government support deemed less necessary in
the presence of a strongly cohesive community).
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To an extent, these elements invoke one of the principles guaranteeing the sustain-
able governance of common resources, according to Ostrom'’s classic lists. However,
as highlighted by De Angelis (2003), among others, the work of history shows us that
the recognition of the self-determination of the community by high-level authorities
(like the State) is often gained through struggle.

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY
OF THE COMMONS

In the second part of this article, we will switch to examine contributions that go
beyond evaluating whether results of collectively managing common resources can
be deemed ‘tragic’ and study CPR management in its (antagonistic) relationship with
capital, viewing it as a source of conflict and resistance within contemporary capitalism.

The approach or hypothesis shared by authors with neo-Marxist or heterodox Marxist
views maintains that the strategy of accumulation in neoliberalism and the rentier
form that gains the advantage under the hegemony of financial capital both closely
resemble the process of enclosing7 communal fields described by Marx in the frame-
work of what he termed ‘primitive accumulation’ (see De Angelis 2003; Federici
2004; Hardt 2010; Hardt / Negri 2011; Harvey 2003; Heynen / Robbins 2005; Marazzi
2009 and Vercellone 2009, among others).

In 1990, the same year that Ostrom published Governing the Commons, the edito-
rial collective Midnight Notes Collective coined the term ‘new enclosures’ to refer to
the spectacular and unprecedented privatisation process that had been taking place
across the planet from the mid-1970s onwards as a result of the global neoliberal turn
(Midnight Notes Collective 1990). Nature, the social benefits that define the welfare
state, culture and knowledge, and even urban structure itself and the resources estab-
lished within it, have all become new spheres of business for capital and evidence an

6  Elinor Ostrom'’s work investigates how communities either succeed or fail at managing common pool resources and
defines eight design principles for stable, local CPR management: 1. Define clear group boundaries. 2. Match rules
governing the use of common goods to local needs and conditions. 3. Ensure that those affected by the rules can
participate in modifying the rules. 4. Make sure the rule-making rights of community members are respected by outside
authorities. 5. Develop a system, carried out by community members, for monitoring members’ behaviour. 6. Use
graduated sanctions for rule violators. 7. Provide accessible, low-cost means for dispute resolution. 8. Build responsibility
for governing the common resource in nested tiers from the lowest level up to the entire interconnected system.

7  The recently 'unearthed’ archaism associated with capitalism’s founding chapter is that of ‘enclosure’, a
term referring to the legal protocols that paved the way to peasants’ expulsion from communal fields and
the subsequent transformation of that land into privately owned plots, as happened with much of England'’s
communal lands in the 18th and 19th century. Marx described this as one of the different ‘bloody’ methods
constituting the ‘original sin’ that allowed the accumulation of capital and labour necessary for the transition
to capitalism, a process known as primitive or original accumulation.
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era of ‘new enclosures’ by a capitalist regime that increasingly relies on the parasitic
absorption of social wealth, rather than on the growth of productivity.

In the same vein, David Harvey (2003) adapts and rejuvenates Marx’s notion of ‘primi-
tive accumulation’ under the term ‘accumulation by dispossession’, which he uses to
describe the new closure of communal fields as a means of overcoming problems of
over-accumulation. Referring to this renaissance of primitive accumulation, Hardt and
Negri (2011) insist that it cannot be read simply as a process of appropriating physical
resources, but must be treated as a process of encroachment on ‘the productivity
of living labour’. For his part, Zizek (2009) defines four fundamental antagonisms
that constitute the principal and current threat to commons: ecological catastrophe,
the operation of private property regimes (such as patents and intellectual property),
techno-scientific developments (especially biogenetics) and the emergence of new
forms of apartheid (walls, fences and borders).

THE ‘'NEW ENCLOSURES’ OF THE NEOLIBERAL CITY

Despite growing recognition of the usefulness of Marxist theories of primitive accumu-
lation in understanding the current neoliberal phase of capitalist development, several
authors have pointed out its high level of abstraction and lack of empirical concreteness,
its lack of research into the particular dynamics of the dispossession and enclosure
taking place in an urban context (Hodkinson 2012) and the relative absence of research
on contemporary practices of ‘urban communalisation’ (Bresnihan / Byrne 2014).

A recent new wave of academic publications rooted in critical urban theory develops
a renewed perspective linking the contributions of Marxist theorists on primitive accu-
mulation with work on neoliberalism in cities and emerging studies drawn from critical
geography and urban sociology (see Blomley 2008; Hodkinson 2012; Jeffrey / MicFarlane
/Vasudevan 2012; Vasudevan / McFarlane / Jeffrey 2008). These authors use the concept
of ‘enclosure’ to refer to the process of the ‘neoliberalisation’ of cities, thus covering not
only what is commonly understood by the term "privatisation’ (the transfer of public assets
to the private sphere), but also a wide variety of acts, ranging from the privatisation/
financialisation of urban space and the commmerecialisation of urban life to pollution, exclu-
sion, displacement or the actual erection of fences and walls. Stuart Hodkinson (2012)
describes urban ‘enclosures’ not only as “a metaphor for contemporary urban policy (...)
but [as] the “modus operandi of neoliberal urbanism” aimed at “finding new urban outlets
for capital accumulation, controlling the use and exchange value of urban space or shut-
ting down any access to any urban space or sociability — commons - that offers a means
of reproduction and challenging capitalist social relations” (p. 515).
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We can divide the different outlooks into three large blocks:

> those that focus on processes of fragmentation, privatisation and securitisation of
urban spaces;

> those that broadly address gentrification dynamics as processes of the enclosure of
entire neighbourhoods on the part of capital, and

> those that address ‘negative externalities’ of models of accumulation based on the
intensive use of territorial assets (pollution, the depletion of resources and homogeni-
sation), and which view the city as the foundation for other commons based upon it.

We can start off by noting how the literature has utilised the ‘enclosure’ concept to
refer to the expansion and intensification of fences, walls, borders and fortifications
that privatise and commercialise previously open and accessible public spaces to the
benefit of certain urban elites, and in the process ‘displace’ and ‘exclude’ the city's
urban poor. Alex Jeffrey, Colin McFarlane and Alex Vasudevan (2012) describe this
proliferation of security architecture as the most rudimentary and geographically
evident form of enclosure. They cite as examples the Special Economic Zones (SEZs)
and closed neighbourhoods or ‘gated communities’, where the classes most favoured
by the globalisation process are isolated from the rest of the city in protected enclaves.
All these processes in some way hark back to the enclosures and the expulsion of peas-
ants from communal land in the early days of capitalism: the fencing, commodification
and privatisation of land, the expulsion of the popular classes (in this case, from historic
centres) so that land could be put to more lucrative uses, and the transformation of
common rights — such as the right to public space — into private rights.

Another example cited in the ‘urban enclosure’ literature which maintains strong paral-
lels with the dynamics that gave rise to the historic formation of the working class is
that of gentrification (Atkinson 2000, Smith 2002); a concept that synthesises a series
of processes aimed at reconquering central spaces by raising the price of housing and
neighbourhood services, with the effect of directly or indirectly displacing the former
population and eroding the social networks of the popular classes (Blomley 2008).
In this sense, the enclosure process not only refers to corporate attempts to control,
privatise and marketise public space, but also extends to those resources generated
by urban life itself, namely culture, heritage, symbolic capital, lifestyles, and so on.
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Harvey (2012) gives a good example of the inversion of ‘Hardin’s tragedy'® when he
describes gentrification as a paradigmatic example of how an excessive deference to
private property and individual interest leads to the degradation and mismanagement
of a common resource: “the better the common qualities a social group creates, the
more likely it is to be raided and appropriated by private profit-maximizing interests.
(...) By the time the market has done its destructive work, not only have the original
residents been dispossessed of that common which they had created (often being
forced out by rising rents and property taxes), but the common itself becomes so
debased as to be unrecognizable” (p. 78).

As recognised by Gago and Mezzadra (2015), among others, referring to the literature
on 'neo-extractivist’ development policy in Latin American countries, extraction not
only occurs in natural reserves or rural indigenous areas, but is also taking place in
cities by socially dispossessing urban commons through processes such as gentrifi-
cation. Not only is the community dispossessed of the common it produced (in this
case a particular urban ecosystem, environment, diversity, etc.) due to higher land
and housing prices, but that particular urban ecosystem is depleted by banalising,
homogenising market effects.

Similarly, some authors also use the term ‘enclosure’ to refer to demolition and recon-
struction projects affecting degraded urban areas, such as favelas or shanty towns.
In these contexts, it is deemed a more analytically robust term than ‘gentrification’,
since it (both conceptually and politically) links the struggles against displacement
occurring in both the Global North and the Global South (Ghertner 2014).

Finally, alongside the (literal or metaphorical) process of fencing off —i.e. the displace-
ment and absorption of collective wealth for the benefit of certain productive and
speculative sectors — the process of enclosure has also been used as a framework
to address the degradation of common resources and the contamination of shared
environments: what economists call the market’s negative externalities.

Taking the case of Spain during the years of the last real-estate boom (1993-2007) as
an illustrative example, studies conducted by the Metropolitan Observatory (Obser-
vatorio Metropolitano 2007, 2011 and 2013) describe in detail how a model based on
real-estate property, patrimonial cycles and the massive construction of infrastructure
is necessarily developed based on the materiality of the territory through the steady
depletion and intensive use of common natural assets. According to the authors, this

8 Responding to Hardin, Monbiot (1994) suggests that the ‘tragedy of the commons’ became the tragedy of its
disappearance.
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‘colonisation of territory’ entails resources that belong to the whole community, such
as the coast, air, urban land, water, and so on, undergoing processes of overexploita-
tion and contamination that endanger their sustainability. According to them, many
common resources are being privatised and commodified because corporations see
them as cheap or free fuel for the voracious market machine. At the same time, they
represent a cheap and convenient dumping ground, somewhere to offload all the
unpleasant externalities that companies do not wish to internalise in their cost struc-
tures (Observatorio Metropolitano 2013: 28).

In short, while the term ‘enclosure’, from a neoclassical viewpoint, is undoubtedly
synonymous with increasing productivity or profitability in the face of the supposed
instability inherent in collective property regimes (Hardin 1968; Lee / Webster 2006),
from these (alternative) perspectives it represents the underlying logic behind the
unwanted social changes and dynamics driven by the expansive logic of free-market
capitalism applied in contemporary metropolises (see Blomley 2008; Hodkinson
2012; Jeffrey et al. 2012; Vasudevan et al. 2008).

It is precisely in interstices in the privatisation of urban commons that the crucial
contemporary processes of urban politico-economic transformation, neoliberalisa-
tion and financialisation must be situated. This has become even more flagrantly
apparent in light of the extraordinary ongoing processes of dispossession that are
taking place as a result of the financial crisis combined with austerity and fiscal recti-
tude measures (Midnight Notes Collective 2009). And although the evocative force of
the term ‘enclosure’ has provided a powerful metaphor about the expansion of entre-
preneurial power in the city, this same somewhat lax and diffuse conceptualisation®
has at the same time triggered debate about its analytical and explanatory validity (De
Angelis 2003; Harvey 2003).

9  As De Angelis (2003) reminds us, the current literature does not offer much in terms of systematically
classifying the different mechanisms through which enclosures operate, and even less with respect to urban
enclosures specifically. In turn, referring to gated communities, David Harvey reminds us that the dynamics
of common enclosure cannot be read in a simplistic, linear fashion: context must be taken into account
because what is considered a common in one instance may become private property in another, and vice-
versa (Harvey, 2013).
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RECLAIMING THE RIGHT TO THE CITY
BY REAFFIRMING THE COMMONS

Thus far, we have considered cities as privileged places of ‘accumulation by
dispossession’ (Harvey 2003) under neoliberalism. However, they also are and
have always been, highly contested spaces of friction and resistance, backdrops
for various daily struggles and political contestations which, through the prism of
the commons, have been identified as ‘the (constitutive) outside’ of enclosures (De
Angelis 2004).

Since the Midnight Notes Collective (1990) and authors such as Naomi Klein in her
influential Reclaiming the commons (2001) described the global cycle of struggles
that began in the early 1900s (the so-called anti- or alter-globalisation movement)
as a battle to ‘recover the commons’ and ‘reclaim control of what was being priva-
tised’, critical urban studies have debated the growing importance attributed to the
commons by political movements (see Caffentzis 2010; De Angelis 2003; de Peuter /
Dyer-Witheford, 2010; Fattori 2013; Hardt / Negri 2011; McCarthy 2005; or Stavrides
2011 for a review).

David Harvey argues that accumulation by dispossession has given rise to a great
variety of struggles that show a series of new characteristics, not taking place in the
factory but in the city, and not being led by the working class, but rather by a broad
spectrum of social movements and civil society. The author takes up an idea previ-
ously put forward by Henri Lefebvre when addressing the urban roots of the May
1968 movement in Paris: capital has left the confines of the factory and the territory
has become ‘the social factory’.

This shift has afforded an increasingly central role to urban struggles as a source of
resistance to capitalism, displacing the traditional proletarian struggles of the past.
Hardt and Negri (2011) take a similar line when they point out that “the metropolis is
to the multitude what the factory used to be to the working class” (p. 250). Accord-
ingly, but somewhat simplifying, while ‘workers’ struggle to wrest improvements
in working conditions, mobilisations against dispossession are geared towards
reclaiming and recovering the commons as a precondition for life in the great social
factory that is the city.
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In his latest book, Rebel Cities (2012), Harvey analyses the importance of the urban
dimension in the cycle of struggles that began in 2010-2011 in Tahir, in Syntagma
Square, in Gezi Park, in the encampments of the 15M (or Indignados) Movement, and
points out how the urban commons — in particular, city streets, squares and parks —
become principal theatres of resistance and places for issuing demands.

At the same time, he highlights how the act of occupying and re-appropriating public
spaces, and the collective actions generated in the crucible of urban life can be inter-
preted as acts of ‘communalisation’, transforming the locations in question (Syntagma
Square in Athens, Tahrir Square in Cairo, Gezi Park in Istanbul, Zuccotti Park in New
York) into urban commons, reformulating their management through collective bases,
and challenging how urban public spaces are controlled and administered: “by putting
human bodies in that place [squares, parks and streets], to convert public space into
a political commons — a place for open discussion and debate about what that power
is doing and how best to oppose its reach. (...) Syntagma Square in Athens, Tahrir in
Cairo, and the Plaza de Catalunya in Barcelona were public spaces that became an
urban commons as people assembled there to express their political views and make
demands” (pp. 161 and 73).

Inspired by Harvey's notion of the reappropriation of the urban condition as a common,
and by an ethnographic study of the 15M Movement in Spain, Estalella and Corsin
(2014) describe how squares — temporary urban camps that recreate ‘cities in minia-
ture’ (p. 151) —, taken hostage by the privatisation of their use and subject to various
forms of authoritarianism and prohibition, emerged as urban commons, organising
assemblies in public space, being distributed and rhizomatic within their network, and
forming new ways of ‘doing or being in common’.

Salingaros (2010) has described the social form arising when creating commons as
‘peer-to-peer (or P2P) urbanism’, where the ideas and practices of free software
movements are being applied to different communities in the city, which generate
alternative ways of accessing, producing and valuing urban space using the logics of
open source and social cooperation to define urban space according to how people
use it (Salingaros 2010).

Stavrides (2011) defines these ‘communities in movement’ or ‘communities-in-the-
making’ as “[communities] created in a society in movement through the catalytic
activities of urban social movements”. These social organisations are far removed
from the idea of a homogeneous or essentialist rural community or the social bonds
of the extended family, since, according to the author, they are based on making
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commons, i.e. they emerge from mobilisation and collective actions and are consti-
tuted in the very act of managing and democratically governing common resources:
“The community develops through commoning, through acts and forms of organisa-
tion oriented towards the production of the common” (p. 5).

Here it is important to stress that it is precisely this social practice of communalisation
that converts goods, services and public spaces, from town squares to public educa-
tion, into common resources. This is in line with what Peter Linebaugh (2010) states
when he converts the name (the commons) into a verb (‘commoning’) to highlight how
commons, beyond being mere objects or physical resources, cannot exist without the
act of communalisation, namely without the action of a determined community that
decides to defend and administer a resource collectively. In this sense, commons
not only presuppose a community, but are themselves produced in the course of a
struggle.

There is a good example of this in the work of geographer Nicholas Blomley (2007
and 2008). In one of his articles (Enclosure, Common Right and the Property of the
Poor (2008)), the author highlights the consistent plea of a community for the collec-
tive property of their neighbourhood (“Woodwards Belongs To Us”) as a way of
confronting an ‘aggressive’ process of regeneration and imposing limits on the exclu-
sive right of property developers and their ability to displace poor populations. The
challenge to the capacity of the State and capital to sustain its duopoly in the tasks of
service provision and urban planning suffices for the author to interpret the mobilisa-
tion as an urban common. In turn, the mobilisation has been particularly active against
the appropriation of cities by private interests based on the interpellation and defence
of the urban as a common, and on affirming those principles of access, participation
and sustainability found at the heart of the struggle for commons.

Here commons, far from being considered isolated experiences of small communities
that manage resources, instead emerge (and are presented as) a philosophical-political
idea articulated through the language of rights: the right to collective property (of the
city) as opposed to the city as an aggregation of private property rights'. This view of
the rights that underlie the practice of making and reclaiming commons allows us to
connect with the literature that deals with the struggles for ‘le droit a la ville' (right to
the city), a concept coined by Lefebvre to address the French protests of May 1968
(Lefebvre 1968). In this sense, it highlights the introduction of key elements absent

10 Where property is an absolute attribute of the owner (whether individual or institutional), it confers on them
the capacity to decide on an object, or in this case (exclusive rights regarding) the use and exploitation of
the city.
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from much neo-institutionalist research, including for example the centrality of ethical
issues and the central role of political contestation: “The commons is not so much
found, as produced” (Blomley 2008: 320).

On the other hand, there are authors like Hardt and Negri (2011), from what is referred
to as the field of Italian autonomist Marxism or ‘post-workerism'’. For them, the ques-
tion of ‘the commons’ or ‘the production of commons’ is a central element in ‘cognitive
capitalism’, due to how it assumes a double antagonistic condition, as a plane of both
autonomy and capitalist capture (Hardt / Negri 2011; Pasquinelli 2008; Roggero 2010;
Vercellone 2009). From this perspective the territory itself, the metropolis and not
the factory, is considered the basis of social innovation and ‘biopolitical production’;
the source and space of commons, “of people living together, sharing resources,
communicating, exchanging goods and ideas” (Hardt / Negri 2011: 133). This socially
produced wealth is then subsumed by capital, principally through different financial
mechanisms and by controlling and appropriating urban rents that benefit certain
dominant sectors within the city's economy (tourism, real estate, finance).

The visions of these authors expand the definitions of commons present in neo-insti-
tutionalist studies (which always refer to ‘small communities of users’) to encompass
all those resources or goods, spaces and forms of sociability in the city that are of a
collective character (or ‘that belong to everyone’), both in terms of property (‘inher-
ited wealth’) and of production (‘the products and results of individual and collective
work’), and everything that constitutes the basis for promoting the productive life
of the metropolis and satisfies its basic needs. For these authors, beyond specific
demands to manage certain concrete common resources collectively, a ‘"democracy
of the commons’ is based on the generation of institutions that permit the democratic
management of production and/or collective wealth. Accordingly, struggles for ‘the
commons’ point in the direction of a ‘general’ critique of public-private dichotomies,
i.e. neoliberalism and privatisations, and also of the role of the public sector and its
lack of democracy and transparency.

Summing up, we have seen how the concept of ‘the commons’ is becoming increas-
ingly fluid, expanding beyond its original meaning of relating to a physical resource, and
now serving as an analytical instrument for urban conflicts and political contestations
in response to the extension of neoliberal urbanism. This social form of ‘commons’,
whether expressed in ideological terms or as a pragmatic response to material needs
(Bresnihan / Byrne 2015) and/or referring to processes of self-management, such
as movements geared towards defending and re-appropriating rights (Observatorio
Metropolitano 2013), which arose in the course of actually making commons, criti-
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cises neoliberal urbanism by challenging both the hegemonic logic of private property
and the function and role of public institutions. As Chatterton reminds us, the urban
common and the practices and social relationships that support it, have become
the purest expression of the kind of politics necessary for greater justice in the city;
“simultaneously a defensive act and a productive act against enclosures and oppres-
sions “(Chatterton 2010: 627).
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CONCLUSIONS

Although terms like ‘enclosures’ or ‘commons’ are normally associated with bygone
eras, these strange and archaic notions have seen a resurgence of interest in recent
years amongst social movements and academics from various disciplines.

This paper explored two approaches in the literature on commons and their offshoots
in urban studies (see Table 1). In the first, we adopted the outlook on collective
management of common goods in the city, strongly influenced by the work of Elinor
Ostrom on the conditions required to enable the effective collective management
of particular natural resources. In this sense, we highlighted urban specificity when
applying perspective to the city by referring to:

> the particular nature and diversity of urban resources, which are themselves socially
constructed,;

> the type of communities that arise in an urban environment, which are much more
open and fluid, and their (less dependent) relationship to the resource and finally,

> the role of local government in regulating these resources.

These assessments are not in any way intended to invalidate the possibility of commu-
nities self-administering urban resources in a sustainable manner by increasing their
positive externalities in the sense of creating local social capital and revitalising cities
as a whole.

Epistemologically, much of the theoretical work on the governance of CPRs takes into
account that the world is populated by rational individuals who maximise utility and,
from that starting point, wonders under what conditions a common property regime
can function and be socially efficient (see for example Ostrom 1990 and 2005; Ostrom
et al. 1994). Challenging this perspective based on methodological individualism, neo-
Marxist currents recover the historical matrix of the commons by contextualising their
analysis within the framework of capitalist power relations. In this sense, ‘commons’
are not only a rich variety of more or less successful models of resource manage-
ment, but 'the common’ becomes a central concept through which to understand
the bases for generating social wealth and modes of accumulation in contemporary
capitalism, making it fundamental to addressing modern-day processes of ‘enclosure’
In cities.
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NEO-INSTITUTIONALIST AND NEO-MARXIST PERSPECTIVES
REGARDING URBAN COMMONS

Perspectives

Neo-institutionalist

Neo-Marxist

What is

understood
by the term
‘commons’?

Institutional arrangements for the manage-
ment of so-called ‘common-pool resources’
(CPRs).

More emphasis on the common (understood as
the processes of the production and distribu-
tion of wealth) than on common goods. A more
generic term.

Highly coveted assets from which it is
difficult to exclude.

Emphasis is placed on the centrality of commons
in the resistance to capitalism (the dialectic of
commons/enclosures).

The importance of ‘commoning’ (using common
goods for political purposes).

What is meant
by the city?

A space where the sharing of resources
gives rise to challenges regarding their
management, maintenance and access.

A space for the biopolitical production of social
wealth (the metropolis as a factory).

An antagonistic space in relation to enclosures.

The role of the
State

Deregulator/facilitator.

At the service of capital: neoliberal State/
biopower.

Governance Organisational practices within a commu- Not only internal organisation, but also
nity. concerning conflicts with actors outside the
T ) T community: to institute, reclaim and protect.
Identification of design principles. Norma-
tive trend towards democratic governance.
Examples Urban gardens, community gardens, Resistance against the ‘urban privatisation’,

neighbourhood watch programmes, street
markets, parks and recreational facilities,
housing cooperatives, and so on.

neighbourhood struggles against gentrification;
the global Occupy movement, self-management
practices (housing, culture, care, health, educa-
tion), etc.

Key authors

Ostrom (1990), Foster (2006 and 2011),
Hess (2008), Eizenberg (2012).

De Angelis (2004), Midnight Notes Collective
(1990), Federici (2004), Harvey (2012), Hardt and
Negri (2011), Hodkinson (2012).

Critiques

Lack of a macro perspective: restriction to
the local/neighbourhood scale.

Abstract and non-operational definitions: lack of
empirical studies.

Lack of a systemic perspective: does

not deal with relations with other social
institutions and fails to dovetail with
broader historical processes (for example,
neoliberalism).

Takes little account of issues related to
power, inequality or territorial justice.
Needs to problematize who has access and
who does not.

The role of the State is simply that of a deregu-
lator or to serve class interests.

Source: made by authors
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An interesting feature of this approach to analysing urban commons is understanding
the structural context of tensions regarding the control of urban resources. Thus, in
addition to more institutionalist perspectives, in which urban commons are viewed as
a resource, a community and a set of rules that regulate their collective management,
these alternative viewpoints go beyond the resource itself and introduce themes of
conflict, politicisation and even the reclamation of rights.

This more complex reading of the urban commmons concept enables us to introduce
other factors to try to explain, among other things, the negative effects engendered
by some commons beyond their borders, or the sustainability of certain practices
in the urban domain. For example, by merely considering what makes up a gated
community, without adopting this more complex approach, we cannot explain the link
between the growth of these types of real-estate products and the extinction of other
common resources historically linked to cities, such as the public sphere; nor can we
evaluate their negative social effects, such as the promotion of division and social
segregation, or the manner in which they favour the commodification of resources
like security (Kohn 2004). On the other hand, as we have pointed out, the lower the
direct dependency of users of urban commons on the resources they manage, the
lower their incentive to durably maintain collective action, hence the need for other
incentives, both individual and collective, to sustain their collective management.

In this connection, we would like to point out two further aspects that we believe
should be taken on board when studying the sustainability of urban commons. Firstly,
the politicisation of the players involved in defending a common good considered to
be under threat from the logic underlying acts of privatisation is an important motiva-
tional element for sustaining communal practices (though it can also be demotivating
when the prospects of success are slim). Secondly, institutionalist perspectives
afford greater complexity to the study of local government, not only as an instrument
facilitating the interests of the local, State or international bourgeoisie per se, but also
as a possible facilitator of cooperative practices.
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Although from the neo-Marxist standpoint, the critique of the form of the modern
State is a fundamental prerequisite for any radical democratic political project, authors
like Harvey have tried to enrich the analysis of the relationship between commons
and the State by pointing out a probable need beyond a certain scale some kind of
state structure, and suggesting that the State can play an important role in redis-
tributing wealth. Although self-management practices may favour more democratic
modes of participation at the local level, the role of the State cannot be ignored. In this
sense, there is a need to explore potential community-State alliances to develop in
each particular context or sphere, thereby expanding what is deemed public beyond
something strictly associated with the State.

The dialogue between both trajectories reconstructs urban commons as a political
space that unites both the processes of enclosure and practical forms of resistance
(such as different examples of collective management) that take place around them.
We cannot reduce urban commons either to experiences of collective management
in the city or to urban movements concerned with the defence of what is public. The
study of urban commons under the complex perspective developed in this article
necessitates a new political and research agenda for the study of those social and
communitarian practices that go beyond the State and rebel against the commodifica-
tion and privatisation of urban life, in order to assert collective rights to the city.
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Cities are now front and centre of many community-led radical urban transition and
transformation initiatives. They are breeding grounds for multidimensional societal
problems spanning environmental degradation, massive greenhouse gas emissions,
dispossession and exclusion. As nests of development and crises, they function as
arenas of contestation over neoliberal policies that commodify and privatise space
and life which in turn reproduce marginality and injustice. Yet at the same time, cities
invite a radical openness to transformation (see Yiftachel 2015).

This chapter offers a survey of existing transnational initiatives promoting urban trans-
formation. Drawing mostly from the Transformative Cities Atlas of Utopias (henceforth
TC Atlas) and Fearless Cities, we present cases of community action across the world
and consider different praxes that emerge from local movements. In what follows,
we highlight that these growing transnational initiatives and trans-solidarity platforms
are deeply rooted in local and national movements, and share a fundamental desire to
envisage and create people-centred places. Hence, we regard the ‘urban commons’
and transformative cities as praxes of radical urban transformation. But rather than
underlining the prospects of replicability and upscaling, we choose instead to unravel
parallels between and draw lessons from these praxes. We anchor our analysis of
radical urban transformations and alternatives in a critique of capitalism, patriarchy
and growth-centred economy.

NEOLIBERAL NARRATIVES

At the 2016 World Cities Summitin Singapore, the World Bank claimed that the “single
most crucial component in rejuvenating decaying urban areas around the world is
private sector participation” (World Bank 2016). For the Bank, private sector partici-
pation pertains to the mobilisation of big money and the involvement of for-profit
entities such as national and transnational companies (TNCs), investors, regional and
corporate banks and other financial institutions. Ede ljjasz-Vasquez, Senior Director
for the World Bank’s Social, Urban, Rural and Resilience Global Practice, stressed that
“participation [of] the private sector is a critical factor in determining whether a regen-
eration program is successful” in creating areas “where citizens can live, work, and
thrive” (ibid.). Large urban renewal projects, also known as "“revitali[slation, renais-
sance, regeneration, renewal, redevelopment, rejuvenation, restructuring, reurbanils]
ation, and residentiali[s]ation” (Slater 2008: 219; see also Tickell / Peck 2003), aim to
physically upgrade sections of a city and bring in a more affluent demographic (Koch
et al. 2017) by reconfiguring blighted areas and neighbourhoods in decline as well as
the built environment as a whole (Slater 2008). Yet across the Global North and South,
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such improvements have entailed dispossession on a massive scale (see Lees et al.
2017). Low-income communities are evicted and forcibly relocated; owners of small
businesses and hawkers displaced; and communal spaces privatised to make way
for more profitable land uses. Revitalisation projects mobilised to institute neoliberal
systems in under-provisioned urban areas (Koch et al. 2017) bear a resemblance to
structural adjustment programmes that restructure and reorganise cities as invest-
ment hubs and engines of economic growth. Such initiatives are accompanied by
changes in laws and policies that weaken local institutions, corporatise municipal
bodies and facilitate the outsourcing of public services to third-party contractors,
thereby rendering these entities similar to private-sector organisations which are
often devoid of public ethos.

From Lagos to Singapore, the corporate private sector continues to shape everyday
urban life through their dominance in retail and food distribution, banking and finance,
land and housing, as well as basic services provision. Their hegemony is attested by
recent figures showing that 69 of the 100 largest economies are transnational corpo-
rations, and the ten biggest corporations in the world generate a cumulative revenue
of more than the combined income of 180 countries (Global Justice Now 2016). Using
income-based metrics for measuring the size of an economy has elicited criticism
and ignited debate, particularly within the Global Working Group Beyond Develop-
ment (GWGBD). Nonetheless, it is a powerful method for demonstrating the scope
of corporate power.

TRANSFORMATIVE CITIES:
CHALLENGING THE POWER OF CAPITAL

As new inequalities emerge and existing ones are amplified by projects of neolib-
eral urbanism, a groundswell of resistance originating from the margins of society
has edged its way into the foreground. Opposition to water privatisation, citizen-led
campaigns for energy democracy, anti-eviction and cooperative housing movements
and electoral victories of progressive political parties have gained ground in response
to capital’s consolidation of power. Since 2000, at least 835 cases of (re)municipali-
sation of public services, involving more than 1,600 municipalities in 45 countries,
have been recorded around the world (Kishimoto / Petitjean 2017). The motivations
behind these projects often include aspirational and politically-strategic goals such as
regaining control over local resources and the local economy, decentring the power
of TNCs, ending private-sector violations of labour and human rights, providing more
affordable and democratic public services and implementing ambitious climate strate-
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gies (ibid.). In other parts of the world, these agendas have been complemented by
the recent rise of radical municipalism articulated in citizen-led platforms, such as
Barcelona en Comu in Catalonia (Spain), Demosisto in Hong Kong and Reclaim the
City in Cape Town (South Africa). These alternatives demonstrate that another world
is possible and is in fact already being envisaged and enacted.

The Transformative Cities Atlas of Utopias came into being as part of efforts to
contribute to the global debate on radical urban transformations (see box below). Initi-
ated by six regional and international organisations,’ it aims to “build an atlas of real
utopias, make these experiences viral and share the learning that comes from imple-
menting these experiments” (Buxton / Trumbo Villa 2018). Their objectives spring
from recognising the potential of cities to “break with the dichotomy of despair” and
offer possibilities for practicing transformative ways of living, thereby providing the
rudiments of radical transformation (Buxton / Trumbo Villa 2017). Conceived as a
translocal learning and sharing platform of transformative practices at the city/munic-
ipal level, the Atlas aims to amplify real-world practices that demonstrate how cities
are working on radical solutions to the multiple crises brought about by entrenched
and uneven power structures.

FearlessCities. International Municipalist Summit, Barcelona

1 Led by the Transnational Institute, the TC Atlas is a collaboration between Habitat International Coalition,
European Network for Community-led Initiatives on Climate Change and Sustainability, Red Intercontinental
de Promocién de la Economia Social Solidaria, Global Platform for the Right to the City and Friends of the
Earth International.
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GLOBAL AWARDS AS POLITICAL TOOLS

The Transformative Cities (TC) award adopts a methodology that combines
public policy literature with the ontological and political vision of Ernesto
Laclau. It uses ‘demands’ rather than identities (e.g., workers, women) as
starting points or units of analysis. Dr Erick Gonzalo Palomares Rodriguez,
the main architect of this methodology, credits the political significance of
using demands to “its ability to represent the indignation and frustration of
different sectors of societies”, as well as to its power “as a political strategy
[for] creatling] a social majority”. Inspired by this view, the TC award focuses
on the novel political strategies used by communities, social movements and
city/municipal bodies in instigating policy reform in housing, water and energy.
As a hermeneutic tool, it also underlines the translation of these experiences
to other contexts, rather than replication which global awards celebrating best
practices are known for.

Source: Skype interview with Dr Erick Gonzalo Palomares, 14 June 2019

The TC Atlas may be used to explore the constellation of global transformative prac-
tices, many of which remain under the radar. The strategic focus on basic rights to
housing, energy and water stems from years of advocacy and campaigning by the
Transnational Institute and its partners. It serves as a specific lever and an entry
point for understanding how transformative processes led by communities, social
movements and progressive parties are implemented at the city/municipal level.
In 2018, using participatory online tools, the initiative made its first open call for
contributions of community-led transformative practices in the energy, water and
housing sectors. In total, 32 cases from 19 countries were collected, spanning small
villages and global cities (see Table). Of this sample, nine were chosen as finalists
by a team of evaluators representing activists, scholars and changemakers in the
corresponding fields. Three People’s Choice award winners were determined by a
public vote, namely the women of Solapur (India) who built thousands of homes,
the community-owned and -built water treatment plant in Cochabamba (Bolivia),
and the new municipalist platform for energy transition in Cadiz (Spain) called the
Plan of Action Against Energy Poverty. Following the success of the initial round, a
second call was announced in early 2019, garnering 34 submissions of transforma-
tive practices from around the world.
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SUMMARY OF TRANSFORMATIVE
CITIES ATLAS OF UTOPIAS CASES

SECTOR/ LOGICS

PUBLIC POLITICAL OF SOCIAL CHANGES

SERVICE IMPETUS KEY ACTORS STRATEGIES CHANGE? BROUGHT ABOUT

Housing Struggles for Urban poor and Sustained Social Policy reform;
the right to the informal settler campaigning movements; public investments
city, particularly communities; demanding housing social in dignified and
housing rights, housing rights and opposing movement affordable housing;
i.e., access cooperatives; gentrification and unionism; participatory
to dignified trade unions; commercialisation radical mechanisms
and affordable women workers of urban space; municipalism in planning and
housing, and policy reform; implementing
resistance media work; popular housing projects
to mass mobilisation; vertical
evictions and and horizontal
commercialisation alliance work
of urban space

Energy Struggles Cooperatives; Platform-/ Prefigurative Energy policy
for energy multi-constituent discourse-building politics; social reform; defeat
democracy/ platforms; and awareness- movements; of fossil-fuel and
sovereignty; progressive raising initiatives radical coal-fired power
resistance to political parties regarding energy municipalism plant giants;
energy poverty, democracy; new democratic
fracking and cooperative- municipal energy
fossil fuels; building efforts; companies;
campaigns for lobbying and community-led
renewable energy campaigning for and economically-
transition and energy policy regenerative
climate justice; reform alternatives
opposition to
private electricity
companies;
demands for
grassroots
solutions to
energy problems;
calls for
remunicipalisation

Water Community Local Self-organising; Prefigurative Temporary to
responses to governments (city multiple politics; permanent halt to
‘glocal’ (global/ councils/ performative everyday water privatisation
local) problems, mayors); strategies; city-level  politics; social and outsourcing;
i.e., pollution, grassroots-led reclamation of movements; introduction
privatisation of movements; civil control over water radical of prepaid

water services,
climate change;
demands for

right to water,
democratic
control of public
water and
remunicipalisation

society coalitions
with local roots
but global
networks

municipalism

water meters;
de-privatisation and
remunicipalisation
of water services;
creation of new
public water
companies;
community-led
alternatives; broad
community-labour
alliances

Source: Authors’ rendering

2 This is based on the Global Working Group Beyond Development'’s typology.
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Whilst the initiative does not offer a definition of transformation or transformative
practices, many of the cases featured in this chapter trace their roots to popular
struggles and demonstrate diverse ways of reimagining cities, reclaiming living
spaces and resisting corporate control of shelter, energy and water. The TC Atlas
highlights the ability of local people to chart new pathways for their communities
and reclaim their individual and collective autonomy, with the principles of coopera-
tion and solidarity as bases. A number of cases are incomplete insofar as they are
ongoing processes of transition and transformation: from issue-based campaigns
to abolish prepaid water metering, to ‘systems thinking’ for building solidarity
economies. The common thread weaving these cases together is the emphasis
on claiming vital rights, namely water, food, energy, housing and mobility. Though
fundamental to human survival and a dignified life, these rights have been reduced
to ‘sectors’ subject to neoliberal policies. Nonetheless, their commodification has
shaped them to become the very tools for organising transgressive social mobilisa-
tions and popular uprisings. One such example is the pushback against coal power
in Mauritius. In 2013, social organisations publicly released documents regarding
the license that was secretly awarded by the government to CT Power, a Malaysian
TNC, to operate a new coal-fired power plant. The movement’s bold move, along-
side its advocacy for the establishment of a National Audit Commission tasked to
review the country’'s energy policy and lead the transition to renewable energy,
resulted in the shelving of the power plant project and spurred the launch of another
campaign for cooperative-led alternatives to fossil fuels.

In taking stock of these radical changes, we note that one process of transformation
may not necessarily lead to the transformation of other aspects of urban life. Victories
and gains need to be protected from corporate and State backlash. Successes in
reclaiming public services may co-exist with regressive social and public policies such
as opening up urban land to commercial interests, as in Jakarta and Mumbai. This
is usually the case for issue-based social movements' campaigns to end privatisa-
tion, provide basic services and democratise governance. However, these objectives
often evolve into comprehensive agendas, particularly when relevant groups become
involved in local/national or regional/international networks and campaigns, or when
the situation requires building unity platforms (e.g., challenging the dominance of
cross-border TNCs and capital).

We also note that the TC Atlas cases go beyond the ‘small is beautiful’ view of
alternatives. Instead, they emphasise the geographic and thematic context, along-
side the importance of transnational solidarity. Many of the cases presented here
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have strong regional and international links, inspired by transformative practices and
lessons from cities that share similar challenges. For example, the water school
in Mexico, led by a volunteer-based organisation comprising professionals, organ-
isers and educators, was based on a Freire-inspired initiative on water education in
Colombia. Similarly, Eau de Paris, which remunicipalised its privatised water system
in 2010, adopted environmental management practices promoting agroecological
farming practices that improve water quality and help smallholders. The same
model was also implemented in the last two decades in the Catskill Mountains,
New York City's main water source.

CONTENTIOUS POLITICS

The local cases cited in this chapter illustrate contentious politics, a concept
described by political scientists Sidney Tarrow and Charles Tilly as “interactions in
which actors make claims bearing on someone else’s interests, leading to coordi-
nated efforts on behalf of shared interests or programmes, in which governments are
involved as targets, initiators of claims, or third parties” (2007: 4). It refers to collec-
tive political struggles of claimants (or the groups they represent), which depend in
part on non-institutional forms of interaction with the State or with opponents such
as corporations. Contentious politics covers policymaking and elections, social move-
ment campaigns, democratisation processes and experiments, as well as riots and
revolutions (Tilly / Tarrow 2007). The concept offers a practical way of understanding
the diversity of transformative practices in the TC initiative, as it deals with three
aspects of social life, namely contention, collective action and politics. In essence,
contentious politics concerns political questions about who does what, why, where,
at whose expense and how.

Each site of contention has its own peculiarities. For instance, there are marked
differences between the water pollution and sanitation crises faced by the water
cooperative in San Pedro Magisterio in Cochabamba, and the electricity-market
deregulation confronted by residents of Schénau in Germany. Whilst the conditions
that spawned local organising and collectivisation vary, parallels and similarities
exist in the mechanisms and processes that operate across different sites because
they relate to basic rights.

Parallels include established repertoires and political strategies used by social
movements, communities and citizen-based political parties such as demonstra-
tions, petitions, lobbying, statements and media campaigns, public meetings and
assemblies and other performative actions. The success of these repertoires often
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depends on the strategic identification of political opportunities and key targets, as
well as the kind and quality of organisations, networks, traditions and solidarities
that sustain them.

The transformative cases discussed in the TC Atlas mostly involve well-focused and
politically-engaged approaches which aim to reclaim space and civic participation,
build horizontal and vertical alliances and forge translocal solidarity. Some strategies
also prioritise collaboration with progressive political parties and State towards the
achievement of shared goals. The experience of Valladolid Toma la Palabra, a Spanish
municipalist movement that runs the environment department of the city council,
illuminates this point. Inspired by electoral pledges of the new three-party coalition
government to remunicipalise public water management, the movement campaigned
to organise open debates and roundtables. These conversations eventually resulted in
the establishment of the Public Water Management Platform composed of neighbour-
hood associations, ecologists and socially-engaged residents. The city subsequently
announced its commitment to invest €178 million over the next 15 years for upgrading
infrastructure and keeping water prices affordable.®

The TC Atlas cases also tackle common problems that mobilise collective actions in
diverse contexts. The “think global, act local” slogan of alter-globalist movements
articulate four of these common issues. It proceeds from widespread discontent
firstly, with neoliberal policies and laws in growth-centred economies; secondly,
with corporate and financial control of water, energy and housing; thirdly, with the
involvement of international financial institutions (IFls) and development finance in
the design and implementation of privatisation policies and programmes; and lastly,
with the reproduction of social inequalities.

These frustrations coalesce in the World Bank and regional development banks'
active production of water crises, which resulted in the handover of State-owned
water utilities to the private sector from the late 1990s up to the 2000s, as in the
experience of Jakarta and Paris in the years preceding remunicipalisation. Fortu-
nately, the intersection of these sites of discontent has often prompted powerful
mobilisations such as the gathering in 2016 of 20,000 people on the streets of
Belgrade in protest of a large-scale waterfront project (Pantovic 2016).

3 For more information, see: www.waternewseurope.com/spain-remunicipalisation-of-drinking-water-valladolid.
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Another thread that runs through these cases is the collective motivation and
action to pursue alternatives. Collective action refers to the organisation of coordi-
nated efforts or activities involving shared interests, slogans and programmes (Tilly
/ Tarrow 2007). The success of these outcomes relies largely on the active, dynamic
and meaningful participation of communities and citizens throughout the transforma-
tion process. People’s assemblies are a common feature of these cases — whether
it is the community-led production of hydroelectric energy in El Cua, Nicaragua, or
the equitable model of local energy provision established by Community Power, a
movement of marginalised people in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Democratic decision
making, direct participation in community affairs, self-organisation, resource pooling
and reliance on local knowledge demonstrate that transformation-related decisions,
motivations, interests and behaviours are shaped and experienced in the intimacies
of everyday life.

Practices of plural and radical democracy articulate people's resistance to neolib-
eral notions of democracy which in turn triggers socio-political change. This involves
exposing, challenging and altering oppressive power structures and relations, as in the
case of Sistema de Agua Potable de Tecdmac (SAPTEMAC), a volunteer-based organi-
sation of professionals that runs water schools in Mexico. The group identifies laws and
policies supporting water privatisation as a source of oppression, and through the water
schools, equip citizens with political tools for defending rights. Such initiatives illustrate
that exploitative relations stem from the neoliberal State and capital’s control of the city;
at the same time, they illuminate why municipalist movements emerged in the last six
years (2014-2020) (see section on fearless towns and cities).

Reclaiming power as a community figures prominently in the TC Atlas cases. For
instance, the Las Pefas neighbourhood in the outskirts of Cochabamba practiced
ayllus, which is the traditional form of indigenous local governance in the Andes. It
encompasses collective mechanisms of land control and management, as well as
ayni, a concept embracing mutualism and reciprocity in communal work and as a way
of life. This self-organised community used both practices in asserting housing rights,
autonomy and self-determination.
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FROM DECONSTRUCTION TO
RECONSTRUCTION

Radical urban transformations are part of the growing global resistance against
privatisation and commodification of urban life. Underpinned by principles of social
justice and solidarity, many of the popular struggles have not only produced counter-
narratives, but also proposed alternatives to the neoliberal order. In this section, we
identify three key alternative praxes emanating from the TC Atlas: de-privatisation,
rise of the urban commons and social movement unionism.

DE-PRIVATISATION

The first praxis pertains to campaigns for de-privatisation. Two approaches are
particularly noteworthy. The first involves launching a counter-narrative and counter-
offensive against Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs)* by promoting the practice
of Public-Public, Public-Community and Community-Community partnerships
(collectively known as PuPs) in the water sector. The failure of PPPs, alongside the
deterioration of outsourced public services, has inspired a renewed appreciation
for the role of the public and the State, particularly in the context of these novel
forms of partnerships. PuPs are concrete, practical and innovative tools that link up
various actors® to share experiences, expertise and local knowledge, with a view to
improving democratic public services and building public support for non-profit, mutu-
ally cooperative and solidarity partnerships. Unlike PPPs, PuPs are rooted in serving
the common good and do not seek to profit from cooperative development projects.
One example is Sintracuavalle, the trade union in the Jamundi and Cauca Valley in
Colombia that led a campaign defending local water supply. In 2009, unions helped
set up four community water systems in Latin America based on the principles of the
Plataforma de Acuerdos Publicos Comunitarios de Las Américas (the Platform for
Public-Community Partnerships of the Americas), an America-wide platform estab-
lishing community-led water alternatives and promoting horizontalism and solidarity.

4 PPPs are long-term contracts underwritten by government guarantees that have been used as mechanisms
for introducing corporate private sector participation into energy, housing, water, transport and infrastructure,
which are traditionally run or provided by the State. Supporters of PPPs, which include the State, IFls and
donor governments, argue that the private sector brings in monies, expertise, technologies and skills the
public sector lacks. One of the main advocates of this view is the Public-Private Infrastructure Advisory
Facility (PPIAF), which was created in 1999 as a multi-donor technical assistance facility, financed by 11
multilateral and bilateral donors and housed inside the World Bank Group. The PPIAF is designed to promote
and strengthen policies, regulations and institutions that allow private sector investment in infrastructure in
emerging markets and developing countries. For more information, see: https://ppiaf.org.

5  PuPs actors include Northern and Southern countries, trade unions, activists and public resource managers.
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The trade unions, activists and social movements participating in this platform, whose
work originated in the Cochabamba water wars in 2000, have fiercely defended water
as commons and successfully blocked the rollout of PPPs in the region.

The emphasis on community partnerships emerged from the Global South, where
‘public’ is misconstrued for the State (i.e., municipal or central authorities) and where
there is general distrust of government. As social participation has expanded, it
has also taken on new forms. For example, the municipalist movements in Cadiz,
community organisations in Minneapolis and Jackson and urban poor neighbourhood
associations in Dar es Salaam and Mumbai have systematically organised around
crafting community-based solutions to water, energy and housing problems. They
have also built new forms of partnerships wherein women play a vital role as leaders
and changemakers. Such initiatives demonstrate the power of organisation and
participation in forging an ethic of active labour towards the improvement and democ-
ratisation of public service provision.

The second approach to de-privatisation involves the remunicipalisation of public
services, which disputes the necessity, superiority and inevitability of privatisation
and corporate control. Kishimoto and Petitjean (2017) refer to remunicipalisation as
“the process of bringing previously private or privatised services under local public
control and management” (ibid.: 159). The growing list of cities and municipalities
taking back control of their public services indicates the appeal and promise of remu-
nicipalisation as one of the most significant policy shifts in public service governance
in the past decade (McDonald / Swyngedouw 2019). This global paradigm shift
echoes widespread citizen dissatisfaction amidst the failure of the private sector
to provide adequate basic services. The ills of privatisation and austerity measures
pushed by IFls and adopted by central and supra-regional governments are palpable in
cities and towns. They materialise in various forms, ranging from unnecessary public
costs (e.g., bailing out a bankrupt private water company operating in the western part
of Metro Manila) to deteriorating public services, both of which exacerbate existing
inequalities. In contrast, remuncipalisation creates a “credible, realistic, and attractive
option” (Hoedeman et. al. 2012: 106) for delivering more equitable public services.
Furthermore, it stresses a shift in public operation and management, specifically from
the corrupt and unreliable provision of basic services to a new generation of public
companies rooted in principles of social justice.

Remunicipalisation is particularly vibrant in Europe, notably in the water and energy
sectors. The return of Paris's water services to the city's control in January 2010
threatened the dominance of French multinationals Suez and Veolia in the water
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market. Regarded as a pioneer in public water management, Paris previously oper-
ated an unbundled water system, with distribution, infrastructure and water safety
assigned to different companies. Eventually, it established a single and fully-integrated
public operator (from source to tap) called Eau de Paris (Transformative Cities 2018).
This new entity succeeded in restructuring water provision, instituting important
reforms, reclaiming public interest and providing clean and affordable water to three
million consumers. By reinvigorating the public sector, the city was able to generate
significant annual structural savings of €30 million. More importantly, it was able to
reduce the price of water by 8% and continue the free supply of water to public foun-
tains. This shift likewise allowed the local government to establish cooperation with
organisations supporting refugees and the homeless, as well as employ strategies
supporting agroecological farming practices of farmers whose lands are home to the
city’s water sources.

Whilst Paris’s remunicipalisation of water services was primarily initiated by the city
itself, Berlin’s was championed by a small group of activists that uncovered a PPP
deal between Veolia, RWE and the city government. From 2006 to 2011, a citizens’
campaign urged local officials to hold a referendum on disclosing the secret contract.
The campaign gathered massive support from big NGOs, residents, trade unions,
political parties and the media, and eventually forced local authorities to buy back their
shares and remunicipalise the city’s water supply. Similar initiatives are happening
elsewhere. From 2012 to 2017, a series of court victories in favour of citizens and
labour groups compelled the city of Jakarta to terminate the 1997 privatisation
contract due to the poor performance of PT PAM Lyonnaise Jaya (Suez's subsidiary)
and PT Thames Pam Jaya. This accomplishment was the result of decades of intense
campaigning and sustained transnational mobilisation to remunicipalise Jakarta's
private water system.

In the energy sector, the struggles for sovereignty and democracy consist of
three common aspects. The first is the fight against fossil-fuel reliance and the
push for renewable energy transition. The second involves the collective goal of
energy self-sufficiency, improved and democratised energy services, as well as
citizen participation in ownership, management, operation and policymaking. The
third concerns the effort to roll back corporate power by enabling cooperative-run
systems and instituting policy reform allowing citizen re-appropriation and control.
In Mauritius, the People’s Cooperative Renewable Energy Coalition, devised a plan
which ensures shifting to solar energy whilst simultaneously addressing the ques-
tion of food sovereignty. The coalition traces its roots to Power Shift Campaign
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which mobilised for energy policy reform. Supported by young people, trade unions,
social movements and a progressive political party, it entered into a partnership
agreement with the island’s sugar farmers to acquire uncultivated lands for use
in generating renewable energy whilst providing assistance in food production.
In post-Chernobyl Schonau, a citizens' initiative campaigned for clean electricity
and successfully acquired the power grid despite opposition from the private
operator. Today, the cooperative supplies clean and sustainable electricity to their
small town and to 170,000 households across Germany. The remunicipalisation of
energy production was made possible by significant changes in State policies (e.g.,
government incentives such as feed-in tariffs that allowed the renewable energy
sector to grow in the 1990s) and more recently, by the ambitious Energiewende
(energy revolution) policy which is Germany’s low-carbon, nuclear-free transition
plan.® In neighbouring Spain, a number of citizen-led campaigns aim to democratise,
decentralise and devolve energy production. The Catalonia-based Xarxa per la Sobi-
rania Energética mobilises against fracking and corporate hydropower dams, and
campaigns for regional energy policy reform whilst collaborating transnationally. In
the Spanish city of Girona, Som Energia, a cooperative which began as a student
assignment in 2011, has grown to 44,600 members nationwide and now supplies
100% renewable energy to thousands of households.

These cases of remunicipalisation show the possibilities of reclaiming power and
experimenting with democratic ownership and collective management. Under this
model, citizens exercise a central role.

RISE OF THE URBAN COMMONS

The second praxis we draw from the TC Atlas involves the rise of the urban
commons. This pertains to creating, expanding and caring for the commons, which
are resources, spaces, public goods and wealth that belong to the public and must
therefore be actively protected, managed and shared for the good and benefit of
all (Guttal / Manahan 2011). The TC cases show diverse forms of shared access
and governance of the urban commons, as well as bottom-up reclamation of the
commons.

The experience of Cooperation Jackson in Mississippi, United States (see Chapter 5)
illustrates this praxis. The organisation is a network of cooperatives and worker-
owned, democratically self-managed enterprises that aims to build a solidarity

6  The book Reclaiming Public Services (Kishimoto/Petitjean 2017) documented 234 cases of remunicipalised
energy systems in Germany. The country accounts for 90% of remunicipalisation cases in this sector.
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economy in the city (Transformative Cities 2018). It employs ‘systems thinking’,
which combines a radical vision and plan with long-term processes of socio-economic
transition and political change. Launched on International Labour Day in 2014, Coop-
eration Jackson's long-term vision is to create four interconnected and interdependent
institutions, comprising a federation of local worker cooperatives, cooperative incu-
bator, cooperative education and training centre and cooperative bank or financial
institution (Cooperation Jackson N.d.). Inspired by the Jackson-Kush Plan’ initiated
in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, these efforts centre on organising unemployed
and underemployed working-class people from black and Latino communities, and
building worker-organised/-owned cooperatives. Among their key activities is the
creation of the Sustainable Communities Initiative which seeks to (co-)shape place,
space, culture, institutions and businesses in ways that sustain the community socio-
culturally, ecologically and economically. This involves helping stabilise rent; providing
affordable, green housing; as well as creating living-wage jobs. Through this work,
Cooperation Jackson hopes to establish a Community Land Trust, Housing Coopera-
tives and Eco-Village model, made possible by voluntarism, community production
and collaboration with the municipal government (ibid.).

The commons are also generated and kept alive by continuous acts of commoning
or bottom-up social governance, which bypass markets and States and radically
reconceptualise relations with these institutions. Latin America offers rich examples
of community-led self-organising and of defending and reclaiming the commons.
Prompted by a severe water pollution crisis, the community of San Pedro Magisterio
in Cochabamba formed a cooperative responsible for treating domestic wastewater
and managing the neighbourhood’s entire water cycle (Transformative Cities 2019).
Residents convened assemblies where collective decisions were made about the
technical design of the water treatment plant, the improvements to the sewerage
system, as well as the introduction of a new tariff structure that would sustain the
new system (ibid.). The community’s determination to manage water and sanitation
quashed municipal authorities' opposition. Since then, the cooperative has created
alliances with other neighbourhoods and public officials to fight against political
intimidation (ibid.).

Autonomous organising in defence of the commons is likewise strong among dispos-
sessed urban communities. In Dar es Salaam, displaced residents self-organised

7  The Jackson-Kush Plan was designed to address the economic and social impacts caused by the disaster. For
more information. For more information, see: https://cooperationjackson.org for more information.
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against government-led demolitions in favour of Tanzania's port expansion. They
created the Chamazi Community Based Housing Scheme to provide a relocation site
within the city, improve access to water and sanitation, as well as finance community
needs. Residents also launched a collective initiative to secure around 12 hectares
of land purchased through community-pooled resources amounting to US$ 24,000,
and mobilised broad-based civil-society and government support for the provision of
affordable and dignified housing.

In Washington D.C., tenants have been organising limited-equity cooperatives
(LECs) since the late 1970s (Huron 2018) in response to widespread evictions.
The LEC model provides affordable and secure housing to tenants through the
collective purchase of the residential complex from private landlords (ibid.). This
practice has scaled up beyond D.C. through knowledge sharing by groups such as
the Aspen Cooperative, which hosts delegations of tenant organisations seeking
to learn from their experience (ibid.: 15). This control over housing is described by
Huron (2018) as a reclamation of urban commons. Anti-eviction movements are
mobilised based on “the right to stay put” (Hartman 1984; see also Weinstein
2014), which resists the displacement and “re-placement” (Rademacher 2009) of
communities.

Although the practice of urban commoning may involve acquiescing to capitalist
processes and seeking assistance from city authorities (Huron 2018: 86), it also
adopts a more defensive and confrontational approach that opposes, rejects and
bypasses landlords and the State. Squatter movements and tenant takeovers of idle or
abandoned housing are typical examples of “seizing and maintaining the commons”
(Huron 2018: 60). Such tactics have spread among cities across the world following
the 2008 subprime mortgage crisis which has escalated the financialisation of land,
housing and real estate (see Aalbers 2019), as well as the emergence of “austerity
urbanism” (Peck 2012).

One of these tactics is the establishment of homeless encampments in cities. In
the United States, temporary camps have proliferated in the aftermath of the global
financial crisis. As of 2017, five tent cities existed in Seattle, a city covering 217 square
kilometres (Sparks 2017). Whilst camps emerge as a “spatial tactic of resistance”
(ibid.: 90), subsequent legalisation and regulation potentially undermine their radical
politics, as encampments are normalised and become an “official state strategy of
poverty management” (Herring 2014: 299). Yet despite the political limitations brought
about by institutionalisation, homeless camps retain radical possibilities. For example,
Tent City 3 in Seattle has been able to foster collectivism marked by a shared commit-
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ment to contributing to the daily operations of the camp such as taking on security,
tent maintenance, donation management and kitchen duties (Sparks 2017: 94). In this
semi-autonomous and self-governed space, residents exercise political agency and
citizenship (Sparks 2017: 100).

Another transgressive practice of urban commoning is the takeover of idle, disused
and abandoned public, residential, commercial and industrial properties. Squats and
occupations emerged in Western European cities and municipalities as early as the
1950s (see Mudu 2004). Whilst known to be used as residences, collectives also
reconfigured these spaces into hubs of social and political activity, as in Milan, Rome,
Turin, Bologna as well as the Italian municipality of Sesto San Giovanni where social
centres function simultaneously as sites of community organising, venues for social
and cultural events, bastions of autonomous activism (ibid.; see also Andretta et al.
2002) and hotbeds of transcontinental solidarity movement building (Mudu, 2004).
Between 1985 and 2003, 262 social centres were active across ltaly (ibid.: 929). In
the late 2000s, urban austerity and the global financial crisis ignited an expansion in
squats and occupations across the world. In the United States, coordinated actions
were launched in December 2011 as part of the decentralised Occupy Our Homes
Movement (Christie 2011). Years later, in the Philippines, members of Kadamay,
a homeless and urban poor group, took over some 5,300 deteriorating socialised
housing units and relocation villages in the province of Bulacan, north of the capital
region of Metro Manila (Dizon 2019). This radical reclamation of space can be read
as a tipping point for what Oldfield and Greyling (2015) term “waiting for the state”,
which pertains to the housing precariat’s “practices of quiet encroachment” (ibid.:
1100). In protesting the sluggish response of governments to the active production
of housing crises (Ferreri / Vasudevan 2019), occupations and takeovers transform
neglected spaces and, in the process, create new social and spatial relations through
self-management and self-production (ibid.).

Beyond practices of reclamation, the rise of the urban commons likewise manifests
in cooperativism. In Budapest (Hungary), the Cargonomia collective was set up in
2015 as a sustainable urban centre offering a local and organic food distribution
point, featuring a cargo-bike messenger service, family-scale organic vegetable
farm, organic bakery, wine distribution and bicycle-building cooperative responsible
for delivering more than 3,000 food boxes annually (Transformative Cities 2018).
These efforts directly reduce greenhouse gas emissions from food production and
distribution, whilst providing multiple benefits to the community such as offering
logistics support and community space (ibid.). The local network underpins an
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approach grounded on ‘systems thinking’ and solidarity economy building, similar
to that of Cooperation Jackson. At the same time, it underlines the importance
of social centres as the backbone of community life, as incubators for commons-
based initiatives and as the birthplace of urban social movements. Another example
is the work of a community organisation in Amsterdam, Netherlands called Stichting
Building. The group transformed a derelict church into a social centre, with the aim
of fostering community life and local activism. This helped build bridges between
community members by gathering excluded groups and wealthy individuals, young
and elderly people, as well as minority groups in a space that encourages the
exchange of ideas. The community the organisation nurtures serves as a collective
force in fighting against gentrification, particularly the threat of church demolition
and construction of new commercial buildings.

Cooperative movements likewise attempt to reclaim information and technology in a
world where big corporations control data, and panopticon-like State surveillance has
become an everyday reality. Juegos del Comun (Commons Games), a Barcelona-based
digital association, stresses the importance of open data to transparency and democ-
racy. It experiments with using game dynamics to challenge corporate-controlled
technology whilst promoting open data and encouraging citizen participation. The
group has developed four game prototypes as well as an online service providing public
access to city council datasets about the consequences of tourism for housing.

SOCIAL MOVEMENT UNIONISM

The third praxis derived from the TC Atlas is worker-led/-owned transformative
practices. Social movement unionism,® which is rooted in the political struggles in
developing countries, has grown over the last three decades despite criticism of trade
unions’ parochial concerns. This approach is distinct from traditional unionism?® on at
least three fronts. Firstly, it adopts broad aims concerning social justice, human rights
and democracy; secondly, it advocates active labour-community alliances; lastly, it
reframes trade unions as social movements that mobilise their members not only
against workplace injustice and other forms of social oppression (Alliance of Progres-
sive Labor 2001).

8  Aniconic example of social movement unionism (SMU) is the alliance between South Africa’s Congress of
South African Trade Unions (COSATU) and the anti-apartheid struggle in the 1980s. It is also practised by
trade unions in Brazil and the Philippines in their campaigns and industrial relations. More recently, global
unions such as Public Services International have reinvigorated SMU through their campaigns for de-
privatisation, remunicipalisation, PuPs and energy democracy.

9  Traditional unionism mainly focuses on work and workplace issues.
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Trade unions under Public Services International (PSl), one of the largest inter-
national federations of public sector unions with millions of members around the
world, assert the importance of unions in ensuring quality service and defending
rights alongside other groups, citizens and actors. The challenge lies in building real
participatory mechanisms which bring together various stakeholders. A concrete
case of labour’s transformative role in public service provision is the experience
of a workers' association in Dhaka, Bangladesh in fighting against the outsourcing
of parts of the water supply distribution system. Through collective persistence,
it succeeded in introducing revenue collection managed by labour cooperatives,
and in creating a broad-based community-labour alliance in the 1990s. The Dhaka
Water Supply and Sewerage Authority (DWASA) encountered major challenges
in meeting community demands due to poor levels of revenue collection and
substantial water losses. The utility company proposed building a surface-water
treatment plant to be financed by the World Bank on condition that DWASA priva-
tise sections of its water supply distribution and revenue collection. The unions
strongly opposed this plan and developed grounded solutions with the communities
they serve. They proposed that one zone be managed by the worker cooperative in
partnership with the community, and the other by a private operator for a one-year
period (Hoque 2003; Hall 2010). When this was implemented, revenue collection
improved and water losses decreased in the cooperative zone (Hall 2010). Payment
of living wages likewise eliminated bribe seeking (ibid.). As a result, the water union
successfully blocked the World Bank plan; and in doing so, it demonstrated the
viability of worker-operated cooperatives and strengthened their relations with the
communities they serve (Transformative Cities 2018).

Dynamic traditions of strong unionism are likewise present in the housing sector.
For nearly two decades, textile mill workers in Mumbai, India have consistently
campaigned for their rights to land and housing. In particular, they demanded that
a portion of the land belonging to textile mill companies be earmarked for shelter
needs. This strong campaign, alongside social movement unionism, produced legisla-
tion committing 100,000 to 150,000 housing units for workers. According to the TC
Atlas case brief (2018), around 8,000 apartments have been constructed, with 18,000
units under way. In Solapur, 396 kilometres from Mumbai, women cigarette (beedi)
workers were at the forefront of the struggle for dignified housing. In 1992, around
65,000 women workers launched an extensive campaign headed by the Centre of
Indian Trade Unions to secure affordable housing for their members as well as to
textile and informal sector workers employed by the government. The women like-
wise played a central role in the design, planning and implementation of three housing
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schemes. The Comrade Godutai Parulekar Housing Scheme, regarded as the largest
cooperative housing project for workers in Asia, involved the construction of some
10,000 housing units from 2001 to 2006. This was followed by the Comrade Meenak-
shitai Sane Housing Scheme in 2015, which aims to build 1,600 houses for women
beedi workers. The largest project, sanctioned a year later, involves the construction
of 30,000 affordable homes, including key infrastructure such as roads, water and
electric facilities, hospital, tertiary school, market and places of worship (Transforma-
tive Cities 2018). In both the textile mill and beedi worker examples, people supported
broader demands for dignified housing and emphasised shelter as a working-class
issue. They used cooperatives as a training ground for running parts of the economy
such as public services. New forms of partnership like labour-community alliances
(see the case of Colombia above) required the rethinking of roles, relationships and
attitudes based on principles of equity, mutual respect and genuine solidarity.

FEARLESS TOWNS AND CITIES AS
MULTIPLE NODES OF CHANGE

Transformative Cities underscores the praxis of Fearless Cities through its focus on
radical municipalism (i.e., self-government by towns, municipalities, cities and city
regions) as a means of creating and expanding solidarity, inclusion and the commons.
The logic of social change it espouses is transformative political power, wherein the
transformation or appropriation of certain parts of the State happens through greater
collective activity from below. Fearless Cities is a newly formed international plat-
form built on translocal solidarity, particularly a translocal alliance for the growing
municipalist movements around the world. To date, there are more than 80 cities and
municipalities with active platforms and people’s political parties advancing a radical
municipalist agenda in defence of human rights, democracy and the common good
(see Figure 1). As the movement is defined not only by its goals but also by how it
enacts its politics (Baird 2017), it shows a commitment to doing things differently (i.e.,
from traditional left politics). The first gathering hosted in Barcelona from 9-11 June
2017, sought to build an “ecosystem of organizations working within and beyond
electoral politics at local level” (ibid.).

This practice differs in three ways from the wave of municipalist strategies in the
1990s and early 2000s which focused on decentralisation and disregarded devolu-
tion of powers and people’s direct participation in shaping urban life. Firstly, a radical
municipal strategy acknowledges the municipal scale, where people’s lives are
organised and governed by institutions, as a site of contestation, resistance and trans-
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formation (Plan C/ Russell 2017). Secondly, radical municipalist movements are often
deeply rooted in popular struggles for just shelter, public water, energy democracy,
dignified labour and urban justice. A number of movements have occupied streets
and halls of power to reclaim urban space and life from the claws of capital. Remu-
ncipalisation struggles echo the demands to dismantle corporate power and other
structures of oppression (see Chapter 5). Thirdly, this new radical municipalist agenda
undergirds the more encompassing and transformative objective of building social
justice. It counters the politics of the far right, emphasises the politics of everyday
life and changes the way politics is practiced. Its aim is to “build global networks of
solidarity and hope from the bottom up” (Fearless Cities N.d.).

This model of people-centred governance espouses both an understanding and a
way of doing politics that go beyond electoral strategies and large-scale actions and
initiatives such as mass uprisings. Radical municipalism stresses the importance
of day-to-day community organisation, which deals with the “quiet, mundane, and
subtle expressions and acts” (Kerkvliet 2009: 232; see also Hobson / Seabrooke
2007) of collaboration, negotiation, and dialogue to determine “who gets what, when
[and] how" (Lasswell, 1936). It therefore concerns the control, production, alloca-
tion, and use of public resources (Kerkvliet 2009: 227). The remunicipalisation of
public services serves as a good example, as it is a response to people’s demand
for genuine democracy and meaningful participation in governance and political life
beyond the ballot box. Moreover, radical municipalism seeks to foster creative and
cultural spaces that embrace diversity and address isolation and othering (Wright /
Jenkinson 2019). A number of European cities have rolled out identification schemes
for undocumented immigrants (Baird 2017) in an effort to make an otherwise invis-
ible population visible. Multiple initiatives have also been initiated in solidarity with
refugees and asylum seekers in their struggle for political change (Wright / Jenkinson
2019). In this way, radical municipalism reconfigures social relations based on princi-
ples of social justice.
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In what follows, we enumerate examples of radical municipalist platforms across
the globe:

>

Barcelona en Comu is an electoral multi-constituent/citizen-led movement with roots
in the housing rights movement. It won the city elections in 2015 and subsequently
instituted progressive policies promoting direct citizen involvement in policymaking
and participatory budgeting systems towards the redistribution of wealth and power.
Inspired by Barcelona, other Spanish cities created their own municipalist move-
ments including Valladolid Toma la Palabra, which runs the environment department
of the new city council. It held open debates leading to the remunicipalisation of

its water system, which drew opposition from the private sector. This resulted in
the democratisation of the Board membership, renewed public investment and

the suspension of water rate increases. In the Andalucia region of Spain, citizen-
movement candidates from the Por Cédiz Si Se Puede (For Cadiz, Yes We Can) and
Ganar Cédiz en Comun (Winning Cadiz in Common) coalitions were elected to the
municipal government with a platform advocating renewable energy, promoting
democratic energy transition, addressing energy poverty/inequality and supporting
the creation of energy-related employment. These efforts subsequently rebuilt

and reshaped the city’s social and productive life, as well as introduced a general
strategy for roundtables (mesas) as open space platforms for debates on the city's
energy issues.

The Richmond Progressive Alliance (RPA) transformed the region from being the
"armpit of the [San Francisco] Bay area” (Hashe 2018) to an environmentally- and
labour-progressive city. It raised the local minimum wage, led grassroots mobilisation
around social and environmental issues and supported community policing which

led to a decrease in overall crime rates. From 2006 to 2014, Green mayor and RPA
co-founder Gayle McLaughlin introduced a number of progressive policies. Notably,
under her leadership, the city sued Chevron and won US$ 90 million in environmental
damages.

Kurdish women in the self-governing region of Rojava in Northern Syria are building
“feminist, assembly-based models of stateless democracy” (Baird 2017), amidst

an economic embargo, limited access to food and water, an inhospitable climate of
conflict and a refusal to recognise the Kurds. Women have been organising not only
to dismantle entrenched power structures, but also to implement alternatives to the
oppressive system. One such example is the creation of women’s communes in
Jinwar (free women's space/women'’s land) which provide a free and safe space for
victims of violence and patriarchy, as well as those who have lost their husbands and
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relatives in the war.'® The communes include schools, medical centres, museums and
houses; and community life is built and shaped based on ideals of freedom, equality
and non-violence. In 2012, the Kurds declared self-determination and introduced
“Democratic Confederalism” which promotes “a non-state system of grassroots
democracy, decentralisation, gender equality, and environmental sustainability”
(Ocalan 2011).

> Pro-democracy and youth-led opposition parties in Hong Kong such as Demosisto and
Youngspiration organise and challenge Chinese government-elected city councillors,
amidst State repression and persecution.

> Electoral victories of progressive candidates in Latin America signal hope and change
despite the rise of right-wing politics and the crises of socialist governments in the
region. A candidate fielded by Cidade que Queremos,
a citizens' platform in Belo Horizonte in Brazil, won more than the number of votes
combined for other candidates in the city council elections. Similarly,
in Chile, a former student activist running on a people-led platform was elected mayor
of Valparaiso.

These cases illustrate practices that generate progressive municipal and urban move-
ments and therefore create people-centred and anti-capitalist alternatives. At the
same time, they show how the internationalist dimension of Fearless Cities is crucial
to developing a common identity, deepening global collaboration and confronting
common issues collectively (Plan C/Russell 2017).

Yet despite these gains, the future of fearless towns and cities is under threat. Taking
the experience of Spain as an example, the May 2019 municipal election results high-
light some hard lessons on the municipalist movement'’s sustainability and future
collective work. Whilst the defeat of Spain’s Fearless Cities in Madrid, Barcelona,
Zaragoza, A Corufa, Santiago de Compostela and other key cities may be attributed
in part to rekindled nationalism, sociologist Carlos Delclés (2019) points to the incom-
mensurability between the movement’s campaign and its discursive focus. Speaking
specifically about Barcelona en ComuU'’s recent electoral defeat, he notes that though it
had previously won on a platform challenging global capitalism, patriarchy and climate
change, its rhetoric has nonetheless foregrounded accomplishments of governance
centred on municipal programmes (ibid.).

10 See this powerful article written by the women of Jinwar: https://internationalistcommune.com/jinwar
(07.06.2019).
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Thus, whilst the future of radical municipalism rests in part on its ability to counter
right-wing politics and political manoeuvring, its success lies in how it is concep-
tualised and enacted as a political strategy. As a starting point, it is productive to
consider the place of rural dwellers in a movement focused on the municipal; to think
critically about the fundamental difference between municipal institutions and the
nation-state; to evaluate the prospects of developing tactics that bypass legal and
financial obstacles imposed by governments, and generating strategies that encom-
pass or surpass the State; to deliberate the political significance of seizing institutions;
and to probe the possibilities of surviving after seriously transgressing the State (Plan
C/Russell 2017). Answers to some of these questions are tackled in chapters of this
book. But overall, they are in the making: they emerge in the very practice of radical
municipalism.

Map of fearless cities, a global municipalist movement
Source: Barcelona en Comu

2/ AN ATLAS OF PRAXES AND POLITICAL POSSIBILITIES



WHAT DO THESE PRAXES MEAN?

The transformative practices featured in the Transformative Cities Atlas of Utopia
and Fearless Cities initiatives underline locally-embedded and globally-networked
practices of radical urban alternatives. Most of these practices cover multi-constit-
uent approaches including alliance work with the traditional left and established
political parties. They stress transparency, radical democracy, citizen participation
and the progressive realisation of human rights to housing, water and energy. In this
section, we enumerate lessons drawn from these praxes of radical urban transfor-
mation:

> Scope and scale: The TC Atlas and Fearless Cities underscore the city/municipality
as the locus of radical urban transformation. Most of the initiatives pose a direct
challenge to capitalism, exclusion, and other forms of structural oppression. The alter-
natives they build either upset the balance of power or demolish the structures that
undergird them. For these efforts to succeed and flourish, sustained repertoires and
socio-political capital must be built. Whilst some of these initiatives are substantial in
scale and may even be replicated, this anthology nonetheless troubles the prospects
of upscaling and replicability as the lone measure of evaluating promise and success.
It may be just as beneficial to draw lessons and inspiration from victories and deter-
mine which aspects can be adopted or reworked in diverse contexts.

> People’s agency: The cases presented here testify to the capacity of the poor and
the marginalised to re/write their own her/histories, reject existing conditions and
reconfigure structures and possibilities (Long 2001). Many of these community- and
worker-led alternatives demonstrate citizens’ ability to transform power and social
relations, and effectively generate a commons-based, participatory and democratic
politics.

> Crucial differences between public and private: The nature and objectives of public
and private actors are vastly different. Though the public sector is not neces-
sarily inherently ‘good’, the alternatives featured in the Atlas of Utopias indicate a
renewed appreciation of its potentials and promise. This is supported by the prolif-
eration of global initiatives to reclaim, redefine and reshape the notions of ‘public’
and ‘publicness’.

> New public ethos and commitment to public service: Engendering a new public ethos
entails involvement in public service provision. Engaged citizenry and everyday forms
of radical democracy are crucial to radical and transformative initiatives.
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> Decentring urban expertise: The cases suggest a critical questioning of expertise and
a necessary shift in such expertise. This is particularly salient in the issue of housing
wherein the homeless, precarious and dispossessed inhabit the fringes of housing
politics despite being at the centre of the crisis. It is imperative to decentre the
production and implementation of solutions from planners, developers and econo-
mists, to citizens and shelter justice movements (Madden / Marcuse 2016: 4). Such
a shift reflects an understanding of the housing crisis as a political and economic
problem rather than a technical and technocratic one (ibid.).

> From citizen participation to self-governance: Recognising the expertise of end users
of public services draws attention to the inadequacy of liberal notions and practices
of citizen participation, as well as of 'inclusive’ new urban governance regimes
which nonetheless do not fundamentally reconfigure power relations (Alvarez 2019).
A critical examination of such initiatives recognises the need for a corresponding
shift to self-governance and citizen control of programmes claiming to benefit the
public (ibid.).

> Challenges: These lessons we enumerate here likewise present challenges. These
include legal barriers and obstacles to remunicipalisation such as the inclusion
of Investor-State Dispute Settlements in trade and investment agreements and
contracts, as well as the pushback by right-wing and pro-capitalist forces advo-
cating for novel forms of PPPs. Whilst the sustained success of anti-privatisation
movements is the result of a number of factors, the importance of strong citizen
campaigns urging central governments to reject neoliberal policies and the influence
of IFls is indisputable.

The rise of the commons is firmly situated in the context of claiming “the right to the
city” (Lefebvre 1996), which is both a slogan and a political ideal that far exceeds
the right to live in the city, insofar as it fundamentally extends to “the right to change
ourselves by changing the city” (Harvey 2008: 23). As a collective right, it is centred on
the power of collective action to simultaneously transform urban space, urban life and
urban relations. The cases outlined in our discussion of the Transformative Cities Atlas
of Utopia and Fearless Cities demonstrate how radical and people-initiated actions
reconfigure lived experience and inhabited spaces. In striving for a life of dignity,
communities transform the political subjectivities of the marginalised, thereby re-polit-
icising urban citizenship and reconstituting the city. As interventions and moments of
rupture that shape and are shaped by urban politics, radical praxes reveal the trans-
formative possibilities of towns and cities enmeshed in systems of inequality.
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URBAN RESISTANCE:
HISTORY AND CHALLENGES

The urban problem in Brazil has become an ever more central issue in recent years.
In June 2013, there were huge urban demonstrations across the country which thrust
many urban social struggles front and centre. There was also the nationwide growth
of major urban land occupations, alongside the occupation and conversion of empty
buildings in central areas into cultural, feminist and living spaces.

The paper that follows presents various forms of popular resistance within the urban
context, responding to the structural crisis in capitalism and its rollout in urban spaces,
intertwined with a hegemonic country-wide and global neoliberal framework.

This chapter sets out the experience of the Urban Resistance Forum, which has been
working on sharing and establishing everyday practices in terms of territorial popular
power in Brazil. The case of the ‘lzidora occupations’ is used as evidence of depatriar-
chalising practices in the production of space, as well as of sustainable agroecological
practices, sowing the seeds for a new way of constructing and thinking about urbani-
sation, guided not by generating surplus value, or profit, but by fostering ‘good living"'.

As in other Latin American countries, urbanisation in Brazil constantly moved forward
throughout the 20th century. In less than 50 years, from the 1940s to the 1980s,
Brazil's urban population overtook its rural numbers and, according to data from the
last census of the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE 2010), now
represents some 84% of the total population.

Urbanisation in Brazil has taken a path that is typical of both the gradual formation of a
nation state and of a dependency model of economic growth; that is, it is oriented towards
the fulfilment of the international market's needs above and beyond the interests of the
Brazilian people. This process is entrenched in the overexploitation of labour and has
harnessed the country’s historical power imbalances that grew out of its roots in slavery.

Land concentration, late industrialisation coupled with increasing appeal for commodity
export sector, the overexploitation of labour and high rates of unemployment and
underemployment in cities have all left their mark on an urbanisation process charac-
terised by extreme inequality of access to urban goods and a lack of enforcement of
multiple social rights — rights that have historically been denied to poorer and marginal
sections of society. In this sense, Brazilian urbanisation has itself forged processes of
socio-spatial segregation, as pointed out by Erminia Maricato:

1 The concept of ‘good living' is a rough translation of the Portuguese notion bem viver, or buen vivir.
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“For more than four decades of late industrialization - 1940 to 1980 - Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) grew by more than 7% a year. At the same time, the country experienced
high urbanization rates, concentrated especially in the metropolises, thus ensuring an
abundant supply of cheap labor. Low-wage industrialization was matched by low-wage
urbanization: self-construction of houses, illegal land occupation and horizontal growth
of neighborhoods with no urbanization, whose occupation was made possible by the
precarious conditions of road transport, which was indispensable for the workforce to
commute.” (Maricato 2011: 13)

In concrete terms, this translates to over 32 million people in Brazil having no clean,
treated water available to them, with only 57.6% of the population having access to
sanitation in its urban areas. According to the Jodo Pinheiro Foundation, the housing
deficit affects over 6,940,691 families, while urban planner and lawyer Edésio
Fernandes states that there are “(...) more than 50 million Brazilians who have been
walking from home to work, for they are unable to afford paying for public transport;
a growing percentage of people have been sleeping on the streets despite having a
home, to avoid either transport costs or long journeys to work with the risk of being
fired hanging over them if they arrive late.” (Fernandes 2006: 124) (our translation).

It is not unreasonable to assume, therefore, that much of the population has no social
stability and has a limited ability to actually exercise basic rights in urban spaces, such
as urban mobility, the right to housing, the right to an adequate environment, the right
to a regular supply of water, electricity and basic sanitation, as well as social rights
such as education and quality healthcare.

In a broad sense, this crisis is unfolding as a result of the close nexus between
economic and political power, both of which seek to produce and reproduce cities
based on the standards of the financial real estate market, as opposed to the actual
needs, interests and rights of those living there.

During the military dictatorship, large numbers of rural workers, having been forced
off the land by the mechanisation of production and land concentration, arrived in
cities across the country, leading to a substantial increase in labour supply and driving
the exploitation of workers to unbearable levels. The model of concentration and
centralisation that underpinned this urbanisation process was based on an author-
itarian federative structure that did not envisage any significant level of municipal
autonomy and undermined the needs of the local population, instead setting them up
for a late industrialisation process marked by precarity and inequality.
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Through the process of redemocratisation following the enactment of the 1988
Federal Constitution, a liberalising and decentralising paradigm gathered strength in
Brazil that emphasised local management. However, the economic crisis of the 1990s
and the consolidation of a neoliberal agenda across Latin America — which marked
the establishment of a new dependency pattern at that time — together culminated
in an even greater setback, particularly with regard to transport, housing and sanita-
tion policies. In accordance with the guidelines of international financial institutions
such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and, especially in
Latin America, the Interamerican Bank of Development (IBD), a large number of the
companies responsible for the administration of social urban rights were privatised.

Following the financial crisis and the subsequent withdrawal of investment, the
growth of unemployment and the neoliberal shift in economic policy, many of the
promises of a free and just society that were set to provide a life of dignity for Brazil-
ians —including in terms of urban policies and municipal management (as stated in the
Federal Constitution of 1988) — remained unimplemented.

Although such models continued to receive little funding, that period witnessed the
growth of urban struggles and the consolidation of popular movements, as well as the
corresponding development of experience in the participative management of cities.
Social and popular urban movements, neighbourhood associations and other political
organisations enhanced the country’s Urban Reform Agenda in the period preceding
the rise of the Workers' Party (PT) into the federal government in 2003, as well as
in its initial years in power. A number of key institutional achievements came to pass
in this period, including the enactment of the Statute of the Cities Law 10.257/2001
based on the concept of the right to the city — this democratised city planning and
offered the municipality a variety of legal tools to prevent real estate speculation and
to balance collective well-being with private property — and the subsequent establish-
ment of the Ministry of Cities in 2003.

From 2003 onwards, the PT reaped the benefits of governing a country enjoying
economic growth —the average GDP growth rate stood at 4% a year during the two
consecutive terms of President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, popularly known as President
Lula (IBGE 2010). In this light, the PT can be regarded as having favoured particular
sectors of private capital associated with mega infrastructure projects, and which
disproportionately impacted both cities and the markets.

The construction industry — alongside the various sections of the bourgeoisie and
capital whose reproduction depends on this sector — managed to achieve a degree of
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hegemony in the implementation of countercyclical policies by the Brazilian govern-
ment. An example of this is the Minha Casa, Minha Vida (MCMV — My House, My
Life) programme, responding to the global economic crisis of 2008 that was triggered
by a burst of predatory real estate practices. On this subject, Erminia Maricato writes:

“The construction industry was a priority sector for economic growth policies thanks
to investment in infrastructure and housing. Another sector that received a boost was
the automotive industry, having a major impact on the cities. We shall examine these
three pillars of capital — real estate capital, heavy construction capital and the automo-
tive industry — which resulted in a positive countercyclical reaction to the global crisis
of 2008, but led to a tragic plight for cities after almost 30 years of low levels of invest-
ment. (..)The revival in public investment started gradually, hindered by the neoliberal
obstacles that stood in the way of social expenditure. However, in 2007 the federal
government launched the Programa de Aceleracdo do Crescimento (Growth Accelera-
tion Programme, or PAC), followed by the Minha Casa, Minha Vida (MCMV) programme
in 2009. The former saw heavy construction activity beginning to take off, while the
latter resulted in a boom in the housing industry.” (Maricato 2011: 37) (our translation)

New infrastructure projects were road-centric to serve the needs of the automotive
industry in Brazil, which was mostly dominated by foreign companies. Therefore, the
construction industry’s development of infrastructure across the country was not
aimed at overcoming the urban crisis but rather to provide a response to Brazil's need
for infrastructure expansion, which was itself subjugated to the interests of (global)
capital. The investments made in the energy sector are another example of this.

In the years of economic growth and high rates of public investment (during
the terms of President Lula and his successor, President Dilma Rousseff), large
amounts of public resources were pumped by the country’s treasury into the energy
sector through investments by the Brazilian Development Bank (BNDES) and public
works projects forming part of the PAC. For example, PAC 2 invested 640.2 million
Brazilian reals in the energy sector, with a view to building 54 new hydroelectric
power plants in Brazil and neighbouring Latin American countries. Meanwhile,
18 billion reals were put into extending the electricity grid to rural areas as part of
the Luz para Todos (Light for All) programme. As a result, 97.8% of Brazilian house-
holds today have access to electricity. However, the majority of the energy of the
country's production is consumed by big industry. In 2008, for instance, the indus-
trial sector was responsible for 46% of electricity consumption, while households
used only 24% (Zibechi 2014).
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In the wake of this alliance with certain strands of domestic and global capital and the
subsequent need to maintain the country’s dependency status at international level,
a powerful set of tools was developed through the urban programmes mentioned
above. Moreover, relations were forged with the popular sectors based on class
conciliation and on increasing access to the long-term consumption of goods such as
cars and home ownership.

Therefore, as Brazil was a 'developing country’ that presented itself to the world
with mega infrastructure projects and mega events (which changed the urban envi-
ronment) and an expanding consumer market, cities increasingly became a genuine
wholesale business. Under the banner of ‘progress’ and ‘development’ the urban
Left facilitated a process of forced removals, overpriced contracts and an exponential
increase in real estate speculation and ensuing living costs, all of which exacerbated
urban segregation.

RISE OF NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

A wealth of social movements that struggled and fought for urban reform during the
1980s and 1990s were institutionalised through government forums and councils to
conduct housing policies. However, in the process they ended up largely abandoning
the broader ‘right to the city’ agenda.

Looking at social participation, political scientist Leonardo Avritzer argues in his
work Impasses da Democracia no Brasil (2016) that although Brazil has promoted
a solid system of social participation since its redemocratisation, forming more than
20,000 councils, in the infrastructure sector associated with major public works and
development plans — involving the circulation of huge sums — there was no popular
participation at all. Allegations of corruption and a feeling of institutional crisis arose
surrounding infrastructure projects. According to Avritzer, in this environment a sector
emerged that would criticise and attack the social movements engaged in urban
reform (Avritzer 2016).

From 2004 to 2005, new forms of territorial resistance, trade union federations and
urban social movements emerged in opposition to the PT. This set in train a number
of major milestones including the establishment of the Socialism and Freedom Party
(PSOL) in 2004, the Mensaldo scandal in 2005, which highlighted a ‘votes for cash’
scheme inside Parliament and shed light on the limits of coalition presidentialism;
the emergence of the Labour and Popular Federation-Conlutas (CSP-Conlutas) in
2010, and the working class federation Intersindical in 2014. The Free Fare Move-
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ment? (MPL), a social movement which stands for the right to come and go to and
from cities, was founded in 2005 and performed a major role in the 2013 June Jour-
neys protests. Other organisations vital to the urban agenda also emerged, or grew
stronger, throughout the 2000s, such as the Landless Workers' Movement (Bahia)
(2003), the Popular Brigades (2005) and the Homeless Workers' Movement (MTST).

THE URBAN RESISTANCE FRONT

The Urban Resistance Front emerged against this backdrop of urban crisis. Urban
Resistance (RU — Resisténcia Urbana in Portuguese) is a Latin American strand of
popular movements that struggle for urban reform and workers' rights in cities, joining
together to take action in many states in Brazil and across Latin America. RU saw
the light of day in 2008, following the convergence between various movements
who favoured direct and radical action and were critical of the dominant urban devel-
opment model in Brazil and the institutionalisation of social movements that was
happening under the PT, which was the party in power at that time. RU was an alter-
native arena to the National Forum for Urban Reform, which had become the main
point of convergence for movements since the 1980s and focused on legislation for
controlling real estate speculation and urban justice and therefore on residential poli-
cies involving an alliance among state capital or between the state and capital. This
initiative has recently gone international, drawing on the synergy of the many urban
movements and initiatives in Latin America.

The Front organised itself through political formation moments, meetings and jour-
neys. Its main vectors were the Homeless Workers' Movement (MTST — Movimento
dos Trabalhadores Sem Teto), the Popular Brigades (Brigadas Populares) and the
Homeless Movement of Bahia (MSTB — Movimento Sem Teto da Bahia) in Brazil.
It also worked with the UKAMAU from Bolivia, the Dario Santilldan Popular Front in
Argentina, and the People’'s Congress in Colombia (Congreso de los pueblos).

Besides joint actions of resistance and fighting back, RU has recently started to articu-
late experiences of territorial popular power. Acting alongside the Rosa Luxemburg
Foundation, movements that are part of the RU have started to create alternatives to
hegemonic urban development and living models in a bid to offer more autonomy and
power to the people.

RU pushes for an agenda of structural urban reform not only anchored in institutional
mechanisms but above all in direct action: occupations, roadblocks and marches. Since

2 The Movimento Passe Livre, also often translated as the “Free Pass Movement".
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2010, RU-related movements have organised major demonstrations and protests
regarding mega events in the country, specifically around issues arising from staging
the World Cup and the Olympic Games that would have consequences including
further privatisation, the use of special legislation mechanisms and increased milita-
risation in Brazil's cities.

These mobilisations were strengthened following a change in the political climate
in the country after the parliamentary coup against President Rousseff, which was
carried out in order to implement an agenda of fiscal adjustment and privatisation.
President Rousseff (of the PT) had narrowly won the 2014 presidential election,
garnering slightly more votes than the second-placed candidate. The next day, her
opponents started organising a coup d’état, driven by right-wing parties, owners of
big business, sections of the financial markets, conservative legal forces, the military
and the mainstream media.

By 2015, the country had become increasingly difficult to govern, with polarised
demonstrations and a parliamentary strategy aimed at obstructing voting. In 2016,
members of parliament accused President Rousseff of corruption regarding her
reporting of statutory accounts: a move that would eventually culminate in her
impeachment. This was in effect a parliamentary coup, given that following the presi-
dent’s removal, representatives later approved all her federal accounts and nobody
was able to prove she had committed any crime.

Vice-President Michel Temer, who had been involved in the impeachment move,
began to implement a new government programme which had not been endorsed
by the public. In little more than a year he sold off a substantial proportion of Brazil's
oil reserves, privatised public companies, implemented fiscal adjustment measures,
halted the investments that had been made in the country over the previous 20 years
and approved a law removing workers’ rights that had offered citizens a level of
protection since the 1930s. His government was unsurprisingly the most unpopular
in the country’s history.

The coup d’état continues to this day. The military is playing an increasing role in
Brazilian politics and there is direct military intervention in Rio de Janeiro. The coup
has entered an even more extreme phase, condemning the ex-President Lula to
12 years in jail in response to fears he was likely to win the 2018 elections. He was
arrested in a legal conspiracy where no proof of corruption was required and which
was driven by pressure from business and the military. There is now no such thing as
the democratic rule of law in the country.
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The 2018 general elections were a highly polarised affair, opposing the PT — whose
presidential candidate, in light of Lula being barred from standing, was Fernando
Haddad — and Jair Bolsonaro (PSL), a retired military officer who gained notoriety
with his moralising, racist, LGBT-phobic and misogynist rhetoric, preaching a phony
nationalism fed by a profound contempt for those on the left of the political spectrum.
Bolsonaro’ victory was followed by the appointment of a cabinet from a religious,
military-backed and ultra-neoliberal coalition that is withdrawing social, territorial and
labour rights. Among other setbacks, the Ministry of Cities was closed down. This
resulted in the legacy of the Workers' Party, such as the Minha Casa, Minha Vida
programme and the urbanisation of slums, being virtually wiped out.

The popular urban movements and the Urban Resistance Front are among those who
are building up a makeshift coalition of organisations known as the “Fearless People's
Front” (FPSM - Frente Povo Sem Medo). The FPSM has been fundamental in organ-
ising against the coup d’état across the country, arranging huge demonstrations and
joint initiatives across all of Brazil’s regions, as well as organising various international
solidarity activities. MTST is a protagonist in this regard, even running a candidate,
Guilherme Boulos, for the presidency of the country.

To summarise, the recent coup has checked and subsequently made largely redun-
dant the strategy, based on legalistic principles and the negotiation of rights, that
had been adopted by social movements since the 1980s. The growth of day-to-day
working strategies focused on building territorial popular power, where people work
or live, has increasingly become a political strategy of lasting popular resistance based
on restoring democratic and sovereign conditions in the country from the bottom up.
Three movements take centre stage here, with further details being set out below.
The key concepts developed by these movements are the concept of ‘Well-being
Territories’, developed by the MSTB; the concept of 'Fearless Territories’, developed
by the MTST,; and the concept of ‘Communes’, developed by the Popular Brigades.
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POPULAR BRIGADES

The Popular Brigades started as a political organisation in Belo Horizonte, in the
state of Minas Gerais, over 10 years ago. It takes action mainly on issues relating
to urban spaces, organising themes revolving around urban living, women, youth
and movements against incarceration. By expanding its role and merging with other
organisations, this organisation is now present in 12 Brazilian states.

Their actions pushing for urban reform were stronger in Minas Gerais, where a series
of horizontal urban and rural-urban occupations were organised to challenge the
government's official policy of Minha Casa, Minha Vida (My Home, My Life). This
demonstrates a new way of building territorialities and gaining rights. The Popular
Brigades were one of the major organisers of the World Cup's people’s committees,
highlighting social problems created by the organisation of that event from 2010
onwards.

Some symbolic landmarks in the history of the organisation were the rural-urban
occupation in Dandara (2009), where around 2,000 families live, and the rural-urban
occupations in Izidora (2013), which is home to 8,000 families. There are also thematic
occupations such as the cultural occupation in Luiz Estrela (2013) and the occupation
to organise informal jobs such as Vicentdo (2018).

The Popular Brigades believe in having communes in urban spaces — territorial units
where people can organise socially and politically. Commmunes are a political and phys-
ical device used in cities to get the community involved in activities that enhance their
organisational profile and political status.

Nowadays, there are many communes around the country which have led initia-
tives related to many activities such as popular education, community organisation,
popular solidarity economy, popular preparation courses, culture, law, listening to
daily demands, agroecology, collecting and recycling items and informal jobs, among
others. These activities respond to immediate demands and create the context
to establish a collective identity and affection, and solidarity structures that are
expressed in political engagement.
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THE HOMELESS WORKERS’ MOVEMENT

The Homeless Workers’ Movement (MTST) is the largest social movement pressing
for urban reform in Brazil. The movement is 20 years old and organises workers from
the place where they live, namely suburban neighbourhoods. It has a presence in nine
Brazilian states and struggles collectively for homes and against urban segregation,
linking this to Brazilian workers’ struggle.

In Sdo Paulo, where the MTST has been taking the strongest action, the move-
ment organised more than 25,000 people in 2014, during the World Cup, asking for
urban reform and questioning the ‘company-city’ model promoted for this kind of
event. In 2015, it was involved in recreating the Brazilian Resistance to address the
blows directed at the people, such as reduced working rights and social security,
fiscal adjustment and privatisation. This was ahead of the creation of a national front
of movements and inter-thematic organisations in the national struggle, namely the
Fearless People Front.

In its occupations, the MTST organises experiences of communitarian living and terri-
torial popular power, such as community kitchens in its camps, community libraries,
self-management, organisation of housing, and popular restaurants. Nowadays
it believes in building Fearless Territories, self-organised localities that respond to
people’s immediate needs with collective organisation and by demanding that rights
be public and shared by everybody.

The MTST's Fearless People occupation in Sdo José dos Campos, Sao Paulo

AMERICAS 3/ THE URBAN RESISTANCE FRONT



~91 ~

THE HOMELESS M OVEMENT OF BAHIA

The Homeless Movement of Bahia (MSTB), which was launched in 2003, organ-
ises many occupations around the state of Bahia. It brings together the demands
for improved living standards and urban reform with those of women, young people
and, in particular, anti-racism campaigners. The movement was inspired by the dream
of home ownership. However, it subsequently turned its attention to the broader
objective of implementing a political project, namely the Well-being Communities
(Comunidades de Buen Vivir), with their ambition of creating communities where chil-
dren, young people, adults and older people can live in dignity and be fully-fledged
citizens.

Well-being Communities provide systems organising education, preventive health-
care, job and income creation, and culture. They have their origins in black resistance
and indigenous and popular traditional movements who fought for freedom for the
oppressed (black and indigenous people, women, the poor, etc), Securing rights that
are enshrined in Brazilian law.

The MSTB's Quilombo Paraiso occupation in Salvador in Bahia
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THE GOALS OF RU:

HOUSING, WORK AND AUTONOMY

Resisténcia Urbana is inspired by the experiences of autonomy and self-deter-
mination in Latin America of such organisations as the Zapatistas in Mexico, the
communes in Venezuela, the Base Christian Communities in Brazil, and the Well-
being Communities. These initiatives have persisted because they arose out of the
struggles of people’s organisations, including many street protests in recent years.

The movements created political momentum that went beyond demands regarding
their main goal, housing, to take in organising collective autonomy and work. They
decided to reject dependency on the state and capital, organising their own finances.
As a result, their sphere of activity extended into sustainable self-organisation, the
local expression of sustainable values, and community feminism.

Currently, RU is organised as a Latin American front that seeks to establish joint initia-
tives across the continent, while exchanging experiences of self-determination and
local resistance.

Constituent organisations have emphasised a Latin America-wide perspective, and
have:

> Dbuilt up experience of promoting the self-management of public services;
> consolidated communal spaces;
> proposed urban development alternatives; and

> provided radical opposition to capitalism’s new urban strategies, which are based on
financialisation and militarisation.
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EXPERIENCES OF RADICAL URBAN
TRANSFORMATION

Brazil is a country with a history of homeless and landless people. Centuries of
expropriation, exploitation and predatory and exclusive action resulted in more than
7 million homeless families. Neither urban nor rural land reform has ever been imple-
mented. Recently, conditions have become even worse because of the political coup
and mass unemployment. What is currently known as radical urban transformation is
the product of movements resisting evictions and the lack of urban rights.

Yet this resistance is not enough to secure a positive radical agenda for transforma-
tion. What is needed are bold methods, able to get beyond what Popular Brigades
figurehead Pedro Otoni has called “the passive way".

The conservative offensive, arising initially from the coup, has limited the strategy
adopted by the Left and people’s organisations since the democratisation process
in Brazil in the 1980s. The forces that were socially and politically active in recent
decades are now incapable of directing the people’s struggle, as they no longer have
the same level of political support and lack the capacity to innovate, instead adopting
the same passive methods, based on uncritical legalism, naive electioneering and
backroom dealing. In other words, their traditional approach involves negotiating with
the conservative sectors and then hopefully winning elections and forming a govern-
ment based on the established order. For them, the social struggle is at most an
optional extra.

In contrast, the ‘active way' aims to create a transformed power, focusing on people’s
day-to-day lives. It transforms people into new political players who can defeat the
strategy put in place by the political coup in 2016 by drawing on the diversity of their
lifestyles and their organisation as a tool for change. The idea is to transform the
problems of everyday life into social conflicts that establish the basis for a new revolu-
tionary movement —in other words, we should be building practical solutions based on
people’'s immediate needs, laying down a new set of demands to challenge those in
power. The starting point here is provided by where people live, which is the weakest
link in the control structure, even when it is immune to private and state control.
This breaks with the traditional leftist notion of the workplace being the fulcrum of
struggle, given the view that these spaces are controlled by fear, preventing people
from reconstituting themselves as players in a struggle, and that their living environ-
ments are becoming more oppressive every day.
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However, the places where they live are still spaces in which they can form common
aspirations and reveal the possibility of organising people’s struggles. After all, “space
is political,”” as French economist Henri Lefévre said. Inclusion in or exclusion from
the space determines the means of sociability within a social body. Taking action
within this space means doing so where the conflict occurs on a daily basis. A delib-
erate collective initiative organised locally in this space may represent the subject of
a further social dispute with the dominant group, and one which may be raised again
in subsequent disputes.

Viewed from this perspective, RU created communes as spatial units of social and
political organisation for the people. Communes are a physical and political mecha-
nism to engage the community in more evolved means of organisation and doing
politics. Whereas previous forms of organisation were based on individualism and the
breaking up of communal needs, communes help to establish a new social challenge
correlating with a narrative that offers an alternative to the dominant picture that is
painted.

Communes are autonomous structures that receive no public or private funding. To
finance their activities, political partnerships encourage projects lasting from one to
two years and relying on the voluntary collaboration of the residents. Fundraising
activities include parties, campaigns and cooperative work. The cooperatives’ prod-
ucts are marketed mainly within the community, for money or through exchanges
of merchandise or donations. The producers are also regularly involved in holding
people’s markets around the city. The aim is to establish a permanent marketplace
in the city centre to sell cooperatives’ agroecological produce and/or handicrafts.
However, the municipality’s policies usually restrict and criminalise these initiatives
in urban centres.

In 2017, for instance, there was a huge military operation to forcibly remove street
sellers in the centre of Belo Horizonte. In response, the People’s Brigades held a
commune occupation there in Vicentao. The idea was to create a space for informal
workers, the self-employed and street sellers to live, work and organise. It was also
used as a place to sell the products of other occupied areas.

The commune is made up of all those involved and sharing in the extension of the
commons, based on the principles of communal living. Joining a commune is a choice
that is made freely and is open to all, regardless of religion, race, sexual orientation or
social background.
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Communes are forms of self-governance involving the following aspects:

> Self-production. People have the scope to build up a solidarity economy and coopera-
tives. Key initiatives include urban agroecology, recycling, and women'’s sewing and
crafts cooperatives.

> Self-government. In the communes all decisions are made in assemblies. Generally,
these discuss all aspects of communal life: waste management, electricity provision,
and access to healthcare and education.

> People’s education. In the communes, people set up nurseries, activist schools,
courses preparing individuals for university, and adult education.

> Culture and youth. The communes host workshops on drama, poetry, hip hop and
dance.

The activities promoted in the communes respond to immediate needs and create
the climate for establishing a collective identity and also solidarity structures that are
expressed in political engagement.

The way people organise in communes, the decision-making process and the participa-
tion in popular struggles make radical democracy a part of daily life. Instead of getting
embroiled in a constant state of conflict in which women and young people are killed,
the communes aim to find different strategies for dealing with disputes. A collective
approach to problems helps to transform political communities. The communes also
get involved in political life at national level, for example opposing the coup.

Our resistance uses communication as a weapon. Each initiative and each demon-
stration involves the use of every means of communication, old and new, such as
social media, with a view to countering the bias of the mainstream media. A weekly
newspaper is produced for all those involved in the occupations, sharing information
about the struggle, encouraging resistance, and debating social issues. These news-
papers are also supplied and read in community assemblies.

For each mass event, RU ensures that there is visual coverage (photos and videos),
as well as live broadcasts and written records. Web flyers, leaflets and memes are
created for rapid communication. This external communication process was essen-
tial in establishing a support network for resistance initiatives like Resiste Izidora
(explained below), helping to increase the ability of three occupations in the Belo
Horizonte area to persuade the public of their case. Artists, communications activists
and social activists were deployed as various communication strategies were tried
out to see which worked best.
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Communities and their supporters have also produced documentary films that cover
the struggle for power. Some of these have won prizes, for example Na Missao, com
Kadu (On the Mission, with Kadu), by activist directors Aiano Mineiro and Pedro Maia
de Brito. The film focuses on resistance against violent oppression in Izidora, based
on the views of one of the coordinators of the Izidora occupation, called Kadu (an alias
for Ricardo de Freitas), who was murdered in the struggle.

The communications process raised awareness about social networks for young local
activists. One of these initiatives resulted in the establishment of the Occupy Media
collective, which emerged after many workshops organised by social movements,
including the NGO Internet without Borders, and by the ZOCA (Occupied Zone for
Arts and Culture) commune. The Occupy Media collective, consisting of three young
people from the lzidora occupation, is responsible for communications within the
community.

Another key tool for resistance in the communes is the creation of cooperative
working methods. In cities, it is more difficult than in the countryside to build up a
local, cooperative, class-based organisation. In the countryside, people work on the
soil in the area where they live and operate. In the cities, most families are used to
derive their income from outside the home, without necessarily being unionised. This
shows the importance of looking at the idea of locality with new eyes by seeing it as
a new basis for organising the working class and identifying the appropriate tools for
doing so.

The communes and cooperatives in lzidora provide the seeds for community sover-
eignty. People who work there are vulnerable to processes of unemployment and
underemployment, as a result of the failure to create formal jobs. Most of the occu-
piers either are in highly exploited work or have informal jobs in the cities, and spend
hours commuting on inefficient public transport. However, the communes try to
establish cooperative jobs that allow people to spend more time in their own area and
participate in communal life — something which poses a huge challenge.

In the Vincentao occupation, organised by the People's Brigades, there is a programme
of full employment. The initial reason for the occupation was support for informal
workers, providing a space for organising, working, living and the collective reproduc-
tion of life. The idea of full employment is that all activities in the community be taken
into account, including cooking, childcare, cleaning and security. These functions can
be undertaken by local people who should be paid for their work.
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Families with members who are formally employed, or who derive their income
from informal employment, could pay a small tax based on an amount equivalent
to 30% of their already low minimum wage. With this tax, they could afford daily
meals, education for their children, young people and adults, security and other costs.
The experience of socialising these reproductive costs could also result in jobs for
everyone. This perspective shows how the community can overcome the problem of
lack of remuneration for reproductive work, which has traditionally been undertaken
by women.

This paper will now analyse the experience of communes through a case study
of the largest occupied site in Brazil, in the city of Belo Horizonte, namely the
occupation in the Izidora area, where 30,000 people live. In three areas of Izidora,
namely Rosa Leao, Esperanca and Vitéria, residents resisted various eviction orders
enforced by the state and its contractors. The communities have to face unjust
policing and urban violence. They see the state attempting to co-opt residents
through various strategies, including using patronage systems and bad planning,
but also by imitating the strategies people use in struggles and resistance fights.
This paper shows the development of strategies for people power, including local
sustainability in the form of agroecology, and the self-organisation of women to
combat patriarchy.

IZIDORA:
A RADICAL URBAN TRANSFORMATION

The land law passed in Brazil in 1850 made access to land impossible for poor and
Afro-descendant communities. This led to long-lasting resistance, as the dispos-
sessed claimed the right to land, which served as a place of residence and of food
cultivation. In practice, this meant the establishment of defensive social move-
ments, using direct confrontation to resist evictions and to secure the permanent
right to land.

In June 2013, when huge demonstrations were held in over 100 cities in Brazil, thou-
sands of people occupied land that had been abandoned for a long time. The land had
deliberately been left fallow by real estate speculators in anticipation of increasing
‘land hunger’ and in a bid to guarantee future profits. Nowadays, 30,000 people live
in what were called the “occupied areas of Izidora”, namely the settlements of Rosa
Leao, Esperanca and Vitéria.

AMERICAS 3/ THE URBAN RESISTANCE FRONT



~98 ~

Fashion show at the Fashion Reference Centre in Belo Horizonte
by women from the Rosa Ledo occupation in lzidora

The wider region was previously known as Isidoro, and was renamed lIzidora after
the occupations, in honour of a black woman who fought for freedom from slavery.
Isidoro was the last major green belt in the city of Belo Horizonte. Here, market prices
for land had escalated ahead of big investment projects such as Christ the King Cathe-
dral and the new administrative headquarters for the state of Minas Gerais, both
designed by legendary city architect and planner Oscar Niemeyer. Isidoro was meant
to be a new urban development outside the city’s original boundaries.

Large landowners are claiming various parts of the forest around lIzidora, which for
many years was a protected area. Another part is under the control of the Mangueiras
Quilombo (an independent community of Afro-Brazilians whose forebears escaped
from slavery). The large landowners’ claims were based on acquisition through fraud
and exploitation. As property values in the area increase, there is more speculation
aiming to turn the land into a site for luxury apartments, serving the interests of capital.

For planning permission to be awarded for such projects, city bylaws needed to be
flexible. One device under the bylaws is called the Operacao Urbana (OU — Urban
Operation) and allows for the economic exploitation of a specific area where there is
a financial return for the private sector. Irregularities resulting from the implementa-
tion of the OU in lzidora abound, and there is the complete absence of any political
participation by affected communities. Once the occupation by 8,000 families of
three neighbourhoods (Rosa Leao, Esperanca and Vitéria) was under way, this put
an end to the plans to build luxury apartments. Instead, one of the developers, a
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company called Direcional, changed strategy and called on the federal government
and the municipality to get involved in building a large low-cost housing project falling
under the government’'s Minha Casa, Minha Vida scheme. Under this arrangement,
Direcional would receive approximately 750 million reals (US$ 200 million) from public
coffers. It would also make huge profits from the evictions of thousands of families
who had occupied urban farmland for the previous 40 years.

This is a clear example of the strong relationship between economic and political
power. Capital seeks to reproduce cities according to its own diktats, conflicting with
the real needs of the population, especially those of black people and women from
the slums, who have the least power.

From the start, resistance in lIzidora took the form of an organised strategy, involving
social movements and ‘people’s lawyers’, who educated leaders and organised
assemblies with them. In these assemblies, people had the power to make decisions
and mobilise.

Resistance tactics are agreed by a central panel comprising the coordinators of the
three occupations, social movements, people’s lawyers and technical support staff.
The panel’s decisions are put before the assemblies to be debated. Various tactics
have been used to resist the eviction order and to mount a struggle for basic services,
including mass mobilisation, negotiations, pressure on the authorities, shaping of
public opinion through the media, creation of an external support network (called
Resiste Izidora) and a range of political and cultural activities in the context of the
occupations.

The communes are not represented on the panel as they have different goals. The
idea behind the communes is to involve residents in the non-hierarchical development
of communal life by building up prolonged resistance, fostering activities revolving
around popular education, establishing cooperatives, consolidating access to culture,
boosting urban agroecology, and so on. While such activities contribute to mobilisa-
tion, this was not their only objective.

The authorities do not tolerate the existence of the occupations and the communes,
considering them illegal and attacking them and criminalising them. In 2013, the
government of the state of Minas Gerais violently repressed a demonstration by
Izidora residents. It mobilised cavalry against the people, and the face of one of the
demonstrators was slashed by a sword, meaning that he required 30 stitches. In the
same vyear, the state intended to use 5,000 troops to force an eviction, but the public
mobilisation from the support network, daily demonstrations by residents and a court
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ruling led to the eviction being called off on the basis that the state and the munici-
pality had no plans to protect the lives of children and teenagers living there.

The state rescheduled the same eviction for 2015, forcing residents to demonstrate
once again, despite 100 people being seriously injured and 50 being arrested. The
injured included a new-born baby who choked as a result of a tear-gas canister being
thrown into its pram. After this operation, the Supreme Court of Justice overturned
the state’s authorisation to make evictions, on the grounds that it had not created the
conditions to do so without putting people’s lives in danger.

The evictions have been suspended for the time being, and negotiations are contin-
uing with the state and the municipality. However, there is no political will on the part
of the authorities to recognise the occupation, which is why people had to resort to
demonstrations and resistance to claim their rights in the first place.

An urban occupation is not simply a collection of homes, and is therefore unlike the
hegemonic and mass-produced housing of the government’'s Minha Casa, Minha Vida
programme. Instead, an occupation is a piece of self-constructed city, based on the
needs and potential of those who occupy it and collectively transform it into a space
full of meaning as a result of the economic conditions surrounding their reproduction.
In this context, the building of houses, infrastructure and collective equipment helps
facilitate the processes of community organisation, which are extremely important for
the residents, especially the women.

In the Rosa Leao occupation, collective spaces such as streets and gardens, churches
and the community center are used to hold women'’s meetings, political awareness-
raising activities, assemblies, bazaars, supporters’ get-togethers and collective
celebrations of Christmas, Children’s Day, birthdays and so on. Maintaining collective
spaces, setting areas aside for future projects and even discussing the purpose of
having a common space always conflict with private interests, with residents’ indi-
vidualism and with low-intensity property speculation.

The struggle for the maintenance of collective spaces in the Rosa Leao occupation
is a struggle fought by women, either because they form the majority in the political
coordination of the space or because they are the ones who use the space the most
(as we shall see below). However, where they have needs and desires regarding a
given space, women have to face the possibility that the narrative will be hijacked by
the liberal urban agenda. This aims at organising the cities in the interest of real estate
and financial markets. Furthermore, in most cases women'’s experience of commu-
nity conflicts overlaps with gender issues.
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A COVMIMUNE FOR DISMANTLING
PATRIARCHY IN OUR SPACES

The capitalist and patriarchal structures of production in the cities generated processes
of urbanisation that were clearly segregated along gender lines, having specific
impacts on the lives of women. At the same time, in the spaces under occupation,
women have been developing strategies to resist sexist structures. Such strategies
have repercussions for the course of their lives, their struggle for space and the estab-
lishment of care networks.

The majority of residents involved in the lIzidora occupations are women. Women are
also more active than their male counterparts in demonstrations, public hearings and
community work, as well as in the practical management of the space, along with
the social movements. Their abundant presence in the political struggle surrounding
the occupation raises some guestions that require further discussion. These include:
What makes women’s opinions respected in a mixed-gender collectivity? What
tactics do they use within their family to negotiate their participation in assemblies
and meetings? How does the inventive power of these women relate to the actual
day-to-day networks among them on the ground?

This discussion about lzidora women emphasises the challenge of how to address
the wealth and diversity of their life experiences. Moreover, when it comes to poor
women, the vast majority of whom are black, it is important to realise that gender
oppression is also accompanied by oppression based on race and class, lllustrating
why we need to work with models which are multidimensional.

Fashion show at the Fashion Reference Centre in Belo Horizonte by women from
the Rosa Ledo occupation in Izidora. Credit: Resiste Izidora. The concept of intersec-
tionality, articulated by feminist researcher Kimberlé Crenshaw, seeks to understand
the specific place of black women, who are at the intersection of various systems of
oppression:

“The idea of intersectionality seeks to capture both the structural and dynamic conse-
quences of the interaction between two or more forms of discrimination or systems
of subordination. It specifically addresses the manner in which racism, patriarchy,
economic disadvantages and other discriminatory systems contribute to create layers
of inequality that structures the relative positions of women and men, races and other
groups. Moreover, it addresses the way that specific acts and policies create burdens
that flow along these intersecting axes contributing actively to create a dynamic of

disempowerment” (Crenshaw 2000)
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Being at the intersection of oppression means that black and poor women have a special
experience of how the city works. They see how the city organises itself and how it
contributes to their marginalisation. In fact, they may even have a fuller, more multifac-
eted perspective of the city than others because they circulate between the formal city
on the one hand, to take care of activities related to their economic survival or to access
services and exercise their rights, and the informal city on the other, where they live.

“Being on the sidelines is part of the whole, but outside the mainstream. As black
Americans living in a small town in Kentucky, the train tracks were a daily reminder of
our marginality. Across these rails there were paved streets, shops we could not enter,
restaurants in which we could not eat, and people we could not look directly in the face.
Here we could work as maids, as doormen, as prostitutes, as long as they were in a
service capacity. We could enter this world, but we could not live there. We always had
to return to the other side, to the trails, tents and abandoned houses on the edge of
town.” (Hooks 1984: 10)

At the same time, an intersectional approach invites us to explore the social relations,
networks and identities associated with the resistance in these locations and develop
an understanding of the city and the production of space from this perspective.

Women face obstacles to their political participation, and initially seem less able to
make decisions about projects that have an impact on the urban space. Historically,
urban planning allowed itself to be dictated by the needs of capitalist production and
of autonomous men who did not have any particular family ties. The city disregarded
the needs of those professional women who also had to look after the sick and older
people, take children to school and feed the family. In this sense the city was not
neutral and had a strong gender bias (Muxi 2009).

Even in emerging spaces of resistance, such as occupations, women face multiple
challenges in constructing and making sense of such spaces based on their needs,
desires and perspectives.

Women are the head of the household in over a third of Brazilian families, yet they
earn an average of 30.5% of white men’s wages and are subjected to more unem-
ployment, informal and precarious work than men. They bear the brunt of the housing
deficit, segregation and poor city planning (IPEA 2011). Living in poverty in slums
far away from employment options cuts women off from access to jobs and basic
public services such as daycare centres, schools and primary healthcare centres. This
explains why many women support occupations, build communities and resist the
offensives of the real estate market associated with the state.
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How do these women think and project their needs and desires onto an emergent
urban space that is under dispute? This was a question raised at workshops attended
by women involved in the Rosa Leao occupation, Where their priorities were discussed
in the context of the community’s political struggle, following intensive deliberation
and exchanges of life stories.

Besides the struggle against eviction, the women pointed out the following priori-
ties: the maintenance of collective spaces for community organisation and work; the
formation of care networks and women'’s groups where problems such as depres-
sion, loneliness and violence could be shared and resolved; the promotion of youth
activities and support with regard to concerns about the death and imprisonment
of friends and family; and how to access public services like nurseries, schools and
primary healthcare. Women emphasised the need to provide preventive and prenatal
care themselves in the absence of gynaecologists in their areas.

The city refuses to recognise the occupied areas and the need to service them,
regarding them as temporary and illegal, pending the eviction of the residents. The
only public service it provides is a militarised form of policing by the specialised
battalions of the military police. No census of the residents is undertaken, and
so there is no assessment of the need for other public services. The illegality of
the occupations is used as an excuse to deprive the residents of access to any
services.

When the state fails to provide basic care, we know that the burden falls even more
on women, especially on those who cannot afford to pay for others to perform the
relevant work.

In the case of the Rosa Leao occupation, primary healthcare has been denied to
participants, even when the health centre was in the same building as the social
assistance reference centre (CRAS). Women revolted by this situation rose up on
8 March 2016, demonstrating and occupying the CRAS to highlight their rightful
claims to healthcare for residents. As a result, the health centre started to deal with
emergency cases, despite pressures on its budget and its team being overloaded.
However, the municipality continued to maintain its position of refusing to recognise
the residents’ right to healthcare. Only in 2017, during the transitional government,
were these rights formally recognised, but there are still unresolved problems with
implementation.

Public health in Brazil is a free universal right. Usually basic healthcare services are
provided by family health teams. Primary healthcare units attend to common cases,
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and then provide backup home visits where necessary. These units are also supposed
to offer residents treatment for serious infectious diseases.

When occupations are not recognised by the city, their residents are excluded from
the healthcare system. Since in the case of Izidora, there is no basic healthcare unit
nearby, residents have to utilise emergency services or use their relatives’ addresses
to access care at a health centre. The family health teams do not enter areas under
occupation and there are no home visits to such areas, and even ambulances do not
enter them. This has even meant that people have died because of the lack of care.

As a result, when it comes to health problems, people involved in the occupations
look after each other, with the women in particular taking turns to provide assis-
tance to older people and children. However, this care is inadequate and insufficient,
as demonstrated by the many problems arising from self-medication and failures
in assisting the sick and disabled. While the community does make some use of
complementary medicine, this is practised by individuals who have built up trust in
these methods and passed their experience down the generations. However, it is
incorrect to attribute the spread of traditional or alternative medicine to the absence
of public healthcare. Often the use of complementary medicine has more of a cultural
basis in traditional knowledge and the practice of agroecology.

Access to electricity, water and sanitation are also of a very precarious and informal
nature. Some residents connect up to these services illegally. However, such connec-
tions are dangerous and can cause electrical fires or electric shocks or result in water
and soil contamination.

Some of these services can be met through agroecological applications. For example,
some homes in the occupation use an agroecological system for sanitation. Known
as TVAP, it consists of a group of banana trees that are able to filter sewage water.
Many homes use solar heating, which has been popularised as a result of communal
training programmes. Such systems are relatively affordable and help us think about
alternatives to using fossil fuels.

Although women organise themselves in the insurgent spaces of the occupations to
challenge and put pressure on the state, alternative collective solutions to daily prob-
lems have been constructed without the state’s assistance.

The organisation of care networks has emerged as central to the resistance, due to
both the maturity of the women's organisations and the mass strategy emerging from
the occupation which prioritises solutions to everyday problems. Women are involved
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in communal activities and spaces, such as self-managed women'’s cooperatives,
communal nurseries and community centres.

As part of the Rosa Leao occupation, the community centre for people power is
currently being built in honour of Maria da Conceicao, better known as Zoca, a figure
in the local struggle who was active in the 1980s. ZOCA is also the acronym for
“Occupied Zone of Culture and Art”. The Zoca Centre has been built on the site of
the former community shack, reflecting the desire to consolidate the links with the
history of resistance in Izidora and affirming the cultural life of the occupations.

Working together to build the Occupied Zone of Culture and Art (ZOCA)

The political participation of women fundamentally depends on how issues of
family and community care, family reproduction and the reproduction of life can be
addressed. Without communal power, it is inconceivable for these problems to be
resolved individually. Poor women in a patriarchal society cannot afford to pay or
outsource care services. Instead they need to build communal alternatives that draw
on everyday networks to achieve their emancipation.

It has always been difficult to map and visualise the activities of the network of
women because their activities were seen as a phenomenon of daily life, belonging
to the private sphere. However, we were able to learn more about these networks by
attending everyday workshops and a very enlightening assembly which were held in
the Rosa Leao occupation in August 2016.
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Some prominent women occupation leaders have had to cope with attacks of a
personal and sexist nature, often in the form of gossip. Such attacks pose a chal-
lenge to collective ideals relating to organising work and to women'’s attempts to
balance leadership roles and material survival. For example, one accusation was
that the main coordinator had acquired cars and a driving licence, a maid and a very
big hairstyle.

In the assembly, women involved in the care network stepped up to the microphone
to determinedly stand up for the coordinator. One explained that the coordinator had
paid for her driving lessons using credit-card instalments. Another explained that she
was helping the coordinator with housekeeping tasks on a reciprocal basis, since she
knew that the coordinator had to attend a lot of meetings alongside her caregiving
activities. A further witness explained that she had been involved in taking care
of the coordinator’s hair and felt it was important for the coordinator to feel confi-
dent and self-assured about her appearance when representing the community. So
many voices were raised in her defence that it became clear that all the gossip was
misplaced, and that the questions surrounding leadership, care-related matters and
participation were all political.

The women holding coordination roles also take part in the care network. This network
is feminist in that it supports the women of Izidora with regard to self-organisation,
political participation and surviving in the face of patriarchal structures that continue
to have an impact on their daily lives.

The local struggle of women for a dignified life is necessarily a struggle to achieve an
emancipated space. They face various forms of oppression: neoliberal urban planning,
political exclusion, inequality in the workplace, gender violence, racism and patriarchy
in the community. Both their self-organisation and the care networks provide a vital
daily defence against this oppression.

The prominent participation of these women in the organisation and leadership of
spaces such as the Rosa Leao occupation provides the seed for a popular, structured
and feminist urban reform project. It is popular in that it is thought through and built up
by the people and then discussed collectively and supported by ‘people’s architects’.
This participation entails no artificial separation of the project and the construction
site, unlike what normally happens under neoliberal and modernist urban planning
(Ferro 2015). It is structural in that it points to the struggle for the right to housing
and the right to be part of the city, which is understood not only as entailing access
to urban land, public facilities and urban infrastructure, but also as involving direct
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participation in the production and material reproduction of cities. And it is feminist
insofar as it consolidates the political participation of women from the urban suburbs
and makes them subjects who are no longer excluded from determining their collec-
tive future.

It paves the way for the struggle to extend collective spaces and helps them boost
their self-organisation. This struggle has seen the establishment and defence of
spaces for daycare centres, community centres, schools, training venues and other
community facilities.

The depatriarchalisation of the area is interwoven into the networks of women
creating emancipated zones and establishing relationships of protection and mutual
reinforcement. It also arises when taking the lead in the debate with the state and the
community about local priorities.

A COMIMUNE FOR AGROECONOMY
AND SUSTAINABLE SPACES

The lzidora occupations represent the expansion of the metropolitan urban area of
one of the largest state capitals in Brazil, the city of Belo Horizonte. They are located
in the last area of green-belt land around the city, in a forest of about 950 hectares
(2,350 acres) full of springs and preserved indigenous vegetation.

In this ecosystem, animal breeding and plant cultivation take place against the back-
drop of the problems faced by the urban periphery. This apparently rural space is not
subjected to state planning and infrastructure. This brings out some contradictions
within the occupations that have to be dealt with by the movements.

“The process of environmental education, the monitoring of rural practices and the pres-
ervation of forests and water resources are essential in order to protect the balance
of the environment in these areas, thereby helping people who often have a deep
connection with the land and agriculture, and this monitoring is mainly used to create a
beneficial common area based on the knowledge already possessed by the occupiers.”
(Fonseca/Tofanelli/Luz 2015: 10) (our translation)
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Agroecology in lzidora

In this way, agroecology is used to develop communal activities, thereby resolving
day-to-day problems. They combined the right to housing with the right to a healthy
diet and environment. Initially the mapping of the fields was carried out by the resi-
dents of the Vitdria occupation. The residents experimented with planting a huge
variety of food-bearing species as well as with animals.

After the mapping, the occupiers held popular education meetings, knowledge- and
seed-sharing events and the practical development of various permaculture and agro-
ecological methods. They established a producers’ forum for each of the occupations
and used these to step up exchanges and to build unity among the occupiers.

In the experimental phase, permaculture and agroecology provided solutions offering
an alternative form of city living. It helped resolve problems such as unemployment
and low incomes, as farmers were able to plant, distribute and sell their agricultural
produce in city street markets. Some residents, to compensate for the absence of
sanitation, began to use Evapo-transpiration Tank (TVAP) methods instead of resorting
to the use of septic tanks. This involved the construction of green cesspools that are
part of a depletion filtration system. To ensure an electricity supply for water heating,
the occupiers have turned to solar heating plates. These innovations are just a few
examples of how agroecology has offered solutions for the absence or inadequacy of
urban services, resulting in a healthier and more harmonious co-existence between
occupiers and the environment.
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This experience, arising from the greatest land conflict in Brazil, brings together struggles
for housing and urban agriculture. It adds a new dimension to the housing conflict, namely
the productive perspective. This seeks new uses for the occupied land and extends the
struggle from one over housing to a struggle for land and the transformation of the city.

The recovery of urban land, with its use also derived from agriculture, helps reveal
how the process can be both productive and inclusive, giving identity and purpose
to individuals who previously fell below the radar. It offers a sustainable high-quality
alternative way of life in the large urban centres.

Agroecology values the knowledge of occupiers of urban land, who in turn become
more active and involved in the political life of the community. In addition, the agro-
ecological communes constitute a new collective identity within the occupations,
establishing new social relations and a consolidation of the link between residents
and the land. This link makes it possible to give the soil an additional new use, and (re)
utilises communal knowledge (Fonseca / Tofanelli / Luz 2015).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The urban resistance front in Brazil is marked by a wide range of experiences. Here
we have reported, admittedly very partially, on the experience of the communes in a
key area of resistance, namely that of the Izidora occupations.

The lzidora residents are proud to live in the occupation, despite the surroundings and
the creation of the communes, by noting their direct day-to-day involvement and the
voluntary nature of their actions.

Also significant is their response to the state's efforts to negate the occupations
by substituting its own popular housing programme called Minha Casa, Minha Vida.
Through their struggles, the people of Izidora have shown that housing and day-to-
day living involve more than just a set of walls and a roof. It entails having space to
plant produce, work, celebrate, have exchanges and live within a community.

Several other experiences indicate the unity of the occupiers in establishing commu-
nity kitchens, assemblies in occupations, people’s schools and the multirées, which
are voluntary teams which help with reciprocal self-construction. Another dimension
of the experience is the sacrosanct promotion of the concept of well-being (buen
estar) and the celebration of the cultural diversity of Latin American people in cities.

What do these experiences have in common? There are three notable dimensions in the
process of political involvement of the subjects engaged in radical transformation and the
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establishment of people power. In the first place, there is the dimension of day-to-day
life and subjectivities, involving the creation of structures to ensure the collectivisa-
tion of the material reproduction of life in urban spaces, which are aimed at combating
patriarchalism, extractivism and individualism. The second dimension is that of political
education and day-to-day popular education, based on capitalising on local knowledge,
and the construction of a transformative praxis, based on consolidating collective autono-
mies and direct action. The third dimension is the construction of broader projects, in both
the city and the countryside, emerging from the concrete contradictions in people’s lives
and the collective transformation solutions offered by the occupations.

This three-dimensional political practice interfaces with the real and concrete needs
of day-to-day life and points to a radical transformation of power. Such practices arise
in particular from a context of resistance to the oppressive state. They challenge
public policies through their reappropriation and transformation. They build a new
type of power which is not restricted to institutions but which draws on people's
collective everyday lives, and in this sense is both against and beyond the state.
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A street adjacent to San Roque Market where informal vendors sell fresh fruits and vegetables

San Rogue Market (SRM) in Quito represents a source of income for just over 5,000
family-based trader businesses and informal workers. Merchants trade a wide variety
of fresh fruit, vegetables, meat, seafood, medicinal herbs, furniture, clothing and tradi-
tional crafts there. Indigenous women and members of their families shell large piles
of grain and peas, whereas male porters manually load and unload goods. The market
meets a full third of the city’s internal food requirements, and its wholesale and retail
traders constitute the city’s second most important fresh food market. Despite this
long-standing strategic position in Quito’s food supply system, SRM is facing several
threats, namely systematic neglect by the local government, the rapid expansion of
corporate food retailers and associated transformation changes in consumers’ behav-
iour, and urbanistic modernisation policies that leave no room for popular economies
located in Quito’s historical centre. However, aware of this shifting environment and
the external challenges they face, several grassroots associations of SRM traders set
up a second-tier organisation, called the Front for the Defence and Modernisation
of San Roque Market (FDMSRM), to protect their businesses and the market as a
whole. In this paper we analyse the situation in which FDMSRM emerged to resist
external, hegemonic pressures. Drawing on a ‘modernisation’ narrative, FDMSRM's
agenda reflects the traders’ ideas for improving their family businesses. We also
show that claims on the urban territory are inseparable from the notion of the ‘right to
work’, often invoked by traders’ representatives. For FDMSRM, the right to work is a
demand for economic inclusion and a defence of popular forms of economic organisa-
tion based on small-scale family businesses and extended family networks.

AMERICAS 4/ SEARCHING FOR ALTERNATIVES TO OLIGOPOLISTIC MODERNISATION



~ 115 ~

The first section of our paper describes the historical development of popular food
trading in markets owned by local governments and shows how decentralised
food networks are increasingly being confronted by and related to the growth of
corporate supermarket chains. The second section briefly describes daily trading
at SRM. The third section describes the relationship between urban transforma-
tion processes, urban planning and SRM, emphasising the role that the FDMSRM
plays in raising the traders’ profile and organising their resistance to capitalist urban
restructuring and modernisation policies proposed by the local government. The
fourth and final section draws some conclusions about SRM's potential role in the
discourse on public markets. It also examines the dispute on the future develop-
ment of the respective urban territory, which centres around the right to urban
territory and the right to work.

UNDERSTANDING ECUADOR’'S FOOD
SYSTEM AND POPULAR MARKET ECONOMY

Ecuador’s food market is at a historic crossroads. On the one hand, hundreds of
periodic and daily markets distributed all over the country represent the backbone
of Ecuador’'s domestic food system, connecting approximately 800,000 peas-
ants, 227,000 merchants and a population of 16.4 million consumers (INEC 2001,
2010). Almost all of the fruit, vegetables, grain and cereals consumed by Ecuado-
rian households and lunch restaurants serving homemade-style meals are traded
in these markets. On the other hand, large supermarket chains have been rapidly
expanding across the country since the 1990s, a decade characterised by pro-
market reforms and, towards the end of that period, a financial crisis. Although the
supermarkets’ own food supply chains are themselves linked to the market, there
are growing indications of a deep transformation of the food system that will pit
small-to-medium-sized family-based trading units and their relatively decentralised
networks against large capitalist corporations. This section describes the historical
development of the structure and functioning of the market system vis-a-vis the
expansion of large supermarket chains.

Food trading in Ecuador relies on links between rural intermediaries who gather
harvests from primary producers, wholesale merchants and retailers who sell the
produce in urban markets. First, rural markets concentrate foodstuffs in increasingly
larger commercial centres until they reach regional wholesale markets spread across
Ecuador. From there, they are then redistributed throughout the country, but especially
to large urban centres, such as Guayaquil, Quito and Cuenca. Urban markets, which
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receive food first hand from regional wholesale markets, function as intra-urban food
distribution centres. Despite this position in the overall system, however, they do not
specialise solely in wholesale trading, but serve a wide range of customers, including
more specialised retail markets, lunch restaurants, general food stores, greengrocers,
itinerant traders, supermarket chains, the urban food industry and urban households.
The SRM is just one such market. Importantly, most markets and, concomitantly,
their stalls, are public property regulated and controlled by the municipal government.
In short, popular markets represent crucial linkages in the country’s food system,
most notably as a connection between rural and urban trading structures.

Yet the social, economic and historical interpretation of these markets is not easy, due
to their varied meanings and differentiated opportunities offered to social groups and
the regional particularities of trading structures.?

One key social group in Ecuador’s food system comprises often indigenous small- or
medium-scale producers, who are increasingly dependent on a female workforce.
They have long endured exploitation by another social group, white mestizo (mixed
ancestry) townspeople, who engage in unequal exchanges with indigenous producers
(Burgos 1971, Villavicencio 1973). Historically, traders have used ethnicity and class to
exploit indigenous, rural peasants, lowering prices as much as possible.®

While there is little doubt about the mechanisms of exploitation within popular
food-trading chains, two further points have to be made. Firstly, unequal exchange
relations have not developed in a public policy vacuum. Weak agrarian reforms and
the anti-rural and/or pro-urban/industrial bias created by Ecuador’s import substitu-
tion industrialisation (ISI) system underlie such exchange structures. Microeconomic
exploitation at popular markets is a product of an exploitative macroeconomic struc-
ture shaped by the country’s economic policies. Secondly, major regional differences
impact how popular markets function in general. Let us consider one example, in the
territory of the Central Sierra, with its epicentre in the province of Tungurahua. Here,
due to a more equitable landholding structure and family networks that transcend
the elsewhere typically fraught relations between rural-based production and urban-

1 The notion of a uniform national market is an illusion born out of excessive focus on abstract neoclassical or
politico-economic models.

2 The notion of a uniform national market is an illusion born out of an excessive focus on abstract neoclassical
or politico-economic models.

3 There is extensive literature on similar commercial exploitation, e.g. ‘distress sales’ (Olsen, 1996) and ‘forced

commerce’ (Bhaduri 1973), on the Indian subcontinent (see also Crow, 2011; Harriss-White 1996, 2008) and
Africa (Clark, 1994; Hart, 1982).
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based trade, there is a less polarised commercial structure between production and
exchange (Hollenstein 2011, Carrion 2011).# In this instance, far from depressing rural
communities, popular markets have served as economic drivers energising provincial
rural areas (Larrea 2011, Ospina et al. 2011, Ospina / Hollenstein 2015, Hollenstein /
Ospina 2014).

Since neither the industrial growth anticipated by the architects of the ISI system nor
the predicted abundant demand for urban labour ever materialised, during the latter
half of the 20th century, and particularly after strong influxes of migrants in the 1970s,
markets became economic anchors for rural populations migrating to Ecuador’s urban
centres from more economically stagnant parts of the countryside. Consequently,
the final quarter of the 20th century gave rise to a growing economic population
and widespread practices that are still evolving today. Since then, ‘popular’ markets
have been nurtured by hundreds of thousands of small trading units drawing almost
exclusively on family labour. These units operate on an intrafamilial division of labour
centred around women and their daughters, complemented by their husbands’ and
sons’ work as loaders or drivers.

According to official statistics, in 2010 there were 227,000 people or households
nationwide working as independent traders (INEC 2010).® According to the Munici-
pality of Quito, today there are 20,000 merchants working at its periodic markets
and fair. In addition, countless itinerant traders sell their wares away from markets
or on the city's streets. In all, 66% of the vendors at these markets are women, but
only 5% receive any remuneration for their work (INEC 2010). In addition, 99.9% of
commercial units are of the smallest size, i.e. have between 1 and 9 employees (INEC,
2012). However, statistics on remuneration patterns indicate that these units are best
defined as pure family ventures or one-person enterprises, since hardly anyone who
works in popular trading enterprises receives a salary.

By contrast, Ecuador’s modern corporate food and retailing industries, which emerged
in the 1970s, grew stronger throughout the 1980s by focusing on the burgeoning
middle and upper classes in the country’'s metropolitan centres. During this time,
supermarket chains expanded into ‘modern’ urban neighbourhoods with greater
purchasing power. However, as elsewhere in Latin America, it was only in the 1990s

4 See Harriss-White (2008) and the aforementioned literature on the Indian subcontinent for a wider discussion
of the relationship between the spheres of production and circulation, as well as of the role played by land
ownership patterns.

5  Thisis only slightly fewer than the number of workplaces created by the shrimp industry, the most important
other economic sector of employment.
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that supermarkets really took hold and increased both in number and in market share.
Today, the sector is dominated by four supermarket chains: Mega Santa Maria with
7% of the market, Associated Industrial Stores (TIA) with 14%, Corporacién El Rosado
with 28%, and Corporacion Favorita with a 48% share. In 1990, these four super-
market chains owned 54 stores, though this figure rose to 85 by 1998, 160 by 2004,
356 by 2016 and 481 in 2017. There are now 59 supermarkets in Quito. Their number
passed that of the city’'s 54 public markets for the first time in 2005. Their combined
sales have risen from approximately $300 million (in 2000) to almost $4.5 billion in
2015 (Hollenstein, forthcoming).

Now that some markets have several supermarkets nearby, the pressure imposed
by big capital in the city is not just being felt economically and spatially. Supermarket
chains are no longer only targeting middle- and upper-class neighbourhoods, but are
rapidly penetrating lower-income areas, while restaurant and grocery store industries
are resorting to new wholesale formats. While no supermarket has yet opened in the
vicinity of SRM, its traditional clientele is being exposed to an increasingly aggressive
price war being waged by supermarket chains.®

Despite supermarket chains’ rapidly increasing market clout, the overall situation in
the Ecuadorian household food sector shows that popular food markets like SRM
still command a substantial (albeit falling) market share. In 2012, markets accounted
for 30% of household spending on food in Ecuador, with local neighbourhood shops
accounting for a further 48%, and other establishments 14%. Back then, supermar-
kets accounted for just 11% of direct household spending on food. But there is a
huge discrepancy between these figures and other statistical sources regarding
supermarket chains’ market share. Contrasting with the household expenditure cited
above, supermarkets’ overall food market share lied already at 40% at the beginning
of the 21st century (United States Department of Agriculture 2003).

Experience in other countries shows that when supermarkets command a high share
of the overall food market, other commercial actors, e.g. local shops, and specialist
greengrocers suffer (Reardon / Berdegué 2002). In Ecuador, the impact is not yet as
clear cut, which does not mean the early effects of supermarket expansion on the
country's traditional food market actors cannot be traced. One noteworthy factor is
the supermarkets’ aggressive strategy of 'besieging’ traditional markets by locating
their outlets close by. At the retail market level, the Mega Santa Maria chain is a case

6  Supermarket chains offer fresh fruit and vegetables at 25% off on Tuesday, the day on which wholesale and
retail markets and their clientele (traditional greengrocers) procure fresh produce.
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in point. At the wholesale level, Corporacién Favorita has created a new commercial,
wholesale supermarket format, dubbed Titdn, targeting and catering for some of the
popular markets’ most important clients, such as greengrocers, restaurants and local
shops. The first Titan supermarket opened its doors in 2017 next to Quito's whole-
sale market. In recent decades, supermarket chains have substantially expanded and
concentrated their market power.

However, it would be wrong to infer a linear logic of capitalist penetration into Ecua-
dor’s domestic food market. For one thing, popular traders and their networks are
not passive economic actors. On the contrary, they strive to adapt their economic
strategies to a changing organisational environment. For example, many wholesale
traders at SRM buy directly from producers in order to maintain or gain a price
advantage over traders relying on longer supply chains and supermarket chains,
which have built shorter supply lines of their own. For another thing, the govern-
ment plays an anything but marginal role in restructuring domestic food markets.
One interesting example of its involvement, at national level, is Ecuador’s Superin-
tendency for the Control of Market Power (SCPM), a government organisation set
up by Rafael Correa’s ‘Pink Tide' government (Chiasson-Lebel 2016) to identify and
break up market monopolies. After an investigation into the supermarket sector,
the SCPM set guidelines aimed at regulating the relationship between supermarket
chains and their suppliers, prohibiting several types of market power abuse and
obliging supermarket chains to include more suppliers from popular and solidarity
economy sectors. While there is no specific regulation at the municipal level to
protect popular markets against expansion by corporate retail capitals, the local
government and its policies are frequent targets of large-scale protests organised
by traders’ associations. In short, market politics will play their part in shaping Ecua-
dor’s future food sector, as — crucially — will SRM's resistance against corporate and
urbanistic modernisation.
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TRADING AT SAN ROQUE MARKET

SRM represents a cornerstone of Quito’s food supply system, which comprises some
54 retail markets and food fairs. As one of two markets including substantial whole-
sale trading, SRM also supplies a wide range of customers, such as restaurants,
local food stores, greengrocers, corporate retailers, street traders and households.
Compared to the second largest strategic site for food sales, the Wholesale Market of
Quito (WMQ), SRM stands out as a popular site with a very long-standing presence in
the city centre, whereas the WMQ was built in 1981 as part of a combined effort by
local government, other State entities, as well as private shareholders to modernise
food trading in the city.

A significant proportion of the products sold at SRM stem from regional wholesale
markets in Ambato or Santo Domingo, both mid-sized cities located a few hours away
from Quito, or from smaller distribution markets closer to the city. As recent and yet
unpublished studies show, MSR integrates not only specialized traders, but also a
considerable number of farmers who sell their produce to their wholesale partners
at MSR, but also directly to greengrocers and urban consumers. Freshly harvested
tubers, vegetables, fruit and legumes, including many traditional Andean alimentary
goods like mashua, ocas, maize, mellocos, fava beans and chochos, are available from
Ecuador’s highlands all year round. Other produce, such as bananas, papayas, pine-
apples, watermelons, guandbanas (i.e. soursop or graviola), passion fruit, oranges,
white sapotes (Mexican apples), mamey sapotes and many others, arrive from the
lowlands. An equally varied selection of meats and seafood is also available at SRM.
Dry foods, such as nuts, grains, rice, oil, pasta and noodles, along with other Ecuado-
rian and imported produce are traded in another section of the market. Outside the
main building, artisanal dressmakers and shoemakers sew, repair, modify and sell
used clothing and footwear. New clothes, along with hand-crafted furniture, industri-
ally manufactured pots and pans, and other home supplies account for another major
proportion of SRM'’s product range.

The marketing of fresh food is controlled by approximately 3,000 family-run trading
businesses, which may be of substantial size, but — tellingly — seldom hire employees
other than family members, who do not receive any salary. While they keep records of
their assets and liabilities, they do not have a sufficiently detailed accounting system
to allow them to set prices based on a certain level of profit or calculate gross and
net profits. Instead, the prices charged usually depend on complex observations of
‘movements’ in the market, i.e. noting the number of potential buyers present and
their reaction to the first price announced, prompting them either to buy or walk away
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in search of a better offer. If the latter tendency prevails, traders adjust their prices,
to lure customers back.

In order to operate successfully, these family-run businesses need to establish a
certain level of control and stability in a constantly fluctuating trading environment.
They do this by adopting various individual and collective strategies. Firstly, upstream
(supplier) and downstream (customers) links in the supply chain aim to stabilise the
quantity of goods to be bought and sold. One risk every trader runs is overestimating
demand, so efforts are made to minimise that risk by nurturing stable business rela-
tions. Secondly, having local trading circuits within the same market helps to reduce
the uncertainty of buying and selling. For example, wholesalers sell to retailers trading
at the same market, and informal street vendors sell their wares nearby. Other forms
of endogenous trading circuits take the form of reciprocal ‘market trading’ exchanges,
one example linking traders to SRM'’s ‘food court’ section, where typical Ecuadorian
dishes are prepared. So traders sell ingredients to popular restaurants, which sell
breakfasts and lunches back to the traders, who often work night or early morning
shifts 10 to 12 hours long. A third strategy designed to control and regulate the market
environment entails interlinking the spatial and social organisation of SRM. Finally,
grassroots traders’ associations play a crucial role in the social — as opposed to private
and public governance — regulation of the marketplace, as will be shown in greater
detail in the next section.

URBAN PLANNING AND SOCIAL
ORGANISATION AT SRM

The previous section suggests that market trading is embedded in regulatory social
arrangements or institutions, such as kin-based selling and traders’ associations. In
other words, daily trading at SRM does not take place in a social vacuum, but is
sustained by an intricate social structure. Whereas some social relations are funda-
mental for actual daily trading in the narrow sense (i.e. buying and selling), other social
relations help to foster trading in a wider sense, subject to a set of basic preconditions
not manifest in each and every transaction (socially regulated in their own right, as
explained above), but fundamental to the existence of the social group of traders. One
such basic precondition is control over the territory where SRM operates, spreading
well beyond the market building itself. While trading is confined more or less to the
market building itself plus many adjacent streets, the bulking, storage and grading of
produce takes place in the wider neighbourhood, which is where the traders live and
use other services on a daily basis.
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Taking a broader perspective, it is therefore important to frame the market's social
and territorial organisation within the context and objectives of the municipality’s
urban planning policy. Since managing urban spaces is a core competence of local
government, the administration also claims the same territory, albeit for different
reasons, such as to the conserve the historical centre of Quito or ensure that the city
is functionally arranged, with large trading centres located on the outskirts of the city
in order to avoid traffic and health or sanitation problems. The de facto and de jure
authority of these policies over the land in question has prompted popular mobilisation,
struggles and negotiations between the local government and traders’ organisations
over access to that urban space. This section recounts the recent process of social
organisation against the backdrop of the development of urban planning policies that
threaten the presence of popular and indigenous traders in the centre of the city.

In the 1970s, many inhabitants of the historical centre were indigenous people, who
migrated there during the exodus following failed rural development policies. For
millions of peasant families, markets represented an important entry point to urban
life. In SRM's case, the migration process, i.e. arriving, settling, working, living and
reproducing at least some of the indigenous community institutions that had previ-
ously governed the migrants’ daily life in the countryside, were all concentrated in
the historical centre of Quito. From the second half of the 20th century onwards, the
first San Roque Market — at the intersection of Chimborazo and Rocafuerte Street,
the adjacent 24 de Mayo Avenue and the nearby Cumanda Bus Terminal, all of which
were interconnected in the heart of the historical city centre — played a crucial role
in accommodating temporary and permanent migrants from Ecuador’s central high-
lands, serving as a place where they could ease into urban living.

We, the indigenous people, arrived in the 1970s, looking for work. There was already
oil in the country, they said. We wanted to work, so many of us came to the city
where we knew other members of our community, without knowing what it was
going to be like. | went to Guayaquil and then came back to Quito. It was hard, but
there were people who helped us, because the government offered no help at all.
And there was indeed work. | worked as a porter. Before they set up the market
here, we were already in the Hospederia Campesina, living in San Roque and loading
produce at street fairs (Interview with a trader named José Antonio Guapi in 2013).
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Indigenous traders on 24 de Mayo Avenue

Newspapers regularly picked up on the constant crowding in the historical centre. And
while public opinion was not unaware of the economic slump endured for decades by
Ecuador’s rural population, large-scale migration by the rural population was neverthe-
less depicted as an ‘invasion’ of organised urban life. Due to its location, 24 de Mayo
Avenue was converted from a petty bourgeois area into an open-street fair dominated
by walking vendors. This move was the first sign of the municipality’s intent to reor-
ganise popular trade in the historical centre. But other restructuring projects had to be
completed before this first milestone in a conflict-ridden process could be reached.
Sixto Duran-Ballén, an architect who served as Quito’s mayor between 1970 and
1978, did a lot to trigger the ‘modernisation’ of the city by planning and executing
several public works that would come to define the San Roque neighbourhood and
market, such as three tunnels and a multi-lane highway connecting the northern and
southern parts of the city.

Once these works were finished, Alvaro Pérez, the city's next mayor (1978-1982)
began constructing a new market building on the periphery of the 24 de Mayo /
Cumanda complex, on the outskirts of the historical centre. The opening of New San
Roque Market (NSRM), located at the intersection of the old 24 de Mayo Avenue
and the new highway, ignited a tussle between the municipality and traders and their
organisations over the organisation and use of the space in question. The first mile-
stone in that tussle was when traders organised themselves and left their improvised
stalls on 24 de Mayo Avenue and in the adjacent streets in order to occupy the new
market building after NSRM's inauguration in 1981.
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As part of a wider strategy to replace the traditional indigenous SRM with a ‘modern’
market, the municipality of Quito not only built and inaugurated NSRM, but that same
year also opened the Wholesale Market of Quito (WMQ) to serve as its primary
supplier. At the time, the WMQ was the first commercial centre specialising in whole-
sale trade, and it was strategically located on the southern edge of the city. The
municipality then tried to establish the WMQ as the only centre for wholesale trading
by reducing SRM's role within the marketing system, but with little success. One
of the strategies adopted by the local authorities involved transferring traders from
SRM to the WMQ in a bid to free the historical centre of economic activity and oust
a population that was deemed merely to cause urban planning issues and hinder
the exploitation of the city’s cultural heritage. A subsequent mayor, Paco Moncayo
(who served from 2000 to 2009) played an active role in this, because trading in
the historical city centre was reorganised by his government, which created popular
shopping centres to relocate informal merchants spread throughout a number of
historic streets. While not directly affecting SRM, this policy did curb its dynamism by
breaking its commercial ties with street merchants and vendors.

Over the past 20 years, the local government’'s management of the city centre has
focused on restoring, preserving and conserving its heritage, its streets and squares,
churches and colonial convents, its archaeological sites, museums and public spaces.
In stark contrast to its recognition and the new role of the historical centre as a tourist
attraction, the media have widely represented SRM as one of the ugliest and most
dangerous and unhygienic parts of the city, a ruined fringe attraction tainting the
historical centre (see also Kingman 2012). Neglect of the market's infrastructure,
the proximity of a large prison and local governments’ tolerance of prostitution and
drug dealing in the area all add to this overall negative image. Following such lengthy
neglect, public opinion also turned against SRM, which in June 2011 was declared the
‘anti-miracle’ of Quito by a local newspaper (Ultimas Noticias 2011).

More recent urban transformations and the urban development plan for Quito’s histor-
ical centre have ramped up the threats hanging over SRM:

> the market’'s probable relocation to the city’s northern periphery, and

> the transformation of the city’s largest prison, located just in front of the market,
into a luxury hotel.
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These multiple attacks on SRM heightened its leaders’ awareness of the need to
keep the market in its traditional neighbourhood, of the role it plays in the city's
metabolism, and of extensive gentrification pressures on the historical centre. This
awareness has duly translated into organised resistance.

Those who threaten to oust us from this space have opened our eyes to the need to be
organised and have the information and capability to react in time. We, the leaders of
associations and the Defence Front, must then take to the streets to enlist the support
of thousands of people and enter into a political struggle, devise a strategy for defending
our market, highlight its values, what it means to the city, the fact that it serves as a
great home for so many workers, provides good, beautiful, cheap produce. We still lack
representation in a number of areas, such as porters, but little by little we are making
headway and incorporating others besides traders, e.g. transporters and merchants
from both inside and outside SRM (Interview with a trader at the SRM, 2014).

When threatened by external processes, traders’ associations emerge as major
political players. The Front for the Defence and Modernisation of San Roque Market
(FDMSRM) was founded in 2003. As a second-tier organisation, it unites approx-
imately 13 trader organisations, all opposed to the market's relocation, behind an
option for SRM's further and future development (Rodriguez 2017). Although the
FDMSRM represents the majority of traders, it is not the only organisation to have
taken a stance in the dispute on SRM'’s future. Another dozen traders’ associations,
mostly representing wholesalers, agree with the idea of relocating the market to a
more marginal location that would offer larger traders greater opportunities to scale
up their businesses. This clash of interests and other issues related to tightly-knit
trader and/or personal networks have been important sources of conflict and fuelled
mistrust, proving decisive in several elections of the market’s presidential team.7

The FDMSRM is continuing to stand firm over the market continuing to occupy its
current space. It identifies potentially threatening urban processes and then devises
and implements strategies designed to counter them, supported by the knowil-
edge network Red de Saberes (Rodriguez 2017). Over the past five years, several
meetings, forums and conferences have taken place in the market, playing host to
authoritative representatives and leaders of indigenous peasant organisations (like the
Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador, CONAIE) and representatives
of local government and national authorities (such as the national Undersecretary

7  The market's presidential team is directly elected every two years by the traders themselves. Although a
disproportionate number of male traders are usually elected, women too are frequently elected as market
presidents, as are the presidents of traders’ associations.
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Office, responsible for urban development), various experts, academics, and heads
of NGOs from all over the world working on rural-urban relations and urban planning.
Their presence and furtherance of their own interests all heighten the profile of the
market and the struggle over it. In 2016, the FDMSRM and its allies also staged an
anti-Habitat-lll event attended by an indigenous mayor, a representative of the Unitary
Confederation of Retail Merchants and Autonomous Workers of Ecuador (CUCOM-
ITAE) and the Marxist scholar David Harvey.

CITIES FOR THE MAJORITY: DISPUTING
THE RIGHTS TO TERRITORY AND WORK

At present, SRM finds itself at a crossroads. Several groups of traders, workers,
the local government and other actors — both internal and external — are struggling to
define the future organisation and functioning of the market and its multidimensional
role within Quito's urban context. SRM continues to face pressure from capitalist
urban transformation in various forms, such as the museification and touristification
of the historical city centre and general commercial gentrification. In addition, the
local government has not implemented any specific policies regarding its market
system for several decades, other than very limited infrastructural and decorative
improvements. Consequently, traders’ associations have filled the gap in establishing
regulations and implementing public policies, organised the market internally and
made sure that the slowly decaying infrastructure did not fall into total disrepair. As
one trader representative explained in an interview: “without the associations there
would no longer be any markets in Quito”.

At the same time, not all traders’ representatives have acted in accordance with
democratic values. Uses and abuses of power designed to benefit individual traders
and their networks have been part of the daily struggle for survival at SRM. Informal
workers hired by wholesale and retail traders have not yet set up their own organisa-
tions and are therefore not heard and represented in multilateral negotiations. SRM'’s
status quo is symptomatic of the 54 markets and fairs across Quito. The deterioration
of the infrastructure at these sites of exchange and the corresponding lack of hygiene
and sanitation when handling food, have combined with problems of mobilisation,
growing competition from supermarket chains, the absence of effective regulation
and control, the lack of public policies, undemocratic practices by traders’ associa-
tions, and the resulting corruption of public officials have all fuelled the impression
that markets are an inefficient and anachronistic form of food distribution.
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Several lines of thought have led to this conclusion. On the one hand, unsurprisingly,
policies and people influenced by neoliberal thinking have eclipsed concepts such as
public service and social needs and preferred the language of profitability and effi-
ciency. Neoliberal perspectives are rooted in abstract market models and therefore
ignore the role physical marketplaces such as the SRM play as sites of food distri-
bution and urban social life. In the few cases where markets have been taken into
consideration in public policies, the main objective of those policies has been to make
them more efficient, attractive and/or profitable in order to guarantee their existence
in an increasingly competitive environment. The corresponding solutions have thus
often been limited to creating 'niche markets’ that do not compete directly with large
supermarket chains, e.g. expanding the gastronomic offer available to tourists and the
local urban population.

The various different neoliberal public policies vis-a-vis markets are characterised by
their ‘economisation’, i.e.

> their abandonment as providers of a public service to an urban population;
> their conversion into sites generating profits for the city through taxes;
> privatisation of market management and the ownership of market stalls.

On the other hand, rural sociologists, often of a critical and/or Marxist orienta-
tion, criticise the fact that exchange relations in rural and urban markets have
historically been one of the main causes of the exploitation of small and medium-
sized agricultural producers and peasants. From this viewpoint, intermediaries
are (proto-)capitalist agents who abuse their power over disorganised peas-
ants by imposing an unequal trading regime between rural producers and urban
consumers. In short, from both the orthodox and heterodox perspectives, the
common conclusion reached is that markets are negative economic spaces and
organizations (being deemed either inefficient or exploitative) that yield no bene-
fits at all and appear outmoded by technological advances and changes in patterns
of consumer behaviour.

Here we suggest an alternative reading of public markets, one that seeks to trans-
form and rescue them as centres of urban organisation that are socially, culturally
and economically inclusive (see also Hollenstein / Red de Saberes 2019). The various
processes underway at SRM reflect this potential, but also the inherent difficulties,
given the current state of these sites of exchange. Our alternative reading revolves
around the question of how a public markets can help to convert a 21st century city
into an anti-hegemonic site that curbs or even opposes the advance of capitalist
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monopolisation and thus prevents the exclusion of most of the social groups living
and working in the urban environment.

The answer covers three organisational characteristics of public markets: autonomous
workers, public regulations and supplies of fresh food. First, public markets in Quito
have been operated by thousands of small and medium-sized businesses, caught
between the need to operate profitably to survive in a variable economic context
(prices fluctuating in line with supply and demand) and the informal and often familiar
logic underlying their internal organisation.

While the former element in this dilemma pushes merchants towards an orthodox
economic analysis of their operations, the latter emphasises the basic needs of house-
holds, such as the creation of jobs for family members. The use of a family workforce
and the practice of having multiple commercial entities within a single family instead
of replacing this arrangement with wage labour causes a head-on collision between
a pure capitalistic viewpoint and household economy approach. Unlike supermarket
chains, popular traders at public markets do not unreservedly favour more profitable
and capitalist ways of organizing their business through the elimination of human
labour, but are a constant source of autonomous work, often exercised by women
with few alternative economic opportunities.

Second, autonomous work takes place in a non-private economic space. The adminis-
tration, ownership and control of commercial space at public markets is taken care of by
the local government. While some widespread practices in markets’ operation seek to
undermine public regulation (the concentration of several market posts in the hands of
a single family or network of merchants being one widely quoted example), the fact that
market stalls are not private property places important limitations on privatisation and
on such concentrations of commercial space among such a limited number of people.

Thirdly and lastly, public markets in Quito are focused on supplying fresh food for daily
consumption that is in line with a traditional Ecuadorian diet. From a public health
perspective, access to fresh produce both in economic and geographical terms (i.e.
low prices and proximity respectively) is a fundamental feature of the urban food
system, counteracting the availability of (highly) processed foods at several other
commercial sites. Furthermore, given the characteristics of agricultural production in
Ecuador (see section 1), the availability of a market that collects the qualitatively and
quantitatively heterogeneous produce of a large number of small and medium-sized
farmers and growers, guarantees the latters’ access to the domestic food market,
albeit under often disadvantageous terms of exchange (see Guarin 2013).
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Notwithstanding the contradictions and limitations regarding the economic inclusive-
ness and democratic organization, public markets bear the potential of fostering the
‘right to work' and the right to the urban territory in current processes of urban enclo-
sure represented by the expansion of supermarket chains and shopping malls. In
that sense, we suggest that public markets resemble urban commons in as much as
small-scale traders, consumers, workers negotiate and regulate the use of a common
resource: the marketplace.

Consequently, it is fundamental to draw a practical and conceptual distinction between
a city with markets and a market city (see also Polanyi 2001). While the former is
based on public markets, which are embedded in relationships between different
social groups and regulated by the local government, the latter abandons this leverage
and subordinates the control of the use of the urban territory, its economic organiza-
tion and food provisioning to capitalist tendencies of oligopolistic accumulation.
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JOURNEY INTO NEW AFRIKAN
COMMUNITIES IN THE UNITED STATES

“What does it mean for you to share knowledge? Land? Food? Care? Production
tools?” The organisers we interviewed in Jackson (Mississippi), Detroit (Michigan),
and Birmingham (Alabama) would all answer this critical question by concluding that,
in the end, it is all about self-determination. For black communities in the United
States, the commons have been central to their struggle against slavery and so have
become an integral part of the Black Liberation Movement — known to the public as
“Radical Reconstruction,” the “Civil Rights Movement,” or the “Black Power Move-
ment”. However, commoning is not just a means of survival — it is rooted in the
African heritage and culture preserved and nurtured by ancestral knowledge passed
on by enslaved people from Africa.

Today, from cooperatives and community-run schools to democratising production
and energy or collectively imagining a future, the commons continue to be a way out
of the subjugation of globalised racist capitalism and an opportunity for emancipa-
tion through community-determination, i.e. building communities having the material
conditions and making decisions that affect their lives by ensuring dignity for all and
eliminating all patterns of domination. Yet for observers outside the United States,
this formidable resistance of the Black community starts and ends with the Civil
Rights Movement. The creative forms of commons and alternative building we are
witnessing today are rarely mentioned to protect capitalism and the American Empire.
While cooperatives are spreading in every community, in the black community, we
can see the commons as a tool for transformation opposing all forms of domina-
tion, be this racism, capitalism, imperialism, colonisation, patriarchy or a predatory
attitude to nature. The conception of nature as a source of knowledge in Detroit, the
democratisation of democracy with people’s assemblies in Jackson, the recentring of
cooperatives around social reproduction such as care work in Birmingham, Alabama
and the general unfailing solidarity with Palestine witnessed across these cities as
part of their struggle to combat colonialism and imperialism are just some examples
of multi-dimensional transformations.

Jackson in Mississippi has enjoyed more coverage in this regard than the other cities
mentioned here thanks to the relentless work of its activists in communicating their
narrative and disseminating it in the media and in the context of transnational confer-
ences and initiatives such as Fearless Cities (see Chapter 2 of this publication). We
have decided to tell the story of Jackson along with those of Birmingham in Alabama
and Detroit in Michigan during our “learning journey”. We are two participants in
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the Global Working Group Beyond Development: Elandria Williams, an organiser and
trainer from Tennessee and Florida in the United States, and Mabrouka M'Barek,
a former member of the Tunisian parliament and drafter of the country’s constitu-
tion. Therefore, this chapter will alternate descriptive and analytical passages with
embedded dialogues between us recorded during our trip to the various cities. As
for how this collaboration came about and why we chose these three cities, our first
dialogue, recorded while driving between Atlanta and Birmingham, should prove
instructive.

Elandria: | met you, Mabrouka, in Ecuador, and at the time, | thought how amazing to
know someone who has experienced a phase of construction after a revolution! That’s
what my people need: to hear an account directly from someone who has been at the
heart of what we know is a radical transformation. What had worked and failed in Tunisia
and the Middle East region in general, are insights we don't get to hear too often. |
always wanted you to come and meet my people, so when the opportunity came, and
you reached out to me, | was excited!

Mabrouka: When the Global Working Group decided to dedicate its third annual meeting
to urban transformations, | was living in the United States and was reading the book
Jackson Rising, where you, Elandria, had co-written a chapter. | thought the serendipity
was a sign!

| also saw in collaborating with you not only a form of transnational solidarity in action
but an opportunity to show my people the United States from a different perspective: a
decolonial one that would shed light on the country as an imperial power where millions
are marginalised, killed and locked up.

Unfortunately, in my part of the world, the propaganda of modernisation and techno-
logical progress has eclipsed the brutality of the Empire. That demonstrates the power
of subjectivities created with the American Dream sold overseas. | can’t stand hearing
politicians and the elite in panic demanding that we find them “success stories,” and
most of the time they will find a Tunisian working in the Silicon Valley creating more
unmaterial apps and say: “see: that person is smart, hardworking and successful: we —
the government — are not the problem”.

While serving on the Tunisian Constituent Assembly, | heard over and over again
American ambassadors and EU, IMF and World Bank representatives trying to teach us
lessons in democracy and economics by prescribing nothing more than elections and
austerity. “Political stability” was their holy grail, to “let business flourish,” they said.
Attracting business would create jobs. We were told that we Tunisians had a “Jasmine
Revolution” and that we were yearning for democracy but the way this was described by
commentators, it was clear they were talking about freedom to do business and moder-

AMERICAS 5/ FROM SELF-DETERMINATION TO COMMUNITY-DETERMINATION



nity through development based on how much capital is accrued. According to this
narrative, the Jasmine Revolution was about a yearning for Western values: globalised
capitalism and unlimited growth. Most of us reject this interpretation of our revolution, as
we are not yearning for jobs but a dignified life! This is why revolutions everywhere in the
world are hailed to be about “democracy” while in the West, revolution at home is shut
down, like the Yellow Vests movement that is brutalised on a daily basis by Macron’s
police regime in France, and Wall Street occupiers being removed by the Obama admin-
istration in the United States. Alain Badiou, a French Marxist, sarcastically said: “our
rulers and our dominant media have suggested a simple interpretation of the riots in the
Arab world: what is expressed in them is what might be called a desire for the West
[...] by contrast, riots are brutally repressed and execrated when they occur at home. If
a ‘good riot’ demands inclusion in the West, why on earth rise up where this inclusion
is well-established, in our robust civilized democracy?” That is exactly what | am inter-
ested in: putting the spotlight on how the West suppresses emancipatory movements
at home to help us — in the Global South — to deconstruct and stop imperial interven-
tionism. That is what | am hoping to learn from this journey here in the United States and
from our two different perspectives.

Elandria: We are two different people, indeed. | knew that the combination of our diverse
backgrounds— civil rights organising and post-colonial struggles — on our learning journey
would provoke some interesting debates and insights on questions of land, race, revolu-
tion, and so on.

Mabrouka: I look forward to learning with you, Elandrial So, | pretty much let you
organise the whole trip! Which means | have no idea where we are going and who we
are meeting. Can you tell me more about why you chose these three cities and who we
are going to meet?

Elandria: / don't think it is useful to concentrate on one city because we will never get
a complete picture. The reason why | have chosen to focus our journey on Detroit in
the North and on Birmingham and Jackson in the South is that in these three cities,
the emancipation movements are at different stages and face specific struggles, but
most importantly, they are interconnected. This connection stems from the Civil Rights
Movement and the critical role of the Church, which has been a centre for black power.
Furthermore, the relationship can be traced from the Great Migration that occurred after
the Second World War as black Southerners escaping segregation migrated north to
work in the industrial sector. In other words, these urban communities are not stand-
alone. They connect with the surrounding rural areas, they connect with each other, and
they connect with a broader transnational movement fighting all forms of domination.
People think the situation is terrible with Trump in power, but it has always been dire.
My people get shot every day. To understand what my people are going through in our
current system, we first need to look at history.
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In the current political climate in the United States, rural and urban cooperatives and
other types of commons are having to pursue their struggle within an ever more
virulent racist state. President Trump himself embodies every kind of domination,
making all of them apparent to the public at large: white supremacy, misogyny, capi-
talism, colonialism, extractivism, and a total disregard for preserving nature. While
the repression of minorities and violence against them is now worse than before,
the situation has always been abysmal. In this context, the movements in Jackson,
Birmingham, and Detroit emerge not merely as economic alternatives but as deep-
rooted struggles for dignity, which resonate with other experiences in the world,
explaining why these three urban transformative experiences enjoy such a robust
transnational solidarity network.

In this chapter, we will provide a brief overview of the history of black movements
leading to today's urban commons. First, we will describe what the black community
is doing to survive and shape its dignified future in Detroit, Jackson, and Birmingham.
Second, we will analyse these efforts considering debates surrounding land,
commons, race, patriarchy, capitalism, state violence and relations with nature. Third,
we reflect on the principal hurdles facing the commons movement in the United
States today and also address local and global relations.

Banner at the Kuwasi Balagoon Center for Economic Democracy
and Sustainable Development which hosts Cooperation Jackson
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HOLDING ONTO THE AFRICAN IDENTITY
AND WAY OF LIFE FROM PRE-SLAVERY
TIMES TO THE PRESENT DAY

“Crystallizing our identity as New Afrikans helps us understand our reality as a colonized
Nation and what We need to do to be free rather than being confused looking for the
system to free us.” — New Afrikan People’s Organization

The practices, culture, and knowledge surrounding commons among black commu-
nities in the United States are firmly rooted in the ones these communities came
from before they were brought over to the American continent after being enslaved.
The commons have been centuries in the making predating the transatlantic slave
trade in the 17th century, and are deeply influenced by the many heritages of Africa.
What does this mean in practice today? It means that black people have been prac-
tising commons without calling them “commons,” especially when it comes to land,
food, education, care, and childbirth/child-rearing. The commons are anchored in
African culture and were preserved throughout slavery and beyond. This explains why
throughout this journey, all the black/New Afrikan activists, organisers, educators,
mothers, artists, and so on, we met emphasised decolonising their identity by finding
and reclaiming their self-worth in their Africanness. Building alternatives to racist colo-
nial capitalism starts with being radical, in other words, going back to your roots,
and therefore reclaiming this African heritage, indigenous knowledge and the African
identity — sometimes referred to as New Afrikan — as opposed to assimilating to the
myth of individual success defined and validated by white people, capitalism and
patriarchy. Let us take a glimpse at this painful history and how enduring ‘commoning’
has been a central part of the struggle of enslaved and freed black people in North
America.

THE LITTLE-KNOWN HISTORY OF HOW BLACK WOMEN
PAVED THE WAY FOR THE COMMONS SINCE SLAVERY

White European plantation owners knew that the African way of commoning life was
an obstacle to their control and use of the black body as free labour. Slave owners
wanted to demolish African culture and identity by denying black women motherhood
by separating children from their parents at will, for example, through selling family
members at auctions and by raping/controlling the bodies and wombs of enslaved
and free black women. However, they have failed. Enslaved people in North America
were given very little to survive. They had to rely on each other to “make a way out
of no way."” From assisting each other in the fields and the main house to the granny
midwives — who were also ancestral healers — helping deliver babies in cabins and
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fields, people took care of one another and made sure that as many as possible could
survive these hard times. An essential facet of commoning life was child-rearing,
which was based on the understanding that taking care of each other was a task
for the village as a whole. Everyone looked after children as if they were their own.
This traditional community-based upbringing continues to this day, with most children
being raised by extended family members unless the state interferes and forces the
children to go into ‘foster care’. In the 19th and 20th centuries, black women created
black/"Negro” or “Coloured” foster-care agencies and schools to help raise these
children regardless of what happened to their parents and families.

There were also other ways in which people used cooperation to survive and resist.
Mostfamously, the secret Underground Railroad system involved extremely perilous
trips that relied on fine-tuned cooperation, mostly aided by native Americans (Finken-
bine 2019) and white abolitionists, to organise and secure the escape of hundreds of
thousands of enslaved people to Canada and South Florida, where Harriet Tubman
helped about 300 slaves gain freedom in the 1850s and 1860s. But some, rather than
risking their lives escaping, would choose to organise collectively and claim some
land. Free black people would pool their resources to purchase farms before and after
the American Civil War. Free and enslaved people created mutual-aid systems related
to social reproduction activities, such as care (for children, elders, and widows)—, or
burials, often organised by women. These invisible cooperative networks, as well
as faith-based gatherings, were used as channels for resistance (Gordon Nembhard
2014). Examples of mutual aid include the Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty and
Pension Association led by Callie House to obtain reparations, and the Independent
Order of Saint Luke, a women's association in Maryland working on sickness and
death assistance. As for communes, the Wilberforce Colony, established in Ontario
(Canada), was among the first successful self-sustaining black communes and also
included indigenous and mixed blacks. In the United States, the Northampton Asso-
ciation of Education and Industry was set up by freed African/Black Americans as
a utopian community in Massachusetts, where the abolitionist and women'’s rights
activist Sojourner Truth lived (Gordon Nembhard 2014). W. E. B. Du Bois would
later write that “the spirit of revolt which tried to co-operate by means of insurrec-
tion led to widespread organization for the rescue of fugitive slaves among Negroes
themselves, and developed [...] into various co-operative efforts toward economic
emancipation and land-buying. Gradually, these efforts led to co-operative business,
building and loan associations and trade unions” (Du Bois 1907: 26).
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THE RECONSTRUCTION ERA (1863-1877)

The American Civil War broke out in 1861 pitting southern states, known as —"the
Confederation,” against the Union, which they wanted to secede from. Slavery was
a key issue in this conflict. At the time, the president of the Union, Abraham Lincoln,
understood that to prevent secession and preserve the Union, he needed to starve the
South of its economic power, which rested on the free and disposable labour provided
by slavery. Despite not having the constitutional authority to do so, Lincoln signed a
Declaration of Emancipation in 1863 which, while it did not free slaves, did set aboli-
tionism in train, heralding a new age, referred to as “the Reconstruction era”. Lincoln
promised support to any freed blacks and runaway slaves willing to leave the South to
colonise new territories nearby and in South America to expand the Union and extermi-
nate the native population.

With the end of the Civil War in April 1865 and the assassination of Lincoln, Congress
ratified the 13th Amendment to abolish slavery in December 1865, but it was ignored
by Southern states which passed the Black Code, a series of laws limiting civil rights.
Congress responded to this southern denial by introducing the Civil Rights Act in
1866 and later the 14th Amendment, which protected black civil rights and gave them
the right to own land, and the 15th Amendment in 1870, giving male freedmen the
political right to vote. The South reacted by engaging in ruses to suppress votes such
as the introduction of a poll tax and the grandfather clause prohibiting anyone from
voting if they were not registered before the Civil War. Even though legally speaking,
slavery was outlawed, it continued in the form of economic servitude through a
system of sharecropping. Ex-slaves would continue working for their former masters,
who would give them a share of the crop instead of a salary, meaning that “the new
African American communities [were] trapped inside the boundaries of the plantation
complex” (Woods 1998).

Over the years, the Ku Klux Klan galvanised white supremacists through horrific
lynchings, rapes and murders. Southern states revived the Black Code by introducing
the Jim Crow Laws, which institutionalised racial apartheid and white supremacy.
By maintaining this visceral racism against black people, Southern states showed
that they had never accepted their defeat by the Union. Racism against blacks
remains a prominent feature across the United States to this day, but it is in the
South, in Mississippi, Alabama, Louisiana and Virginia, where it has reached the
most palpable proportions.
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The Reconstruction era represented a critical milestone in the history of black people
in the United States, especially in the South, being the first —and maybe the only —time
when the United States government, black people themselves and white supporters
pushed for black self-determination. This was also the period when the first black
men were elected to public office. While Historically Black Colleges and Universi-
ties (HBCUs) were established long before the Civil War, there was a resurgence in
support for these along with a proliferation of their numbers during the Reconstruction
era. HBCUs were founded to provide higher education to formerly enslaved people.
Among these were Cheyney University (originally known as the “African Institute for
Colored Youth”) (1837), the University of the District of Columbia (1851), Hampton
Normal and Agricultural Institute (1868) and Tuskegee Normal School/Institute (1881).
Wilberforce College, established in 1856, is the oldest private HBCU and was the first
to be owned and run by African Americans. Colleges like Berea College in Kentucky
were established to educate both poor Appalachian whites and people who had been
enslaved and their relatives, making it the only integrated college in the South. To
this day, these institutions’ curriculum includes the history of black people across the
diaspora and ways to support the black race. The HBCUs increased the collective and
the economic strength of black people across the country. As a result, Reconstruction
enabled the emergence of a black economic class and the further expansion of black
cooperatives.

This gradual economic power built up over time helped create the political power
required to hold and sustain the commons. In the 19th century, the black cooperative
movement was joined by unions such as the Cooperative Workers of America, the
Knights of Labor and the Colored Farmers’ National Alliance and Co-operative
Union (CFNACU), which supported rural farmers in the South (Gordon Nembhard
2014). As black women acquired skills in mutual-aid cooperatives, they took on
leadership roles, like Leonora Barry, who was the chair of the Knights of Labor in
1886 (ibid.). The CFNACU eventually became a political platform promoting black
economic opportunity. Its network grew at regional and national levels, often in
coordination with the church network. By 1891, the CFNACU counted a million
members (ibid.) but due to various acts of sabotage and brutal repression by the
white political and economic elite, all its branches were dissolved five years later.
Jessica Gordon Nembhard (2014: 59) notes that “both the frustrations and the small
victories associated with these efforts would be remembered, and the vision of a
cooperative society would continue to surround the Black civil rights and liberation
movements”. Women also played a significant role in the building of cooperative
farms, most famously in the case of the fearless Fannie Lou Hamer.
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FANNIE LOU HAMER (1917-1977)

Fannie Lou Hamer grew up on a cotton plantation in Mississippi, helping her family with
their work as sharecroppers. She learned to read and write at a school that was set up
for sharecroppers’ children. At the time, eugenics was running high, and Fannie Lou
was sterilised against her will and without her knowledge while being treated in hospital
for a tumour. This episode and the many injustices and white supremacy violence she
and her family faced led Fannie Lou to become politically active and to stand for election
with the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, of which she was a co-founder.

Atthe time, it was generally believed that political power had to be matched by economic
power, and therefore black people needed to control their food production and distribu-
tion. This period saw the creation of several cooperatives, all of them focusing on food
sovereignty. Fannie Lou founded the Freedom Farm Cooperative, which also acted as
a training centre and an incubator for agricultural cooperatives. Her Freedom Farms
and the Federation of Southern Cooperatives helped anchor an influential culture of
commons in Mississippi which has profoundly influenced today's Cooperation Jackson
and other cooperatives across the country.

In 1964, Martin Luther King and Fannie Lou Hamer testified before Congress. After
King gave her the floor, US President Lyndon B. Johnson panicked and improvised an
announcement about a nine-month anniversary of the death of his predecessor, Presi-

dent John F. Kennedy, to interrupt the live stream of her powerful speech.

Fannie Lou Hamer, American civil rights leader, at the Democratic National Convention,
Atlantic City, New Jersey, August 1964
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After the First World War, the United States was plunged into its worst economic
crisis up to that time, known as the Great Depression. In response, President
Franklin D. Roosevelt introduced the New Deal, an unprecedented programme which
created jobs — mainly temporary jobs in the construction sector — paid by the federal
government. However, the programme excluded the black population or provided
them with the lowest-ranking unskilled jobs, which meant that “black workers gener-
ally found themselves left out of the most powerful unions” (Bynum 2010: 113). The
New Deal contributed to housing inequality, white flight and consequently a wors-
ening of segregation. As a concession to the white capitalist class in the South,
President Roosevelt blocked any attempt to pass an anti-lynching law (Katznelson
2006). The pervasive legacy of the Jim Crow Laws infected Roosevelt's New Deal.

In the face of the discrimination of the New Deal, union labour organiser A. Philip
Randolph started rallying a movement to oppose Roosevelt, laying the foundations
for black power. In 1952, Randolph wrote that it was essential to develop “an all-
Negro movement fighting for all our civil rights for first-class citizenship but with
absolute dependence upon Negroes to furnish the money, the brains, and [the] direc-
tion” (quoted in Bynum 2010: 127). Two vyears later, black writer Richard Wright
coined the term “Black Power” in his book Black Power: a record of reactions in a
land of pathos. This work was influenced by his encounter, during a trip, with the inner
circle of Kwame Nkrumah, who was preparing for the liberation of the Gold Coast
(now Ghana) from French colonisation. The idea behind organising self-reliance in
the black community would subsequently be advocated by the Nation of Islam, an
organisation of black Muslims founded in Detroit in 1930, whose members included
Malcolm X and boxer Muhammed Ali.

The gradual expansion of the cooperative economy and movement meant that the
20th century would be marked by the creation of organisations to promote high-
quality, sustainable cooperatives or economies through education, training and shared
pooling of resources. The second primary focus of this era is the construction of
sustained political black power for the liberation, emancipation and self-determination
of black people in the United States.
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HOLDING THE COMMONS: THE NECESSITY OF
CREATING A BLACK POLITICAL POWER

W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963) was a black sociologist, and probably one of the most
influential thinkers who shaped our contemporary understanding of social science.
In 1909, Du Bois helped found the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP), which is still playing a critical role today. He was also
involved in setting up the Negro Cooperative Guild, the first organisation to promote
learning for consumer cooperatives and provide them with support by teaching them
technical skills. The Guild led to the creation of several study circles across the country.
In Gary (Indiana), the Consumers’ Cooperative Trading Company, pursuing similar
goals, supported the creation of the most successful cooperative grocery store at the
time. The Southern Tenant Farmers Union rallied farmers who owned their land
and sharecroppers alike to organise for better treatment and to educate them about
their rights and then bring them together to purchase land, start grocery stores and so
on. The focus here was on land and food production and distribution. The Federation
of Southern Cooperatives was founded in 1967 and merged with the Emergency
Land Fund in 1985, becoming the Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund
(FSC/LAF). This organisation was, along with the Highlander Research and Educa-
tion Center in Tennessee, one of the most important incubators of cooperatives in
the South. Jessica Gordon Nembhard (2014) noted that in the first 25 years of its
existence, the FSC/LAF helped create more than 200 cooperatives and credit unions.

Elandria: Our first stop is going to be the Federation of Southern Cooperatives, or FSC.
As you can see, we are driving off an unmarked rural road. It is hard to find the FSC, and
there is a historical reason for that. You see, the FSC was the economic arm of the Black
Liberation Movement, and as such it was important to establish their base in several
locations, some of them, like this one, being hidden from public sight. The FSC created
and supported many cooperatives such as farms, insurance providers and credit unions.

[Woods surround the property, which consists of several buildings and garden plots.
One building is a huge conference hall where training sessions take place. In the centre
of the room there is a flip board with what looks like a list of bullet points from a previous
training session which read: “business plans, marketing agreements, coop movement
and policies, back to basics in cooperative development, audit-ready files, centralized
accounts, etc.”]

Mabrouka: | must admit, | am a bit perplexed when | see this marketing and business
jargon. | mean: if cooperatives are alternatives to capitalism, why are we still emulating
neoliberal tools when it comes to managing commons and coops? Don't we have a better
way than worrying about marketing and business plans? It sounds market-oriented.
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Elandria: | don’t think that folks here wake up in the morning thinking: capitalism
must be replaced. Every day it's the same worry: putting food on the table and
making sure no one gets shot or put in jail or if that happens, then the entire family
will pitch in, be it bailing out a cousin or taking care of children until things get sorted
out. | mean, at the end of the day, finding alternatives to capitalism/neoliberalism is
what the Left wants, not the day-to-day folks on the ground. Now, when you have
a cooperative setup, well guess what? You still have to have fiscal accountability, a
bank account and tax papers, you still need procedures and policies to make sure
new people on board know what needs to be done, and so on. There is no escape
from that, we must stay real. Now, that doesn’t mean we can’t be creative and put
together new management tools. Look, for example, at the people’s assemblies that
came out of Jackson which we will visit later.

Urban commons started developing in urban areas, especially in Harlem (New
York), which saw consumers, grocery, garden and housing cooperatives flourish. In
Tennessee, since its creation in 1932, the Highlander Folk School — still operating
today as the Highlander Research and Education Center — played an essential role
in educating and supporting cooperatives and organisers in the South, such as Martin
Luther King Jr and Rosa Parks. In the 1960s, the Civil Rights Movement took off
and while it is known for its struggle for equal rights and opportunities (jobs), it also
sought to create and consolidate a black political and economic power — expressed
by Fannie Lou Hamer, A. Philip Randolph and Richard Wright — as a way to ensure
the self-determination of black people, that is, as Hamer defined it, “the process by
which a person controls their own life” (Lumumba 2017).

Mabrouka: In my part of the world, we use the word “dignity” to express what we yearn
for. Dignity kind of encompasses ideas of equality, justice. But here in the United States,
| have heard this term “self-determination” cropping up in our conversations. Can you
tell me how you understand what self-determination is about?

Elandria: I know people repeat this term “self-determination,” but there is no “self”
in this struggle! It is about “community-determination”. | don’t know why people
persist in calling it self-determination. But anyway, the meaning is the same, and
that is black people taking back control of their own lives and having the power to
collectively determine how to transform their community and economy for a digni-
fied life for all.
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