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Introduction
Last October, in Quito, the most important group of thinkers in urbanism, sustainability, poverty activism and local politics came together at a conference, Habitat III. In the previous months the organisers had been putting together agendas and briefing documents that they hope to ratify during the proceedings. What became clear was that there had been a conjuncture of policies concerning ‘the right to the city’. In the draft ‘New Urban Agenda’ from 28 July 2016, there is a clear statement, in the opening sentence of the section ‘Our Shared Vision’:
We anchor our vision in the concept of cities for all, referring to the equal use and enjoyment of cities, towns, and villages, seeking to promote inclusivity and ensure that all inhabitants, of present and future generations, without discrimination of any kind, are about to inhabit and produce, just, safe, healthy, accessible, resilient and sustainable cities.’

This is a complex and knotty statement. On the surface, it offers something that we can all agree on. But what exactly is it saying? Is the city a ‘human right’ in the same way that we all have a right to housing, or the freedom of speech? Is it about inclusivity—expanding the opportunity to be urban? Or just access: being able to get to the city by some means or another? Is it a numbers game: all, or nearly all?
This autumn is the fiftieth anniversary of Henri Lefebvre’s hugely influential ‘The Right to the City’. It is safe to say that it is one of the most important—and controversial—pieces of urban writing of the modern era. It’s content, range and intentions are still being debated today. Each time our experiences of the city change, we return to this short piece of writing in order for our thinking to be enriched and reinvigorated.
For Lefebvre, the ‘right to the city’ is ‘like a cry, and a demand’. In particular, the citizen has a right to participate in as well as to appropriate the city: that is to say, the people should be at the heart of any decision-making process about the creation and management of the city; as well as having the common right to use and occupy the spaces of the city without restriction.
Lefebvre’s work is ever refreshing. We need to understand the spatial powers of the city, he tells us, but the right to the city isn’t solely a question of location or possession. The physical spaces of the city are the theatre for the everyday life, and this, in turn, changes our sense of belonging. Being part of the city is not determined by ownership or wealth but by participation. To be urban is also a set of behaviours and relationships. To be urban is to become part of something. But this process of citizenship is not something that is ordained from above, but a right to be won. Belonging is a revolutionary act.
Some cities have already adopted the idea of ‘the right to the city’ as an expressive part of their constitution. For example, the 2001 statute of São Paulo states that each citizen is guaranteed ‘the right to sustainable cities, understood as the right to urban land, to housing, to environmental sanitation, to urban infrastructure, to public transit and public services, to work and to leisure, for present and future generations’ (although this does not seem to have changed the everyday life of the city which is one of the most unequal in the world). Similarly, Argentina’s third city, Rosario, has declared itself a ‘Human Rights City’. In 2004 this idea was enshrined at the World Urban Forum in Barcelona in a World Charter of the Rights of the City that hoped to anatomise in articles and clauses the poetry of Lefebvre’s philosophical position.
Yet Lefebvre’s philosophical observations do not offer a map; rather they are an appeal to study and reevaluate everyday life and examine how inequality shows its face in many different ways. Rather than policy, he hopes to liberate the city from its shackles.
In this short collection of essays, articles and pieces from a variety of writers we wanted to show how Lefebvre’s ideas are being used today: from the academy to street level organising. From squats in Detroit to the Favelas of Rio de Janeiro, to the current refugee crisis in the United Kingdom, as well as the emerging world of digital urbanism. They look at questions of public space, asylum, the digital commons, housing, and the difficulties of putting the right to the city into practice. Collectively, they show the many different lives of Lefebvre’s most potent idea.
Verso editors
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Fifty Years On:
The Right to the City
Andy Merrifield
The Golden Jubilee of Henri Lefebvre’s Right to the City, his “cry and demand” for a more participatory and democratic city life, is a cause both to celebrate and commiserate.
Lefebvre announced the right to the city in 1967, at the centenary of Marx’s Capital. With a self-avowedly “cavalier intention”, he viewed the right to the city as an expression of people trying to shape their own destinies. Participation dramatises urban life, he insisted; it also dramatises a potentially active citizenship. Its presence brings cities to life; its absence usually denotes a city’s death.
Forever the great democrat, Lefebvre, born in 1901, drank wine with Surrealist poets in the 1930s, fought with the Resistance movement in the 1940s, drove a cab in Paris in the 1950s. He taught sociology and philosophy at various French universities in the 1960s, where he befriended Guy Debord and the Situationists. He was one of the intellectual godfathers of the ‘1968’ generation. Author of sixty-odd books, Lefebvre introduced a whole body of Hegelian Marxism into France, and wrote prolifically about urbanism, everyday life, literature and space. In 1966, he got his first steady academic job at the age of sixty-five! By 1973 he’d “retired,” only to embark on a world tour, writing and speaking, trying to understand an urbanisation of the future in Asia and Latin America, and in Los Angeles, a city that both fascinated and appalled him.
Lefebvre was a man of the margins. His right to the city is an ideal conceived from the periphery. It aims to empower outsiders to get inside.
The right to the city might seem a fuzzy sort of human right, but it is very concrete. It means the right to live out the city as one’s own, to live for the city, to be happy there. The right to affordable housing, a decent school for the kids, accessible services, reliable public transport. The right to have your urban horizon as wide or as narrow as you want. This might mean an allegiance to the neighbourhood, to your street and building, but also to what lies beyond.
The urban as a whole should be yours, yours to move in, yours to explore, possess, feel you have a stake in—should you want it. Thus, to participate doesn’t necessarily mean to be engaged in politics every evening, knocking on doors and going to meetings; it can equally mean a sense of belonging to the urban realm, having a say in its well-being. It means that you feel some sense of collective, shared purpose, that you’re not alienated from the city’s affairs.
In the 1960s, Lefebvre linked the right to the city with a “right to centrality.” Back then, he meant a geographical right to occupy the centre of the city, a city that was overpriced for ordinary dwellers, becoming gentrified and turned into a tourist spectacle (as in Paris). In the United States, the opposite pattern prevailed: the centre was being abandoned. Richer, white populations were fleeing inner cities in favour of the burgeoning suburbs; the tattered shards of the urban core were left largely to the most marginalised, to the most geographically immobile. The latter’s right to centrality never meant much until a Back-to-the-City movement began to economically colonise the inner cities again in the 1990s, forcing many poorer people out.
Today, if we were to reframe creatively the “right to centrality,” we would see it less as a geographical right than as an existential and political right. The right to centrality expresses a desire to make yourself the centre of your own life, the centre of your own developmental process. This could be as simple as the wish to make your neighbourhood a liveable neighbourhood. If that neighbourhood is on the periphery, then the right to centrality means that the periphery should be the centre of your Being.
At any rate, the future for the bulk of the world’s urban populations lies beyond notions of the centre. It is constituted by a sprawling urbanism without a centre, at least without a clearly defined geographical centre. The right to the city is the right to stay put, to reside where you are, to afford to reside where you are, to be able to make it your own. It’s your right to be centred wherever you want to exist, any place you want to call home. To fight for your source of comfort when the outside world betrays you.
In the 1980s, Lefebvre was more adamant than ever that professional institutions were the enemy of a participatory urban life. A new state model, he said, was imposing itself, under whose writ municipalities would soon be subsumed. He could never have imagined the true depth and breadth of this new state model, or guessed what was in store during the two decades following his death in 1991. But he was prescient: professional “democracy” reproduces its own customs of management and domination. It’s no exaggeration to say that the formal rights of citizens continue to be reduced, along with the scope to exercise those rights. A fresh vision is required, Lefebvre said, a new sort of citizenship and belonging. By 1989, in a valedictory essay called “Quand la ville se perd dans une métamorphose planétaire,” published in Le monde diplomatique, he claimed that “the right to the city implies nothing less than a revolutionary conception of citizenship.”
•         •         •
Urbanisation was, and still is, a “revolutionary” process. In the present city, however, assorted ruling classes play the dominant “revolutionary” role. They initiate the drive to totalise the productive forces that colonise and commodify land. Furthermore, they are instrumental in the valorisation of both people and nature. Just as they frack deep into the earth and power-drill profit from nature, ruling classes do the same to human nature, gouging value from different aspects of everyday life, and from the entire range of the public realm.
Lefebvre never imagined that urbanisation would be everywhere, that bricks and mortar, freeways and highways would predominate the world. When he proposed the idea of “planetary urbanisation,” he didn’t imagine the green world would turn grey. Rather, as his commemoration of Marx’s Capital implies, he was warning of the closing of the circle of a particular form of post-war capitalism, one that defines itself less through a model of industrial or agricultural production and more through an actual production of space.
This system produces planetary geography as a commodity, as a pure financial asset, using and abusing people and places as strategies to accumulate capital. The process embroils everybody in its mechanics. Urban society has been reduced to the progressive production of evermore frackable spatial units.
Lefebvre’s most explicit reference to planetary urbanisation came in his Le monde diplomatique essay, two years before his death. Menace stalks us, he says; the menace of “the planetarisation of the urban” (“la planétarisation de l’urbain”). The ordering is telling, for he was not referring to the urbanisation of the planet. Rather, he meant the urban becoming a vortex, sucking in everything the planet offers: its land and wealth, its capital and power, its culture and people.
This dynamic motion of the urban machine destabilises everything. An energising and totalising force, the process produces what Lefebvre called a “residue.” As urban space expands, it relentlessly pushes itself out, into the rural hinterland, while also expelling people who are no longer convenient or useful.
Every big system, Lefebvre observed, leaves a residue that is chewed up and spat out. Every whole leaves a remainder. This is an idea most forcefully articulated in Metaphilosophy, Lefebvre’s dense takedown of traditional philosophy, published a couple of years prior to The Right to the City.
In Metaphilosophy, Lefebvre posited that totalisations, like global capitalism, always exhibit leakiness, have internal contradictions that both structure and de-structure. Totalisation can never be total; it always secretes and expels a “residual element,” its Other. There’ll always be people who don’t fit into any whole, who don’t want to fit in, who aren’t allowed to fit in. They’re the stuff left over after all the metrics are totted up. They’re the philosophical anti-concepts, an affirmation of remainders.
Residues are people who feel the periphery inside them, even if sometimes they’re located in the core. Residues exist in the world of work: precarious and downsized workers, informal and gig economy workers, petty service sector and agricultural workers. Residues are workers without regularity, without salaries and security, without benefits and pensions. They’re workers without any real stake in the future of work.
Residues are refugees rejected and rebuked, profiled and patrolled no matter where they wander. They’re people forced off the land, thrown out of their housing by impersonal property markets and violent eviction, whose homes have been repossessed, whose living space teeters on the geographical and economic edge. Residues come from the city as well as the countryside and congregate in a space that’s often somewhere in-between, neither traditional city nor traditional countryside. I call this somewhere in-between the global banlieue; I mean it literally and metaphorically, as a concrete and potential space, as a place of political encounter, one not yet fully glimpsed.
Residues are the NINJA (No Income, No Job, No Asset) generation. Greeks who feel the brunt of the Troika austerity initiatives. Dispossessed Arab and African youth in French suburbs. Detroiters beholden to “Emergency Managers”. Palestinians lobbing rocks at Israeli tanks. Rojava Kurds in northern Syria. Indignados on the streets of Spain. “June Days” Brazilians protesting public transport hikes. Occupiers in Istanbul’s Gezi Park. Umbrella kids in Hong Kong’s Occupy Central. Nuitards staked out around Paris’s Place de la République. The list goes on, and on.
The spirit of Metaphilosophy evolves in The Right to the City. Lefebvre suggests that the political imperative here is to try to formulate a “revolutionary conception of citizenship.” Indeed, he says this is really what he meant by “the right to the city” all along. And, this is the working hypothesis he’s bequeathed us fifty-years down the line. The right to the city is now about those who have been expelled—the residues—reclaiming, or claiming for the first time, their right to a collective urban life, to an urban society they’re actively making yet are hitherto disenfranchised from.
•         •         •
In this guise, citizenship lies inside and beyond a passport, inside and beyond any official documentation. It doesn’t express a legal right bestowed by any institution of the bourgeois nation-state. We might even say that a revolutionary citizenship isn’t a right at all: it has to be struggled for, taken, recreated anew—not rubber-stamped. What we’re talking about is citizenship without a flag, without a country, without borders. At this point I can only label it a “shadow citizenship,” something phantom-like.
Today’s shadow citizenry haunts its Other, the shadow ruling class, unaccountable agents who pull the strings of professional democracy. To be the bearer of a shadow passport is to express a latent or potential solidarity with other disenfranchised citizens around the world.
Shadow citizens are the new norm, the new global default position. Thus, residues aren’t now merely the city’s secretion but the very substance of the city itself. So many people have been pushed off-limits that the horizon of limits has extended, creating an even larger social space for the concept of citizenship, for a new citizenship yet to be made sovereign. That’s what planetary urbanisation is about, and should be about.
To see the world through the lens of planetary urbanisation, of course, has certain progressive advantages. Above all, it’s a viewpoint that emphasises commonality rather than difference, a mutually shared planet in which people who look different, who talk differently from one another, who don’t know one another, actually have more in common than they might think.
This shared experience is an ever-growing mutuality of disadvantage and despair, of suffering and perhaps hope. There’s affinity even if it’s rarely acknowledged. The right to the city ought to help us identify how this affinity gets recognised, how it is mediated, undermined, upended by forces upending the planet, forces that work together, that throw everybody into a scary mix. The right to the city ought to help us create new forms of organisation, new institutions that leap across the nationalist divide. How can we invent a new, more “hospitable” form of citizenship that nourishes a sense of identity without crushing the identities of others? How can people—residues—express and become themselves through their connection to urban society?
Can we ever re-imagine a real urban re-enfranchisement? Can the city become a democratic space that safeguards the downtrodden and disaffected and which offers asylum “for the stranger and settler amongst us”? Can we define a new form of cosmopolitanism that bypasses the nation-state, an urban solidarity?
Maybe what’s needed now, as our democracy is put up for tender, is some kind of new citizens’ agora—a shadow citizens’ agora—a place where a phantom public might constitute a solid citizenry, a revolutionary citizenry. Like the agora of old, this would be a stage for tragic drama, where a shadow citizens’ catharsis is enacted. A forum where shadow citizens can engage in epic theatre, where they can debate and argue, analyse and rectify their democratic lack.
Lefebvre’s great vision today transpires as a ghostly dream-thought of a new status for the city, a right to and of the city, a will to belong to a democratic urban webbing, a solidarity of confederated assemblies interrogating the essence of politics and the role of the nation-state. What is a citizen of the urban, a citadin(e) of the twenty-first century? Enlightened answers will preoccupy progressive struggles in these challenging years ahead.

This eBook is licensed to Sian Addicott, sianaddicott@yahoo.co.uk on 11/16/2017
2
Open City or the Right to the City?
Neil Brenner
Around the world, progressive, critically minded architects, land-scapers, and urban designers are engaged in place-making projects proposing to create a more “open city”. This is a city that would, in Gerald Frug’s succinct formulation, enable “every resident and visitor to feel that he or she belongs … regardless not just of wealth, race, religion or sexual orientation, but of any other way of dividing people into categories.”1
While such initiatives are generally steered by state institutions, as well as by property developers and corporate patrons, they have also often emerged in response to local struggles against forms of privatisation, gentrification, displacement, enclosure and sociospatial exclusion unleashed under post-Keynesian, neoliberalizing capitalism. In the context of an ongoing global financial crisis, where market fundamentalism remains the dominant political ideology of most national and local governments, proposals to counteract the deep social and spatial divisions of early twenty-first century cities are surely to be welcomed by all those committed to promoting more just, egalitarian, democratic, diverse, cosmopolitan and tolerant forms of urban life.2
But how can relatively small-scale design interventions confront the monstrously difficult task of, as Richard Sennett poses the question, “heal[ing] society’s divisions of race, class, and ethnicity”?3
Even the most radical designers are seriously constrained by the politico-institutional contexts in which they work. Today, these contexts are generally defined by the naturalized imperatives of growth-first, market-oriented urban economic policy and by approaches to urban governance in which corporate and property-development interests maintain hegemonic control over local land-use regimes. In practice, moreover, the interventions of designers concerned to “open up” the city via project-based initiatives have often intensified the very forms of spatial injustice which, at least in rhetorical terms, they aspire to contravene. This is because the conditions associated with “urbanism”—the effervescence of dense zones of centrality, interaction, exchange, diversity and spontaneous encounters—also frequently generate major economic payoffs, in the form of privately appropriated profits, for those who own the properties surrounding the project site. While many places have provisionally experimented with instruments of community reinvestment, local land trusts and profit-sharing mechanisms in relation to such newly created arenas of urbanism, the predominant global trend is for growth machine interests—often linked to speculative, predatory investments in global financial markets—to reap the major financial rewards derived from them.
Consequently, early twenty-first century initiatives to construct an “urban commons” through site-based public design interventions all-too-frequently yield the opposite: a city in which the ruling classes reinforce tight control over the production and appropriation of urban space. As socially vibrant and aesthetically attractive as such newly constructed sites of urbanism may often be, they offer no more than a fleeting glimpse of the genuinely democratic, socially egalitarian urbanism that is consistently precluded at a larger, city-wide or metropolitan scale, often by the very politico-institutional forces and coalitions that brought such sites into being at a microspatial scale. The “open city” thus becomes an ideology which masks, or perhaps merely softens, the forms of top-down planning, market-dominated governance, sociospatial exclusion and displacement that are at play both within and beyond these redesigned spaces of putative urban “renaissance.”
The case of the High Line in Chelsea, Manhattan exemplifies this quagmire. A brilliant, far-sighted design intervention, initially spearheaded through a community-based initiative, opens up a long-inaccessible, derelict industrial space for public appropriation, to great popular acclaim. In so doing, it intensifies earlier, more sporadic forms of gentrification through a wave of new investment, oriented primarily towards elite consumers in surrounding blocks—luxury hotels and housing; high-end restaurants, cafes and shops—that can only be accessed by the wealthiest residents and tourists. In this way, a design intervention that is putatively oriented towards expanding and activating the urban public sphere accelerates processes of gentrification, displacement, segregation and exclusion at the neighbourhood and urban scales.4
The construction of a supposedly “open” urban space thereby creates new barriers to a genuinely public, democratic, diverse and egalitarian urbanism, not only within the site of intervention, but across the surrounding fabric of buildings, blocks and neighbourhoods. In major cities around the world, across otherwise distinct national and local contexts, some version of this narrative could, alas, be elaborated with reference to a long list of prominent project-based design interventions, including many of those in which quite imaginative, skillful and ostensibly progressive design schemes have been implemented.5
To what degree, and in what ways, is the practice of design implicated in such retrograde outcomes? At first glance, such problems may appear to result less from the intricacies of the design scheme itself, than from the broader system of rules—for instance, regarding land-use, property ownership, financing, taxation, investment and public goods—that govern the city, region and territory in which the project-based design intervention happens to be situated. Surely the designers cannot be faulted for working as imaginatively as possible within the constraints imposed by such rule-regimes. After all, what other options might they have, since they generally lack control or influence over investment flows, property ownership structures and political decisions? And, even if the conditions imposed by the client are less-than-ideal, isn’t it far better to see a good, creative, imaginative design implemented than a bad, derivative, boring one?
From my point of view, the above formulations offer an insufficiently critical perspective on the role of the designers, and the design professions, whose expertise, creative capacities and labour-power are recurrently harnessed to mask, naturalise, manage or soften the sociospatial contradictions of neoliberal urbanism. The position outlined above implies, rather naively, that design is insulated, both as a professional practice and as a form of social engagement, from the broader political-economic contexts in which it is embedded, and which actively fuel and frame its everyday operations.
Such assumptions are untenable—empirically, politically and ethically; they involve, as Edward Soja observes, a myopic “scalar warp” in which the problematique of reshaping urban life is reduced to a microspatial “examination of the organisation and appearances of bunches of buildings divorced from their larger urban and regional context.”6 Designers concerned with social justice—the open city in a genuinely democratic, egalitarian sense—can and must push beyond the formal, spatially reductionist vision of the city as “bunches of buildings set in floating pods,” to grapple with, as Soja proposes, “the nesting of regional worlds that extends from the spaces of the individual body and building through multiple levels of human activity and identity to metropolitan, regional, subnational, national and global scales.”7 Only by doing so, I believe, can designers also begin to devise strategies to push back, with their full technical expertise, creative capacities, professional influence and political imagination, against the rules, constraints and ideologies imposed by neoliberal, market-oriented systems of urban governance and the forms of sociospatial injustice they produce at various spatial scales.
A genuinely open city would be one in which investment is channeled to serve social need rather than private gain; in which public institutions secure and protect shared, common resources from private appropriation; and in which all inhabitants have secured equal capacities to influence decisions that affect the spaces, institutions and resources shared by all. Any design intervention that claims to promote the open city without pursuing these core goals will be seriously incomplete, if not delusionary.
The fatal flaw of the interventions discussed above is thus not the exclusionary, undemocratic “external” context of design, but rather that the design vision is itself too narrow, both spatially and operationally. Spatially, there is a danger of circumscribing the site too modestly, and thus of stimulating urbanism only within a bounded “pocket” or “pod” of activity that does not interrupt broader systems of market-based land-use, investment and displacement at larger spatial scales, across multiple sites, places and territories.
Operationally, there is a danger of programming the design intervention using an epistemology that is fixated upon consumerism, “quality of life” and the provision of urban amenities, rather than opening up spaces for appropriation, self-management and ongoing transformation “from below,” through the users themselves.8 To the degree that design interventions for an open city are restricted to formal, aesthetic elements or fetishize a narrowly consumerist vision of the public realm, their main impact may be to offer ideological cover for the urbanisms of injustice, displacement and exclusion that continue to be rolled forward aggressively in neoliberalizing cities and city-regions around the world.9
Writing in 1968, amidst the tumultuous events of May in Paris, French theorist Henri Lefebvre introduced a concept that continues to challenge such mystifications—the right to the city.10 This concept powerfully resonates with contemporary debates among designers on the open city, because it likewise envisions a city that is appropriated by and accessible to all inhabitants. But Lefebvre’s concept pushes much further than this. It is not only a call for popular access to what already exists within cities—the radically inclusionary sense of “belonging” outlined by Gerald Frug in the formulation quoted above. More radically still, Lefebvre’s notion of the right to the city is also a militant, persistent demand for the democratisation of control over the collective means of producing urban space.
An open city, in this sense, is not merely a space that can be accessed and enjoyed equally by all, and where all types of people feel they belong equally; it would also be a realm in which the institutional capacity to produce and transform space has itself been radically democratised, such that it becomes equally available to all who inhabit urban space—to repeat Frug’s precise formulation—“regardless not just of wealth, race, religion or sexual orientation, but of any other way of dividing people into categories.”11 Lefebvre referred to this capacity as autogestion—grassroots self-management—and he insisted that, “far from being established once and for all, [it] is itself the site and the stake of struggle.”12
The design of the right to the city, therefore, requires us not only to produce spaces of open access, whether within specific project sites or at larger spatial scales. More importantly, the pursuit of this right requires us to find ways of transforming the rules of urban governance so as to open up urban space to democratic redesign, through an ongoing process of grassroots appropriation and reappropriation. By integrating questions of institutional form, regulatory process, democratic empowerment, collective use and sociospatial transformation into their vision of the site, the intervention and the program, designers can play a strategically and politically essential role in the ongoing struggle for the right to the city.
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A Place to Call Home
Andrea Gibbons
A place to call home. A simple thing. Labour once had a vision that there should be housing for everyone, though what makes a home is perhaps not so simple. As Kim Dovey writes, home is deeply intertwined with our identity. It centres the relationship between ourselves and the earth, centres our connection to community and culture and society, to our past with its memories, and to our ability to grow into our full potential with the power to define our future. A home should be a place of strength and safety.
A home should not be what kills us.
Yet Grenfell went up in flames, went up in a great stench and acrid smoking to consume its survivors’ past and their present, their safety and security and community. It greedily consumed a still unknown, possibly never-to-be-known, number of human beings who trusted it and built their lives within its walls. Each of them was a world of stories and dreams and laughter. Only memories and ashes now, a gaping hole in the hearts and lives of those who loved them.
In horror and despair we watched it all, a white flag being waved, cries for help, people staring at us through the windows until slowly all movement ceased. We cried with desperation and anguish and rage in front of our screen if we were not there standing as a survivor, as a neighbour, as a loved one. It is only the immense generosity of everyday people in response to this tragedy that has allowed hearts to beat again, eased this breaking.
This is the generosity and the spirit that will reinvent this nation.
What could contrast more deeply with the wizened and shrivelled souls of those now in power? Those who made such death and devastation possible through budget cuts year after year, those who did not just ignore years of articulate and well-informed tenant complaints and protests but actively worked to silence them, those who sat on safety reports without acting, those who cut corners and chose the cheapest possible option. They give us only defensiveness now, ducking all responsibility. Instead of supporting Grenfell’s tenants, they show fear of them. They claim the lives of our people are worth less than sprinklers. They can only think to split this grieving community up, ship them out or let others take care of them on couches and floors. There is no heart in them to acknowledge our responsibility to take care of each other. There is no heart.
They are Thatcher’s brood, still extracting blood money, still trying to bolster up their lucrative (un)truth that there is no such thing as society. Papering over the reality that it is their murderous greed that has brought us here.
There is so much to say about a system that increasingly treats housing as a means to accumulate capital, never as a home. A creeping worldview that only understands the value of housing as a commodity, as something to be bought and sold, speculated in, land banked. To them, where you live is only a piece of property subject to global markets, real estate whose value is tied to location and status rather than its conditions, the wellbeing or stability of its tenants, its impact on the neighbourhood. By this system, boarded up and empty houses with front yards full of weeds are somehow worth more than deeply-loved homes that have witnessed the joy and pain of generations and yield harvests, or seasons of flowers.
After WWII, council housing was scattered across the city in the belief that mixed neighbourhoods worked best, that social cohesion was important to our greater good and happiness. As inflated housing markets and their related financial instruments become the primary drivers of our bubble economy, we increasingly face once again the vile beliefs that money should ensure you do not share a hallway or even a street with people of less wealth. That money is its own social good, justifying empty homes while people are homeless, a surfeit of luxury homes while everyone else crams themselves into shared flats and ever-more constrained lives. What remains of social housing is portrayed now as anomalous, strange, frightening. A place to warehouse the most vulnerable, considered as disposable as the dreams of earlier generations that a better world was possible, until both can be pushed out of sight and out of mind. In the meantime, they cut the funding for such housing to the very bones, knowing its decay will only hasten the calls for its disappearance.
Grenfell represents what Rob Nixon calls spectacular violence, a flaming inferno brought about by this worldview with its austerity, deregulation and crisis.1 But it is founded on the slow violence of day-to-day neglect of the social infrastructure that belongs to all of us as the heritage of earlier struggle. The slow violence of disrespect and utter disregard for life shown to the residents of social housing. Ben Okri writes:
their deaths happened long
Before. It happened in the minds of people who never saw
Them. It happened in the profit margins. It happened
In the laws. They died because money could be saved and made.2

Slow violence is the more deep-rooted, though it somehow seems invisible to those who have never been poor. It is a violence faced in the hard choices between what to buy and what to do without, because paying rent leaves so little. The daily anxiety about work, debt, judgement, punitive welfare regimes, environmental injustices, discrimination. The isolation. The depression caused by dingy walls and building neglect and oppressive rules that assume that poor people need controlling. The lack of time for family, the inability to provide for them. The sickness. The cold and the damp. The lack of power to change fortune or surroundings. The day in day out surviving when life should be so much more. It eats at health, sickens the spirit, destroys just as surely as fire. Death by a thousand cuts, this violence makes us old before our time and explodes between us instead of upwards when there is no hope that resistance can create a change.
What will happen now if our growing resistance does not create change? The housing policies of the Tory government will inflict ever-deeper violence of both kinds on the most vulnerable, shored up by moralising around cheap ideas of self-help and responsibility. On June 24 a Guardian headline said it all in quoting a new report from Shelter: ‘Housing crisis threatens a million families with eviction by 2020’. There is little that is ‘new’ in this new housing crisis, just new depths to the cuts to benefits already cut to the bone, new breadth to their reach to tear away basic necessities from more and more people. We are watching a car crash in slow motion. Rough sleeping has already doubled since the Tories took power; it is already more than councils can handle as hundreds of thousands wait years on lists for social housing. Turns out that being part of Generation Rent is the luckiest prospect. The good fortune of sharing a flat with strangers for all of your days, or of short-term tenancies with no protection against rent raises or evictions, or of always living cramped into a few rooms with your parents and your children. After all, you could be on the street.
Those who most deserve society’s compassion and care remain caught in the crosshairs of rich politicians’ hatred. Austerity has meant benefit caps that cause untold misery and ensure more and more people can no longer afford rapidly rising rents. They cut off the younger generation almost entirely. The bedroom tax ensures that kids will grow up without being able to visit parents when they separate, that carers can no longer stay over when those who are old and sick are in need, that grandparents can no longer care for grandchildren. Punitive cuts to ‘disability’ along with Work Capacity Assessments devastate lives. Funding (and Labour’s previous lack of spine) forced the shutting down and selling off of libraries and community centres and local colleges where people socialised, found warmth, fed the mind and the imagination. They forced the closing of women’s centres and refuges and emergency shelters, where people found safety. Death and damage everywhere, we already stand in ruins.
These are the days of gross inequality and the criminalisation of poverty, days of newspapers hawking a hatred and fear of poor people, working people, people of colour no matter how many generations they have lived here, people who have immigrated here no matter what dreams they bring with them or what UK-funded and armed war they are fleeing. We are losing in the Tory government’s epic battle to redistribute money from the poor to give to the rich.
But this election may have been the beginning of change. We watch to see what comes of this time, whether this shaky coalition can stand, what a new election will bring. Labour’s manifesto changed the game when it was leaked, inspired people, brought hope back into these tired and weak politics that engraved meaningless words on stones to battle a ravenous politics of asset-stripping at any cost. As Jonathan Pye said before he started singing, New Labour is dead. It is so exciting to think where we could go from here.
The massive building of council houses, the removal of restrictions on councils building, the regulation of the private rented sector to secure tenancies and restrain rent raises and ensure adequate conditions, housing first provision for rough sleepers, a reversal of benefit sanctions and caps, a change to a planning framework that guarantees obscene profits to developers and so much more … the holistic nature of the proposed changes is inspiring. It begins to undercut the idea of housing as something to generate maximum profits, housing as a commodity.
I would hope, though, that we start there only to aim higher, to do better. That we think about how to make of housing not a commodity nor just a shelter, but a home. That we think of how that process happens, how we are able to take space and make it our own as households, and more collectively in our buildings or estates or neighbourhoods. That we take seriously how home nurtures our selves and our futures. That we look at sweat equity, self-build, cooperatives and land trusts. That we open up all of our unused and unloved spaces to transformation for permanent benefit to the community. That we think about how sustainability connects to the wealth of local and natural materials that could be used to retrofit and build or the integration with green space and gardens or the green jobs that could be created. That we think about how we each connect to our home and through it to a vibrant hybrid culture and to a broad and welcoming community where we can grow old gracefully while space remains for our children and then their children. Ownership is not necessarily needed for any of this, rather secure tenancies and management structures that grant the ability to shape our spaces according to our needs and our desires, to try new things and fail and try again, to build and paint and transform. It sounds utopian until you remember we are conditioned to think of housing as assets to be managed, not spaces that should support our passions and our dreams. Knitted into communities, they should redefine sustainability and living well upon the earth. Examples shine all over this country, and many more across the world.
We know how to do this.
Instead we live under a logic that justifies buildings boarded up and left to fall apart, investment flats built to sit empty, while crisis rages and people have to choose between housing that they cannot afford, housing that is dangerous and could kill them, and no housing at all. Yet it is not just our housing, but the manner of our occupying it that needs rethinking. The relearning of democracy and the opening to creativity in creating a home and a new environment is the hard part. As for paying for it—is it not a home? Is it a second house, country house, investment house, occasional party in London house? Tax the hell out of it, maybe even make it impossible to own such things altogether until everyone has a home. A few steps in thinking how our ideas of property should work to support life, not strip it down and cast it away.
As Ben Okri continued in his poem for Grenfell, ‘let a world-changing thought flower’.
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The Residential Is Political
David Madden and Peter Marcuse
The classic statement on the political-economic aspects of housing was written by Friedrich Engels in 1872. At the time, few disputed the fact that housing conditions for the industrial proletariat were unbearable. What Engels called “the housing question” was the question of why working-class housing appeared in the condition as it did, and what should be done about it.
Engels was generally pessimistic about the prospects for housing struggles per se. Criticising bourgeois attempts at housing reform, he argued that housing problems should be understood as some of “the numerous, smaller, secondary evils which result from the present-day capitalist mode of production.”2 He concluded, “As long as the capitalist mode of production continues to exist, it is folly to hope for an isolated solution to the housing question or of any other social question affecting the fate of the workers.”3 For Engels, housing struggles were derivative of class struggle. Housing problems, then, could only be addressed through social revolution.
The housing question is embedded within the structures of class society. Posing the housing question today means uncovering the connections between societal power and the residential experience. It means asking who and what housing is for, who controls it, who it empowers, who it oppresses. It means questioning the function of housing within globalised neoliberal capitalism.4
However, residential struggles today are not simply derivative of other conflicts. Housing movements are significant political actors in their own right. The housing question may not be resolvable under capitalism. But the shape of the housing system can be acted upon, modified, and changed.
The social theorist Henri Lefebvre helps us understand the political role of housing and the potential for changing it. In his 1968 book The Right to the City, Lefebvre argued that industrial insurrection was not the only force for social transformation. An “urban strategy” for revolutionizing society was possible.5 Given changes to the nature of work and of urban development, the industrial proletariat was no longer the only agent of revolutionary change, or even the predominant one. Lefebvre claimed that there was a new political subject: the city dweller. More generally, Lefebvre invokes the politics of “the inhabitant,” a category that includes any worker, in the broadest sense, seen from the perspective of everyday social and residential life.6
Lefebvre is vague about what exactly the inhabitant as a political subject will accomplish with the urban revolution. But he does point to a different way of inhabiting. He imagines a future where social needs would not be subordinated to economic necessity, where disalienated dwelling space would be universally available, where both equality and difference would be the basic principles of social and political life.7
Whether or not anything like Lefebvre’s urban revolution is on the horizon, we can use his ideas to understand a basic point: the politics of housing involve a bigger set of actors and interests than is recognised either by mainstream debates or by conventional political-economic analyses such as that offered by Engels. In the orthodox account, the only conflicts that matter are those surrounding exploitation and value. But the ruling class also needs to solidify its rule, and preserving the ability to exploit is only one aspect of this. There are also political, social, and ideological imperatives that significantly affect residential conditions.
In the financialized global economy—which was only beginning to emerge when Lefebvre was writing—real estate has come to have new prominence in relation to industrial capital. Housing and urban development today are not secondary phenomena. Rather, they are becoming some of the main processes driving contemporary global capitalism. If Lefebvre is right, housing is becoming an ever more important site for the reproduction of the system—a change that might open new strategic possibilities for housing movements to achieve social change.
•         •         •
The language of rights has an ambiguous political track record. Rights can be used for a huge variety of purposes, some of which are emancipatory and some of which are oppressive. Critics link the discourse of rights to imperialism and colonial civilizing projects. Or they see rights as more symbolic than substantive. For some critics, declarations of rights too often amount to ineffective and unenforceable claims, or, even worse, to toothless abstractions that just help unequal societies feel better about their inequality. When the relatively powerless claim rights against the powerful, legal formulas run up against the reality of class hierarchy and domination: “between equal rights force decides.”8 Claims about legal equality, critics argue, only serve to disguise the truth of actual inequality.9
When used in a purely legal sense, rights can function to shore up existing structures and relationships without questioning them. If the right to housing is merely a right to be incorporated into the residential status quo, without changing present methods of distributing the benefits and costs of housing, then it is a weak right indeed. Such a right would remain silent about the social conflicts at the heart of housing politics. The vast bulk of the legal edifice that shapes access to housing exists to protect the rights of property owners. A right to housing that does not challenge and change the current housing system would either be unenforceable or at best end up as a state subsidy for landlords. A legalistic, procedural version of the right to housing is bound to fall short of the results that it promises.
While arguments criticising rights should be taken seriously, they are not grounds for dismissing the entire repertoire of rights-based housing politics. The universe of rights is not monolithic. Not all versions of rights end up maintaining the status quo. Under some conditions, rights talk can be a way to demand the impossible. The mere act of trying to claim a right that is unreasonable under the current state of affairs can illustrate the limits of the system and point towards ways to change it.
An actual right to housing necessarily implies fundamental challenges to the existing system. The efficacy of this sort of right is that it can articulate a demand around which a mass movement can mobilize: the demand for truly decent housing for all irrespective of one’s economic or social status. Across the world, social movements demonstrate that making such a demand can be a route towards housing justice. And in the absence of such rights, housing is abandoned to the political and economic vicissitudes of class society and market provision.
In fact, the pursuit of a right to housing is today already a major objective for activists. Virtually every housing protest is suffused with rights talk. Crowds at demonstrations chant “Fight, fight, fight! Housing is a right!” Banners proclaim “HOUSING IS A RIGHT NOT A PRIVILEGE.” Organisers with groups like the Right to the City Alliance draw upon claims about human rights as a viable legal strategy against housing injustice.10 Opponents of gentrification often end up relying on some version of housing researcher Chester Hartman’s idea that there should be a “right to stay put.”11
A radical right to housing is a special kind of right. It links to the radical conception of rights invoked by the phrase “the right to the city,” originally popularized by Henri Lefebvre in 1968 and subsequently made the basis for social movements around the world.12 From Lefebvre’s perspective, the right to the city is a “cry and a demand”; that is, part of social struggle, not an individual legal entitlement.13 “Right” is not used in its conventional legal sense, but in an ethical and political sense. Lefebvre is not proposing a right to the city as it currently exists, but the right to a transformed city, and the right to transform it. Such a right is not opposed to legally enforceable claims, but it aims at social and political goals that are far broader than that.
A truly radical right to housing must comprise a similarly expansive set of political demands. More than a simple legal claim, a real right to housing needs to take the form of an ongoing effort to democratise and decommodify housing, and end the alienation that the existing housing system engenders. It would name a set of claims about the housing that everyone in fact deserves, claims legitimized not only by legal mechanisms but also by popular democratic mobilization. It would not be a demand for inclusion within the horizon of housing politics as usual but an effort to move that horizon.
There are many routes towards decommodification. These include more and better public housing, rent controls, more secure tenancies, public ownership of land, public financing, limits on speculation, and the adoption or re-introduction of regulations on home finance mechanisms. The most obvious opportunity for action would be to immediately halt and throw into reverse the processes of deregulation and privatisation that are steadily exacerbating the housing crisis.
The housing system needs to make the interests of inhabitants the dominant concern of housing policy. Currently, investors and owners rule the housing system. When conflicts arise, their needs are met and their interests are protected. This must change. The housing system should be reconfigured to privilege the people who live in housing, rather than those who only profit from it.
Housing needs to be opened up to broader democratic scrutiny and input. Currently, the contours of the housing system are determined by a relatively small elite. As a result, the scale of inequality and injustice in the housing system is not widely acknowledged. We need to create new sites where the housing question can be reopened.
People do not only live in homes. They live in neighbourhoods and communities. They occupy buildings but also locations in a social fabric. A radical right to housing must affirm and protect this web of relations. It must propose new links between housing and other domains. As Raquel Rolnik, the former UN special rapporteur on housing, argues, “the notion of the human right to adequate housing is not restricted to the access of the house itself … the right to housing has to be apprehended in a much broader context.”14 A radical right to housing raises our sights and sees the objective of action more comprehensively, tying together in a common quest broader claims to equality, dignity, solidarity, and welfare.
•         •         •
If a right to housing means anything, it must be the name of a movement to democratise, decommodify, and disalienate the housing system. The right to housing names a direction, not a solution. The only solution is to struggle to make that right a reality.
Addressing residential injustice and inequality will require state action as well as large-scale popular mobilization. Establishing a radical right to housing goes beyond the universal provision of dwelling units. A radical right to housing requires radical social change. But a world where decent housing is provided to all is possible. It requires confronting the housing question without illusions and changing the systems that, generation after generation, produce residential and social crisis. The contemporary world already possesses the technical capacity and material resources to solve the housing problem. The question is whether all of those badly served by the present system can unite and marshal the power to implement a truly humane system, one that does not see housing as real estate but as homes as a matter of right for all.
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Who Is the City For?
Anna Minton
Some years ago, before I had heard of Henri Lefebvre’s 1968 book La Droit a la Ville, I was approached by Ben Tunstall, a London based activist, to help set up a ‘Right to the City’ campaign. He had successfully fought the demolition of Brixton’s indoor market that gained listed status and was aware of Lefebvre’s ideas and the dissemination of the Right to the City concept into NGO/UN-type circles. The plan was to bring together activists, journalists and academics in an umbrella group to tackle the range of issues related to gentrification. It was an ambitious project in the shadow of the Occupy movement—at one point standing candidates at elections was discussed and an engaging logo of little tents in the city was created.
At the first big meeting of activists and academics it quickly became clear we had stumbled into a minefield. Was the Right to the City a rights-based discourse? Was it too academic to mean anything to activists fighting battles on the ground? How would we organise ourselves? Who would fund us? As with many well-intentioned initiatives it soon fell apart, with no funding or paid employee to run it.
Even though I wasn’t then fully aware of the intellectual heritage of the term, it immediately appealed to me; as David Harvey wrote in 2008 in the wake of the financial crisis, it acts as ‘both working slogan and political ideal’. Harvey also referred to the relevance of the idea to the multiple, repeating global struggles with finance capital, pointing to cycles of dispossession from the nineteenth century to the present day; the slum clearance, demolition and displacement of communities in Haussman’s Paris in the 19th century, Robert Moses in 20th century New York and contemporary development in cities like Seoul, Delhi and Mumbai.1 The flood of global capital into London and the destruction of hundreds of housing estates to make way for luxury apartments in their place is the latest—and for us in London particularly extreme—evocation of that struggle with finance capital.
As capital floods into property in London—and other British, North American and European cities—property values are losing all connection with local needs, breaking the link between supply and demand in the housing market. Because property is now the global investment of choice, prices are so skewed to the demands of foreign investors that this could be termed a ‘super prime’ crisis. The sub-prime crisis in the US, which triggered the 2008 financial crash, saw the frenzied trading of credit default swaps and collateralized debt obligations in very high risk mortgages break the relationship with people on the ground who were in no position to afford those mortgages.
Today, what economists call the ‘exchange value’ of housing in London, and other cities, has entirely broken the connection with its ‘use value’; exchange value is the price of a commodity sold on the market while its use value is its usefulness to people. When it comes to housing, prices are failing to respond to the needs of most people, allowing the influx of global capital, often from highly dubious sources, to utterly distort the market and creating a crisis of affordability affecting all layers of society.2
Lefebvre’s conception of the Right to the City was based around the everyday experience of people inhabiting the city, emphasising use value over exchange value.3 He believed that city space is contested and the struggle for social, political and economic rights is played out in urban space. Today, in almost every city in the world, the property rights of owners trump the use rights of inhabitants and exchange value, which views the spaces of the city primarily as places for investment, is dominant. In this context, the Right to the City becomes a struggle to increase the rights of the inhabitants of the city against the property rights of owners4 and this is undoubtedly why so many politicians are wary of the term.
Currently, there are a plethora of Right to the City groups around the world, who have more far successfully pulled together what we were trying to do with our fledgling campaign. Among the best known is the Right to the City Alliance in the US, which focuses on gentrification, aiming to halt the displacement of people on lower incomes and marginalised communities. In Brazil, organisations in the favelas of large cities advocated for a Right to the City for slum dwellers and the Right to the City is now codified in a national law in Brazil and Ecuador. In recent years UN-HABITAT and UNESCO have led an effort to include the right to the city as part of a broader agenda for human rights.
In 2016, the concept was included for the first time in the UN’s New Urban Agenda, the UN’s new 20-year urbanisation strategy agreed in Quito, in Ecuador. This has enshrined the ‘Right to the City’ vision in the legislation, political declarations and charters of national and local governments. This was far from easy to achieve and followed very lengthy wrangling between national governments and civil society groups which came together under an advocacy platform called ‘Global Platform for the Right to the City’. Although the final wording was not considered perfect it was still seen as a significant victory for groups battling against gentrification, repossessions, the privatisation of public space and the criminalisation of homelessness.
It’s not the first time the concept has found favour with international forums with the World Social Forum producing a 2004 World Charter on the Right to the City, while ‘Right to the City’ was also the theme of the 2010 UN World Urban Forum in Rio de Janeiro. While it’s not yet taken on the ubiquity of terms such as sustainability—rendered meaningless through co-opting and overuse—academics fear that the frequency with which it’s being used is creating “conceptual bloating”.5
Returning to Lefebvre’s original conception of contestation and emphasising the connection with use value over exchange value is one way of guarding against this. His intended definition was that the Right to the City be a contested term which takes on established property rights which means it will always tread a fine line between being ignored or thrown out by governments, gaining institutional legitimacy or finally being co-opted. Placing the term in the legislative frameworks of local and national governments is not going to solve the crises around the Right to the City agenda but it does at least add a legislative lever for civil society groups to work with at a time when they need all the help they can get.
When Lefebvre published La Droit a la Ville in 1967 most of the West was in the throes of transition from an industrial to post industrial economy and industrial production was still of paramount importance. Today, in the post-industrial West the new economy of financial services industries has merged in unholy alliance with a property economy based on speculation and debt and the canvas for this real estate casino economy is urban space. In this context this is an idea whose time has come, with the Right to the City standing for democratic citizenship against the steamroller of private property in the city. As such it is arguably even more important than when Lefebvre coined it.
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Squares for Sale! Cashing Out on
Public Space
Bradley L. Garrett
The geographer David Harvey once wrote that ‘the freedom to make and remake our cities and ourselves is … one of the most precious yet most neglected of our human rights’. Generations of urban theorists, from Lewis Mumford to Jane Jacobs to Doreen Massey, have suggested that the place where cities get ‘remade’ is in the public rather than private sphere. It is for this reason, above all others, we should sense crisis where public space is under threat from privatisation and securitisation.
London, like many cities around the world, is being reshaped by the creation of privately owned public spaces (‘Pops’). These legal niceties transform open-air squares, gardens and parks into spaces that look public but are not—they are owned and/or managed by private entities. And as a result, the rights of the citizens using them—our rights to the city itself—are curtailed, since private whims rather than the law of the land may then shape the rules of engagement.
Although this issue might be academic while we’re eating our lunch on a private park bench, the consequences of multiplying and expanding Pops affects everything from our personal psyche to our ability to protest.
In 2012, the Guardian ran a campaign to crowdsource data about Pops in Britain. The project, though inconclusive in some senses because of people’s confusion about what was public, also suggested a clear pattern. Having begun to be built in the 1980s, Pops around the country increased steadily in number through the 2000s, and also grew in size. This includes, for example, the estate of More London, a 13-acre expanse stretching down the Thames’s Southbank. The development was completed in 2003 and sold off in 2013 to Kuwaiti property company St Martins for £1.7bn, in one of the largest commercial property deals in British history.
In the process, the transformation of the area outside City Hall into a Pops meant that it was no longer possible to protest outside the headquarters of the mayor and the Greater London Authority (GLA). Or to take photos, apparently: when I was filming with Channel 4 there in 2015, we were swiftly removed from the property. This is nothing new. In 2010, during a London Assembly planning and housing committee meeting, Jenny Jones, from The Green Party, said: ‘It has taken us eight years to negotiate with More London so that we politicians can do a TV interview outside our own building.’
If these land deals matter so much, why isn’t more of a fuss made about them? Well, more sedentary generations of the past may have had a heightened sensitivity to change. If you have lived in an area for 20 years and used a public space in particular ways, you are certain to notice when your rights to that space change. It is also likely that politicians of the past may also have been less prone to prey on the increasing (voluntary and involuntary) nomadism of younger generations. While our more itinerant lifestyles today have clear benefits in terms of breadth of spatial knowledge, we often lose sight of the local. In the short term, this can lead to alienation, loneliness and feelings of disconnection and apathy. In the long term, it assures that our children will be more likely to play FIFA inside VR headsets than to kick a ball around outside because place, for them, will be cleaved from geography.
Despite multiple objections from politicians and notwithstanding Boris Johnson’s 2011 ‘Manifesto for Public Space’, the construction of Pops such as More London is continuing to escalate and expand. This includes nine acres planned in Tower Hamlets, a vast patch outside the Battersea Power Station development, and open space and parks at Woodberry Down near Manor House, where I was recently chased around for taking photos. The largest Pops in the city, according to data I have been compiling with Guardian Cities, is of course the 2012 Olympic site, which will come as no surprise to those who claimed long ago that the real ‘legacy’ of the games would be one of hyper-gentrification. These out-sourced and sub-contracted games, with their aggressive compulsory-purchasing mechanisms, were a perfect catalyst for the privatisation of public space.
Given how all these developments seem to contradict stated city authority goals to increase publicly-owned public space, one could be forgiven for thinking that the GLA is not actually in control of development in London. And it’s no wonder—under both the Conservatives and New Labour, there’s been no resistance to privatisation, despite community dismay and reams of research clearly documenting the negative effects of such sell-offs.
So what do we expect to happen in public space that makes it so crucial it remains free and open to diverse people and activities? In 2008, geographer Ash Amin wrote that ‘public spaces marked by the unfettered circulation of bodies [produce] new rhythms from the many relational possibilities’. Conversely, when space is controlled, and especially when the public is unclear about what the legal or acceptable boundaries of activity are, we tend to police ourselves, to monitor our behaviour and to limit our interactions, especially after embarrassing confrontations with security forces.
Property owners are perfectly aware of this and prey on those sensibilities. The new King’s Cross development at Granary Square is one of the largest open-air spaces in Europe—about the same size as Trafalgar Square. Unlike Trafalgar Square, it is also a Pops. Photographer Nicholas Goodden set up a tripod there recently to take a photo, and was immediately asked by security whether he had a permit to do so. When he said he did not, he was ordered to move across the canal to get his image. In other words, he was kicked out of ‘public’ space. This would not have happened to a photojournalist in Trafalgar Square, which is owned by the Crown and managed by the Greater London Authority.
In 2016, I returned to the Granary Square with RT News to see how long it took to provoke a confrontation with security by doing a walking interview across the square. The answer was about two minutes. A guard with a wry smile, told us, on camera, that Broadgate Estates ‘owns everything, including the public towpath, and wants us to leave’. So much for a ‘public realm’.
Property owners know that moments like this are embarrassing for the public and encourage security to make these encounters as awkward as possible so that the ‘offender’ will comply out of shame. They know that conflicts with what appears to be a figure of authority (often dressed like a police officer) may make you wary and cause you to confine your behaviour within a narrower range so as to avoid confrontation in the future. The psychological effects of this sort of self-policing were written about by Michel Foucault: ‘He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection.’
Geographer Don Mitchell suggests that what public space provides in a city more generally under surveillance are small islands of freedom surrounded by Foucault’s ‘carceral archipelago’—the surveilled city. Herein lies a crucial question: what happens when our small islands of freedom—our public spaces—become indistinguishable from the rest of the city? Will we be reduced to having our tiny shared bedrooms as our only remaining islands of freedom in an overpriced, post-public city?
Sociologist Richard Sennett suggests that private public spaces are ‘dead public spaces’ because the essence of conviviality, spontaneity, encounter and yes, that little sprinkle of chaos, have been stripped out. The spaces are not rendered dead because they aren’t enjoyable—many of us still look forward to lounging on the steps near the canal at Granary Square in the sun—but dead because the potential range of spatial engagement here can fit in a coffee cup.
The power for corporate entities to not only impede certain activities but to bar the public access to ‘public’ space was upheld during the Occupy protest court proceedings. On 14 October 2011, an injunction passed ‘preventing persons unknown entering or remaining in or trespassing on [Paternoster Square]’. While Occupy may seem like ancient history, these proceedings were important because they set a precedent: protest would not be tolerated in open-air private space. It follows that what is at stake here is more than a lost ability to play ball games, take photos and drink street beers; what is being lost is our right to the city.
At a TEDx event where I spoke about public space in London, I suggested that the moment for direct action against the loss of public space was upon us. We needed an urban action that would echo the mass trespass of Kinder Scout by the Rambler’s Association in 1932, described by Lord Roy Hattersley as ‘the most successful direct action in British history’. Taking action by finding and using public space sidesteps the thorny, and frankly depressing, issue of what has been lost. Instead, it focuses on what we can do.
And so, on a drippy February 2016 morning in Potters Fields Park next to City Hall, excited chatter floated from a large crowd. The hundred-strong group, led by writer Anna Minton and myself, had amassed to undertake ‘Space Probe Alpha’—a mass trespass onto the property of More London.
A few yards from us, thousands of methodically interlaced flame-textured Irish blue limestone paving stones marked the socio-political boundary where the public space of the council-owned park transformed into privately owned pseudo-public space.
Just after noon, fuelled by caffeine and adrenaline, the crowd of more than 100 surged over the paving stones, flanked by two sympathetic metropolitan police officers and a scattering of vexed More London security personal in emblazoned lapis ponchos. We converged on The Scoop, a private outdoor arena in view of Tower Bridge, proclaimed it a public agora, and held an unsanctioned two-hour event featuring speeches by leading Green Party members Jenny Jones and Siân Berry, Liberal Democrat Peer Lord Clement-Jones, artist Will Jennings, guerrilla geographer Daniel Raven-Ellison, comedian Mark Thomas and writer Will Self, among others.
As trespassers huddled to keep warm, Jennings put forward an impassioned argument against £60 million of public investment in the construction of the proposed private ‘Garden Bridge’ on the South Bank. Berry proposed to ‘put new rules in the London Plan that means new publicly accessible space must be governed by local authority bylaws.’ Goldsmiths MA student Rosanna Thompson spoke out against Thames Water’s recent fencing-off of the Nunhead Reservoir in Southeast London, a space that has long been used as a common by locals. Thomas and Self focussed on Public Space Protection Orders being put in place across the country that make busking, street drinking, sleeping rough and even walking dogs without leads criminal offences. Lord Clement-Jones, who spoke out against these measures in the House of Lords in the week previous, explained, ‘We really can’t have our local authorities and our police services cracking down on our culture; they’re ripping the heart out of our town centres and destroying the vibrancy in our local communities.’
As the latter speakers suggested, we now have to look even beyond Pops and consider PSPOs, a new form of spatial control order being introduced throughout England and Wales that severely limits citizens’ freedoms within the city.
Since 2015 Public Space Protection Orders, or PSPOs, came into existence under the Anti-social Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act 2014. Similar to the much-derided anti-social behaviour orders (ASBOs), PSPOs allow for broad powers to criminalise behaviour that is not normally criminal. But where ASBOs were directed at individuals, PSPOs are geographically defined, making predefined activities within a mapped area prosecutable. PSPOs are being applied primarily to public spaces and, as Josie Appleton of the Manifesto Club writes, the 2014 guidance ‘places minimal restrictions on the uses of PSPOs, leaving it open for these powers to be targeted against public activities that are merely considered unusual or unpopular, or with which the council disagrees’.
We have already seen one PSPO battle in Hackney, where the council attempted to make rough sleeping a criminal offence within a designated area. Under pressure from local groups, and served with an 80,000-signature petition, the council withdrew the proposal in June 2016. Dover District Council created a PSPO in July requiring that dogs be kept on leads under threat of criminal prosecution. In Kensington and Chelsea, consultation is ongoing on an order that would make driving loud cars an offence, targeted at rich foreigners cruising the area in Maseratis and Lamborghinis. In Oxford, the council passed a PSPO that prohibits people under the age of 21 from entering a specific tower block, Foresters Tower. Bassetlaw District Council has created a PSPO that prohibits ‘under 16 year olds … gathering in groups of three or more’. Although PSPOs are often broad in spatial scope, they can be targeted directly at particular groups or activities.
I recently visited Croydon, where the council is considering an extensive PSPO. Peeking over the edge of the overpass at George Street and Wellesley Road from a traffic island, I asked Peter Underwood, a Croydon resident standing for The Green Party in next year’s London Assembly elections, if we could walk the boundary of the proposed protection order. Looking east toward No. 1 Croydon, locally known as the 50p building, and then circling around, he looked back at me and said “how much time did you say you have?”
Ambling to a nearby wayfinding kiosk on the pavement, Underwood drew a line with his finger over the streets of the map, showing me that the proposed area will cover something like 4km of space in central Croydon—including not just the epicentre of the West-field and Hammerson redevelopment that will subsume the existing Whitgift and Centrale shopping centres in 2019, but also the Queen’s Gardens, Duppas Hill Park, Wandle Park, Park Hill, a swathe of residential areas … and (at this point he tapped the map significantly) the Croydon council building. Underwood explained that, under the proposed PSPO, this could mean local people’s ability to protest outside the council offices is snatched away from them.
PSPOs are often aimed at the poor and the vulnerable, which is why community groups in Hackney fought that order with such vigilance. In Croydon, by contrast, a public engagement exercise appears to have ended without much ado. In fact, the only reason I became aware of it was because Roland Karthaus, an architect who teaches at the University of East London (UEL), had been working with Peter Bradley from the Speakers’ Corner Trust to explore the possibility of creating a new speakers’ corner as part of the Croydon redevelopment.
Bradley told me the council had initially been enthusiastic and supportive about the idea, and also generally about retaining public space on North End, Croydon’s high street. However, after the council began negotiations with the Westfield and Hammerson redevelopment team, it seemed to become more anxious about both.
Karthaus explained that ‘the simple principle of a speakers’ corner is that a member of the public may take up the opportunity to do or say whatever they wish, offensive or otherwise, providing it is within the law’. This may conflict with Croydon’s proposed PSPO, which could allow for criminalisation of public speech that could be considered “anti-social” or a “nuisance”. But Helen Parrott from Croydon Council assured me the local authority remains ‘supportive of Speakers’ Corner’ and is ‘currently in discussion with the trust regarding its proposals for the borough’.
Given the new development, I wondered whether the proposed protection order was paving the way for North End to become privatised. Richard Sunderland from Westfield and Hammerson assured me that ‘North End will ultimately remain under the council’s control and management’. The council also verified this. I then asked Sunderland about the relationship between the redevelopment and the PSPO and he told me: ‘It’s all part of the process of cleaning up the town centre; it’s all part of the regeneration of Croydon.’
Underwood, though, has long suspected the redevelopment triggered the proposed protection order. ‘Since they announced the development plans,’ he said, pointing to a clutch of cranes and developer flags flapping over colourful construction hoardings, ‘we’ve been flooded with proposals—for the PSPO, for rerouting the tram system, for an additional flyover. The whole centre of Croydon will be ripped up and rebuilt.’
Underwood has attempted to rally public opposition to the protection order, and observed that ‘the public engagement exercise did not ask residents whether they thought the PSPO was appropriate or necessary, but rather asked them what sorts of behaviours should be included’.
The broad implications of PSPOs for public space are concerning. As Janet Davis of the Ramblers writes, ‘we fear that PSPOs make it all too easy for local authorities to restrict access to public spaces’. Anna Minton, author of Ground Control: Fear and Happiness in the Twenty-First Century City, takes it a step further and suggested that ‘PSPOs represent a serious ramping up of the control of public space. The privatisation of public space brings with it a host of undemocratic controls on access and behaviour—but PSPOs are at least as concerning, as they are a legislative means of restricting the right to behave freely under the law within city space, regardless of whether it’s public or private. I wonder if this legislative framework is the next step on from Pops.’
As was made clear in Hackney, there has been public apprehension about and opposition to these protection orders, which are beginning to resemble spatial ASBOs, but that is not slowing their deployment.
Standing on Croydon’s North End between a female street preacher with a portable PA system and a guy carving a dog sculpture out of beach sand on a tarp—both activities that could, in theory, be criminalised under the proposed PSPO—I asked Underwood why there had not been much of a pushback from Croydon residents about the PSPO. ‘It’s a fog sweeping in rather than a wall being built right in front of you,’ he said, ‘so it’s hard to know at what point to kick off. For now, all we can do is keep trying to raise awareness.’
Greater public awareness on PSPOs is needed—in part because they effectively outsource policing to private security, allowing ‘an authorised person’ to issue fines and initiate prosecution. Furthermore, fines can be given out where there may have been a contravention, not where one has definitely taken place; so the process is a bit like a forced plea bargain—if a private security guard, potentially employed by a property developer, thinks you may have violated the PSPO, you must pay the fine or face prosecution.
Bradley and Karthaus are continuing their discussion with the council about having a speakers’ corner as part of the North End redevelopment. As Bradley explained: ‘Places where people gather have never just been about the exchange of goods and services; they have also been places where beliefs and opinions are traded.’
If, following the German sociologist Jürgen Habermas, the public sphere is where individuals can come together to freely discuss and identify societal problems, and thus influence political action, then introduction of spatial protection orders—like the construction of privately owned public spaces—is a threat to the public sphere wherever they curtail our ability to do so.
Regardless of recent political shifts, we have learned over the past 20 years that we cannot and should not expect a ramping-down of the privatisation and securitisation of public space in our city. What is needed is more research and journalism into what is being lost, and where, and more on-the-ground action similar to Space Probe Alpha that both raises awareness on the issue, rendering transparent the fallacy that this ‘security theatre’ often is.
All of this is important because public space is more than the empty space between buildings. It’s also the space where we slow down and relax, the space where we meet friends and family, and the space where we can be sure—whoever we might be—that we have a place. Cities are filled with buildings that will deny you entry, but public space is where we should all feel welcome, regardless of our differences. Especially in cities where space is precious, public spaces are crucial sanctuaries of equality. In short, public spaces are material monuments to our right to the city.
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Re-Imagining the Squatted City
Alex Vasudevan
It was the French Marxist philosopher and urbanist, Henri Lefebvre, who first developed the concept of “the right to the city” in the late 1960s. Lefebvre’s Le droit à la ville was completed in 1967 to commemorate the centenary of the publication of Marx’s Capital. The book’s title was soon adopted as a slogan during the events of 1968 and was later popularised by urban social movements across the global North and South. For Lefebvre, the right to the city was never intended as a simple legal claim. It points instead to an expansive political project for which the city—and its inhabitants—remains a potent source of protest and possibility. According to Lefebvre, the right to the city is a right to inhabitation, appropriation and participation. It is a right to transform the city according to one’s needs and desires. It implies, in the eyes of many, a basic right to housing and infrastructure. But it also signals the potential reorganisation of the city along more collective, socially just and ecologically sustainable lines. The recent history of urban squatting in Europe and North America has shown that, whilst some squatters were certainly familiar with Lefebvre’s ideas, many were not. This did not stop them, however, from articulating a right to the city that was also a right to continuously re-claim and re-make the urban and challenge what it means to think about and inhabit the city. These are practices that have, if anything, been revived in recent years as an alternative to housing insecurity, oppressive property speculation and the negative effects of urban regeneration.
It is against this backdrop that, on May 26, 2016, the American Pavilion at the Venice Architecture Biennale was digitally ‘squatted’ by an activist collective based in Detroit. The collective, Detroit Resists, installed its own virtual exhibition on the pavilion site which was accessible through the LAYAR augmented reality smartphone app.
The occupation superimposed images of protest and resistance over the existing exhibition. These are images that have been routinely omitted from recent architectural visions of a ‘resilient’ regenerating Detroit. “This is resistance,” as the organisers of the occupation argued, “to mass water shutoffs, mass foreclosures, mass evictions, unconstrained gentrification and other examples of spatial racism.”2 It included the words and images of many city residents such as the late activist and feminist Grace Lee Boggs, the poet and writer Tawana Petty, the hip hop collective Raiz Up and the grassroots coalition Detroit Eviction Defense.
Detroit Resists were responding and, in turn, re-functioning the official Biennale show. Entitled, “The Architectural Imagination,” the exhibition encompassed a series of “speculative architectural projects” that have been designed for four different sites across Detroit: the abandoned Packard Automobile Plant; the Dequindre Cut greenway; an empty lot in the city’s Mexicantown; and the derelict 1960 Riverfront Post Office. The curators of the exhibition selected twelve “visionary” American architects who were tasked with designing new work that responded to the challenges that a conspicuously post-industrial city faced in “finding its way to the future.” In their own words, “it is possible to imagine new scenarios for the city through architecture … architecture has the possibility to catalyse change.”3
The “Architectural Imagination” drew, in this way, on Detroit’s long history as a source of architectural inventiveness. The final designs grew out of a series of conversations between the architects, city officials and local community groups. They pointed, on the one hand, to the role of architecture as a potential regenerative force in Detroit, a city now synonymous with loss be it population, property values, jobs, infrastructure, investment, security, or a sense of ‘cityness’ itself.4 On the other hand, these are projects—from a vertical garden to a recycling centre, a wood skyscraper to an automated manufacturing hub—that have also been designed to serve as models for other post-industrial cities. At stake here, is an architectural vision that transforms the challenges of austerity, endurance and resilience into new forms of living and working.
For the Detroit Resists Collective, however, the exhibition did little to ultimately address the “urban catastrophe that many of Detroit’s residents are currently attempting to survive.” This was an exhibition that testified, in their eyes, to architecture’s “political indifference” to an austerity urbanism that has left countless city residents without water and many others searching for an affordable home while thousands of “blighted” houses are demolished or remain empty, their former occupants evicted in the wake of the largest municipal tax foreclosure in U.S. history.5
And this is to say nothing of the mass dispossession of Detroit’s predominantly African American population that is itself the culmination of a long history of racialised discrimination, political marginalisation and financial mismanagement. This is, after all, a city that, between 2000 and 2010, lost over 25 percent of its population. By 2013, up to forty of the city’s 139 square miles were largely abandoned or empty. Over 90,000 properties were vacant. Detroit averaged 90,000 fires in 2008 that was twice the number of New York, a city eleven times more populous. At the time that the city declared bankruptcy in July 2013, it took the police department an average of 58 minutes to respond to emergency calls.6
Detroit’s “zone of abandonment”—a rough 20 mile arc around the city’s commercial core—has often been depicted as a derelict space of “social death and feral emptiness” characterised by “hulking industrial ruins, panoramic urban prairies, and dramatically burned-out or overgrown homes.”7 It is not, however, empty. Families and neighbourhoods continue to exist there and it is estimated that over 88,000 people live in the city’s high-vacancy zone.8 As public infrastructure services and networks disappear or are decommissioned, many have turned to squatting. Some continue to live in their homes after foreclosing on them. Others occupy abandoned houses and other vacant buildings scheduled for demolition.9
In the case of Detroit, it would be tempting to see in the city a place that has seemingly fallen out of the property regimes and profit-making activities that we have come to associate with contemporary late capitalism. And yet, while the problems of vacancy and abandonment are often associated with the absence of capital, in Detroit, the opposite holds true. In recent years, the city has become a key site for new forms of exploitation that have simply “widened the avenues of extractive and predatory speculation.”10 Beginning in the late 1990s, a series of bills drafted by the Hudson Institute, a private free market think tank, were introduced in the Michigan Legislature including Public Act 123 (PA 123). The act devolved responsibility for tax-foreclosed properties from state to local government. Land auctions were mandated and the entire process was shortened to three years. PA 123 was paired with an Urban Homesteading Act which was intended to facilitate the transfer of vacant public housing into private ownership and, in so doing, provide support for low income residents in the state.11
In Detroit, the provision of housing for the city’s poor was never implemented. In its place, a small group of speculators used the auction of tax-foreclosed properties as a vehicle for volume acquisition, predatory investment, widespread tax avoidance and property dumping. The most dilapidated properties were never auctioned and the city was left to manage the “spatial residues” of the state’s “market-based experimentation”—abandoned valueless buildings, deserted vacant lots and largely serviced neighbourhoods.12
It is ultimately these residues that have come to characterise the deep urban crisis that has forced many of Detroit’s inhabitants to develop new skills of endurance and survival, an array of makeshift objects, practices, techniques, and collectives that have tended to exist outside the logics of capitalist accumulation. As the members of Detroit Resists as well as other local activists and citizens know all too well, squatting and other forms of urban informality have played an important role in sustaining an alternative and deeply fragile city in the face of intense inequality.13
For the bankers, developers and boosters supporting the Detroit Future City Plan—an ambitious large-scale reimagining and ‘right-sizing’ of Detroit—these are, in fact, creative ‘pioneering’ practices that provide a template for the city’s large-scale re-development. The Plan itself calls for the regeneration of the city’s vacant industrial spaces as “live-make” neighbourhoods. Abandoned zones with little “market value” are to be re-purposed, in turn, as ecologically sustainable communities supporting a new “blue and green infrastructure” made up of retention ponds, carbon forests, urban farms, and greenways.14 Traditional public services (public transportation, water, sanitation, and street lights) will be withdrawn from these zones as a way of ‘encouraging’ their residents to leave.
The Plan’s settler colonial rhetoric with its urban “pioneers,” “wastelands” and “frontiers” has not been lost on its many critics for whom it has come to represent “a pernicious reworking of the logic of ethical environmentalism, enabling and justifying otherwise controversial dispossessions.”15 The re-purposing of the sometimes inventive, sometimes experimental strategies adopted by many Detroit residents were, in this way, ‘captured’ and placed in the service of a market-oriented programme of greening, austerity and gentrification.16
More often that not these were practices and strategies, however, that had emerged out of a desperate search to meet the most basic of needs—shelter—amidst deep material inequality. As the geographers Don Mitchell and Nik Heynen remind us, the very question of how it is still possible—or practically impossible—for many people to inhabit and make a life in cities, the question of the “social and structural constraints on accessing even the most basic materials for human survival”, was a central preoccupation of one of Detroit’s most prescient interlocutors, the radical (and radically eccentric) geographer Bill Bunge.17 In the late 1960s, Bunge, a professor at Wayne State University in Detroit, collaborated with local Black activists to set up the Detroit Geographical Expedition and Institute (DGEI) which drew critical attention to the effects of racism, inequality and disinvestment on the city’s African-American population.18 The DGEI offered free college extension courses for local inner city residents and participated in a number of grassroots initiatives which culminated in the publication of Fitzgerald, a radical people’s geography of the eponymous Detroit neighbourhood.19
It was Bunge who first talked of a “geography of survival” as a way of describing the different spaces and spatial relations that shape how and increasingly if people are able to live in cities.20 For squatters in Detroit as well as elsewhere in North America and Europe, this is a geography that has assumed a certain urgency in recent years. The history of urban squatting has always been closely connected to housing insecurity and the efforts of ordinary people to secure their own right to housing and the basic fundamentals of survival. The Global Financial Crisis has, if anything, created a situation where even more people are without adequate housing across the Global North. This has led to the re-emergence of radical housing movements in Berlin, London, New York and Paris and, in particular, in cities across Southern Europe (Greece, Italy and Spain) where the elementary brutalities of the crisis have forced thousands of people out of their homes.21
In Spain, the housing crisis has been especially acute. Since 2008, foreclosures have skyrocketed. Between 2008–2012, over 400,000 evictions took place. By some estimates, somewhere between 5 and 6 million housing units sit empty across the country, roughly 20 percent of the country’s housing stock.22 Spanish mortgage laws require debtors to repay their loans in full even after they have declared bankruptcy and their homes have been repossessed.
While there has been a squatting movement (movimiento okupa) in Spain for many decades, recent years have seen a resurgence of squatting and other forms of occupation that have carved out a broad geography of survival that “speaks to the reproduction of precarious communities, to a new strategy of people simply and straightforwardly seizing what they need to survive while simultaneously attacking the system that ensures their precarity.”23 This includes the actions of a number of evicted families living in and around the city of Seville who joined forces with activists who had emerged out of the neighbourhood assemblies of the 15-M Movement (15th of May Movement). In 2012, they occupied a number of empty apartment buildings and began to fill them with people who were in need of shelter as part of a process of “realojo” (“re-housing”).24 The occupations known as “corralas”—after the 17th-century residential structures—proved popular and led to the formation of a network of previously vacant properties.25
What has been described as the “two faces of occupation in an age of austerity”—responding to people’s basic needs and constituting an autonomous political force—have also played an important role in the emergence of one of the largest radical housing movements in Europe, the Plataforma de A fectados por la Hipoteca (PAH, or Platform for Mortgage Victims).26 Set up by local activists in Barcelona in February 2009, one of whom, Ada Colau, would later become mayor of the city, the PAH is a grassroots movement to protect the rights of citizens across Spain who are facing expulsion from their homes.
The work of the PAH focuses on eviction resistance, the settlement of mortgage debts (known as Dación en pago or “handing back the keys”) and the transformation of vacant housing held by financial institutions into affordable social housing (Obra Social campaign).27 The PAH has adopted a wide range of direct actions techniques that include the squatting of buildings to house homeless families. Their actions have proved so popular and successful that, by 2015, there were 226 separate PAH chapters across Spain, 72 of them in Catalonia.28
The crisis in Spain and the various movements (PAH, 15-M Movement) that emerged to challenge the neoliberal policies adopted by successive Spanish governments also brought new life to a well-established squatters’ scene in cities such as Madrid and Barcelona. Many squatter activists detected a close affinity between the new self-managed camps and the longstanding social centres that they were connected to (this included spaces such as Patio Maravillas, Casablanca and Tabacalera in Madrid and La Rimaia, Can Masdeu and Barrilonia in Barcelona).29 They gave material support and advice to the open-air occupations that they saw as an ersatz form of squatting that was, in turn, responsible for the production of a “temporary self-made city.”30
It is against this backdrop that squatting was quickly adopted by a new generation of activists in the 15-M movement for whom the right to affordable housing had become the key source of their struggles. This led to a large wave of occupations in the summer of 2011 as many local residents in cities such as Madrid turned to undetected forms of stealth squatting as a means to meet immediate housing needs. They were often supported by former squatters as well as 15-M activists. At the same time, other public and collective squats were also established though many have since been evicted. Most acted as community social centres, others served exclusively as dwellings. Some combined the two.31
While the 15-M movement helped to rejuvenate the squatter movement in Spain, it also extended another front in a wider geography of survival, in this case the ongoing refugee crisis in Europe which has transformed its cities into spaces of containment, exclusion and policing, on the one hand, as well as sites of care, refuge and hospitality on the other.
Refugee and migrant solidarity has long played an important role within various squatter movements across Europe that have traditionally been anti-racist, anti-fascist and anti-imperialist and that have, as such, criticised the violent and increasingly militarised border regimes set up by their governments. The interactions and connections between squatters and migrants have, in this context, assumed a number of different forms though they have, if anything, intensified in recent years.32
In Spain, and in cities such as Barcelona and Madrid, the recent crisis has fostered a new commitment to the development of practices that seek to resist the forms of “precarious living” increasingly shared by migrants and local residents alike.33 Autonomous social centres and other squatted spaces have played an important organising role in a number of campaigns around the legal status of undocumented migrants, their right to live and work and the growing and often illegitimate use of detention and deportation centres. As the housing crisis intensified, it was often migrants who were most affected. Many joined the PAH movement and were active in the Obra Social campaign to occupy and ‘liberate’ abandoned buildings. There were also earlier instances of squats autonomously established by migrants such as the Cuarteles de San Andreu in Barcelona (2002-2004) or the Palacete okupado in Madrid (2008).34
In the end, it is not only in Spain that squatting has come to offer an urgent and necessary alternative to dominant anti-immigrant policies that seek to deny asylum seekers and refugees the “agency to shape the city” on their own fragile terms.35 Elsewhere across Europe, a number of squats have been set up as spaces of refuge and hospitality for forced migrants who often find themselves in political limbo or unable to access local social services. In Athens, there are currently seven separate squats housing over 1,500 refugees.36 A number of squatted spaces have, in turn, been established across Italy in Bologna, Milan, Naples, Rome and in Turin where the Ex Moi occupation (the former 2006 Olympic Village) houses over 1,000 squatters from 30 different countries.37 Similar efforts are also taking in place in France and Germany where refugees have set up their own protest camps and squats to defend their right to work and education while seeking access to decent affordable accommodation and emergency health care.38
The various occupations undertaken by squatters, housing activists, refugees and other migrants point, in this way, to the articulation of an alternative right to the city. This is a right, as Henri Lefebvre reminds us, to “habitat and to inhabit” (a l’habitat et à l’habiter). It is in other words, a right to a place to make a life (“habitat”) as well as a right to make that place one’s own (“to inhabit”) and express a basic right to be and persist in that place and participate in the production of a different kind of city.39
The recent actions of squatters therefore point to forms of care, generosity and dwelling whose history is unthinkable outside the precarious conditions that they emerged out of. And yet, the autonomous city charted in these pages was more than a simple matter of survival. It encompassed an expansive and enduring set of political demands; demands that still speak to how we might come to know and live the city differently. For squatters, the right to the city has always been a right to re-make the city and transform it through hope, resistance and solidarity.40
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 The Only Good Public
Is a Moving Public
    Nina Power
 Who is this public? The one that silently demands “public art”, who mutely requests “public order”, who endlessly opines in the narrow voice of right-wing newspapers expressing some kind of locationless “public opinion”?
    And who is the other public? The public that desires and increasingly occupies space, the public that wants, expects and needs to be cared for in times of crisis, the public that believes in and aspires to the “good” but is never permitted to be the “good” public?
 The first public is mute but constantly chattering; the second public alive but constantly silenced. With the ongoing, and perhaps almost complete, destruction of the public sphere in the name of privitisation, individualism and competition, we are at the same time confronted with the necessary ghost of the acceptable public, the one invoked by the state in the name of the preservation of order. This is the mute, static public used against the mobile, protesting public: the punishment of those involved in defending public services against austerity measures takes place precisely in the name of this other public, like two sides in a war where each participant perversely takes the same name.
    One of these publics is apparently unified in their outrage, right-thinking and eternal; the other is messy, unpredictable and prone to insurrection: one public must constantly be invoked to beat the other, yet the one that usually “wins” is a phantom and the one that loses, a reality obscured.
 But who exactly, from the standpoint of the state, is the good public?
    This is the public on whose behalf the courts and the judiciary are endlessly aggrieved. In the appeals following long prison sentences for crimes committed during the English “riots” of August 2011, Lord Judge, The Lord Chief Justice of England and Wales made very clear the separation between an always-already shocked public and a shocking, mobile public: ‘There can be very few decent members of our community who are unaware of and were not horrified by the rioting which took place all over the country between 6th August and 11th August 2011’.
 The public of this “community” terrified by ‘the ghastliness inflicted’ by the ‘lawlessness’ of this month are “aghast”. Etymologically speaking, they have seen a ghost.2 But, because the world is the wrong way up, they fail to realise that they are the ghost, and that the judges are speaking on behalf of someone that does not exist. We are not even confronted with Deleuze’s claim regarding “the indignity of speaking for others”3 but of the far stranger idea of, from the legal standpoint, “the necessity of speaking for non-existent others”: the law must punish on behalf of mythical offended others, because to punish for its own sake would be to scandalously admit that this is, in fact, its entire reason for existing.
    The law constantly reinforces its own identity by segregating members of the public-who-are-no-longer-included in the name of a public-that-doesn’t-exist. Listen to the judge in the riots appeal again:
There is an overwhelming obligation on sentencing courts to do what they can to ensure the protection of the public, whether in their homes or in their businesses or in the street and to protect the homes and businesses and the streets in which they live and work. This is an imperative.4
         
The obligation “overwhelms”: the best the courts can do is deter through the excessive punishment of individuals stripped out of their collective setting but punished on behalf of the “mob”, the “rabble”, the crowd. This is an imperative: The imperative that announces itself in the form of an imperative: The law is the law.
    This public is the public of property, of course (homes, businesses) and although they do not own the streets, they are permitted by the good God of the public overseer to “live and work” in them.
         The ghost-public of the protester/rioter is nevertheless capable of ‘causing injury and damage and fear to even the most stout-hearted of citizens’, where stout conjures images of thick beer, roundedness and courage, yet is afraid, always afraid, of the shattering of the thin glass of “public peace”. Listen to the voice of another judge, in 1970, where a student protest at Cambridge University was deemed to have become a riot:
When there is wanton and vicious violence of gross degree the court is not concerned with whether it originates from gang rivalry or from political motives. It is the degree of mob violence that matters and the extent to which the public peace is broken …
    Any participation whatever, irrespective of its precise form, in an unlawful or riotous assembly of this type derives its gravity from becoming one of those who by weight of numbers pursued a common and unlawful purpose. The law of this country has always leant heavily against those who, to attain such a purpose, use the threat that lies in the power of numbers …
          In the view of this court, it is a wholly wrong approach to take the acts of any individual participator in isolation. They were not committed in isolation and, as already indicated, it is that very fact that constitutes the gravity of the offence.5
    
The breaking of a public peace (the silence of ghosts) by those who “by weight of numbers” abuse it, who play upon “the threat that lies in the power of numbers” is intolerable. The law must punish individuals, of course, but this punishment must be amplified, multiplied in inverse proportion to the “threat of numbers”.
 The arithmetic of the state will take individual actions and punish them to the power of whatever it feels like. The invoking of the silent public who demands peace against the individual who invokes the wrong kind of collective hides yet another subject, however: let us call this the class-subject that is committed to its own self-perpetuation, as opposed to the class that is dedicated to its own abolition. We could equally say of the ruling class that ‘it is a wholly wrong approach to take the acts of any individual participator in isolation’ because the class operates in the interests of itself, not only as individuals and on behalf of individuals, but as a collective subject that gains its power from the coupling of the exploitation of others with the myth that it is comprised of atomized entities that look out only for themselves.
    But sometimes the law forgets itself, and forgets where it usually carves up “the public”, the “legal person” and “the law” itself. Last year, 145 protesters who sat down in a London shop to protest the fact that its owners avoid paying tax were arrested, stripped, given white outfits and redistributed across the city. They were given a date to appear in court.
          Yet, as 145 separate individuals, how could they possibly all fit in to the dock, designed perhaps for a maximum of twelve individuals? They couldn’t of course, and the law had forgotten that it cannot, according to its own rules, punish groups as groups, but only as individuals belonging to these groups. The arithmetic of the law had forgotten to show its working-out. The law would of course like to directly punish the bad public, the moving public, the public that self-organises and uses “public” space in a way that is faithful to the original meaning of the word—pertaining to the people—rather than as scared individuals scurrying alone through regimes of private property (businesses, homes, the surveilled streets). But in order to defend property the law must invent and stick by the individual—the one who can and must be punished on behalf of the bad public, all the while invoking the only collective subject it can tolerate, and requires (the good public, the community).
    The law makes a revealing mistake when it forgets to punish individuals as representatives of groups and goes directly for the group itself. When several people alleged to have committed a serious public order offence are up in court together, for example during the Miners’ strikes in the 1980s, they are often acquitted, according to one barrister, because the jury ‘falls in love’ with their solidarity, their collectivity. So the courts shift back to punishing in single file, before shoving numbers into overcrowded jail cells where stepping out of line or organising is swiftly curtailed by prison guards and endless transfers to other prisons.
    What does all this legal stuff mean for art? For an art that strives to be public, that feels some connection to the public (as that which it wants to touch, interrogate, question, or be questioned by)? What does this mean for an art that desires or depends upon the “public purse”? The silent, ghost public perhaps deserves some of the “public art” put up in its name, as that which is loved by no one, literally. But the other public, the mobile, punished public creates something else: an art that is public, perhaps, or a collective blurring of the boundary between the public and art itself. Against the legal artist-subject we can oppose the illegal artist-collective, the not-whole whose mobility cracks open the real illusion of the “good public” which exists nowhere and to which no one belongs, yet whose spectre hovers over every arrest, trial and prison in the land.
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 Against Safety, Against Security:
Reinvigorating Urban Life1
    Don Mitchell
 Anti-urbanism takes many forms, economic as well as social, political as well as cultural. One way that anti-urbanism—defined perhaps as an opposition to the publicness of the city—has become manifest in the spaces of the city itself is through an overweening concern with safety and security. One ideal of urbanism is precisely that it is there, in the city, that chance, serendipity, the unexpected, has the best chance to flourish, and out of chancy, serendipitous, and unexpected encounters new social, cultural, and political formations might arise. Rarely achieved in practice, this ideal of urbanism is nonetheless critical to contemporary theories of citizenship—as something to be struggled toward.2
    Control over city space, practices of safety and security, that is, has never been stronger to the production of urban space; but in recent history (and not just since 9/11) certain practices of security (separating out “strangers,” mechanical and human surveillance, defensive design), have become, in many ways, defining. Discourses of safety have become dominant in discussions of “good” urban space. There is nothing wrong with being concerned with, and seeking to design in relation to, security, especially bodily security, or the safety of urban space users. But, I want to suggest in what follows, that when security and safety are defining, a certain anti-urbanism rooted in fear—what I call “social agoraphobia”—comes to be the primary structuring force of urban life.
 I further suggest that this anti-urbanism succeeds to the degree that it is profitable for some, often at the expense of others. For that reason, I think it is an obligation of progressive urban scholars to begin articulating theories that are against safety, and against security, if we want to promote something other than the antiurban city.
    The fear that the securitisation of public space induces and responds to is indeed a form of agoraphobia. “Agoraphobia” is the clinical name for the experience of overwhelming fear in public spaces. It is a serious mental disorder that affects considerably less than 1 percent of the population in the United States (and even fewer in Europe) (WHO 1992).3 Agoraphobia is marked by an inordinate fear of being in crowds or in spaces that seem to be under the control of others. Sufferers often become trapped in their own homes, afraid to venture outside, even to go to the supermarket. It is a debilitating illness that can lead to a complete withdrawal from social life: fear to be in public space can come to define all that one does and doesn’t do, and therefore all that one is.
 Very, very few of us suffer from agoraphobia, at least in this sense. Even so, agoraphobia is coming to define our lives.4 For us, this agoraphobia is not so much a fear to be in public space as an induced fear of public space. Upon this second kind of agoraphobia—the fear of public space—I will argue, much contemporary capitalism now develops. Widespread agoraphobia of the first sense—the sense of a debilitating fear to be in public space—would be a disaster for capitalism. Malls would empty out; hopping streets would be deserted; even our private lives would become more closed to commerce (and to the state) as we stopped answering the phone, refused to step outside to collect our mail, and even disconnected from the Internet for fear of who might be on line with us. By contrast, a widespread fear of public space is enormously productive for capitalism—and for the state formations that safeguard it.
    We are taught fear of public space in many ways. News media sensationalize assaults and murders that take place in public (while minimizing the true extent of domestic violence). They exalt the values of gated communities and sports utility vehicles that insulate their owners from the surrounding crowds. In schools we learn that anything public—including schools!—is suspect at best, and more likely dysfunctional, while everything private is efficient, clean, and to be wondered at. We learn that private property is the foundation of all freedom, and even, by the time we go to university and sit through our first economics and politics classes, we learn that freedom is not just impossible, but in fact inconceivable, without private property. We learn to make important distinctions. We learn that “public” is the same as out of control: public spaces are the realm of criminal violence, homeless people, drugs, anarchy, terrorists; public hospitals are where one goes to find long lines and waiting lists; public schools “fail our children” (as American politicians like to put it); and public goods are, by definition, simply inefficient. The private, on the other hand, is the very definition of good: publicly accessible private properties are where profit is made, comfort and security provided; private property, because always efficiently allocated, works for us all; private wealth benefits us all.
 Social agoraphobia is crucial in this formulation. If clinical agoraphobia keeps people locked away indoors, social agoraphobia delivers us into the waiting arms of merchants in safe and secure malls, developers of securely gated neighbourhoods, and newly redeveloped urban spaces like Times Square so carefully watched over by its army of private security guards and privately operated CCTV cameras.5 Urban design, in other words, more and more serves both to induce fear (by so thoroughly separating everyday life from the totality of the social world of which it is part) and to allay that fear by providing spaces of sociability that feel urban at the same time they feel controlled, safe, surveilled, and almost entirely unthreatening.
    Consider in this regard downtown San Diego, California. San Diego is a city where being outside, being in public, is—or at least should be—immensely pleasurable. The sun shines; it is warm year round; and even massive suburban growth and 1960s-style urban redevelopment failed to fully destroy the old, walkable downtown.6 Horton Plaza is the old heart of downtown. It was once an open square, deeded by city developer Alonzo Horton in 1894 to create a central gathering place, something like a cross between a Latin American plaza and a New England town common. He stipulated in his deed to the city that it remain forever open and forever public. It was a ceremonial square, where politicians gave speeches on national holidays, and city grandees showed themselves off. It was also where strikers gathered and rallied against the bosses of the new city, where preachers sought to convince passersby of the wrath of a vengeful God—or the beneficence of a loving one—and where transient workers rested between jobs, trips to the saloon, and registering at the nearby employment offices.
         By the 1960s, transient workers were gone, replaced by active and discharged service men from the nearby military bases, and especially by the elderly poor who lived in surrounding Single Room Occupancy (SRO) hotels, and used the tree-shaded benches of the plaza as an outdoor sitting room. Like the rest of the downtown (outside the skyscraper core) with its small residence hotels, cheap bars, and burlesque shows, Horton Plaza was a lively, if decidedly seedy, place. But it was also an increasingly class-specific one, as the bourgeoisie and the wealthy moved out of downtown to the new suburbs, La Jolla for the truly privileged, La Mesa for the merely middle class. Shopping followed the money and moved out too, to new malls in Mission Valley or up in La Jolla, and the old propertied elite of downtown realised that while they might be living quite comfortably in their mansion with a view over the beach, their investments in downtown property were in trouble. The seediness of Horton Plaza and its denizens, the large number of cheap hotels and apartments catering to the indigent, and so much property simply not being put to any conceivable “highest and best use,” became a sore in the side of the city’s elite. From about 1965, therefore, it’s easy to track a steadily more insistent drum beat of complaint in the local press: downtown is unsafe; it’s dirty; it’s filled with the poor, with racial minorities, with illicit activities. It is violent. It didn’t matter that downtown crime was no higher, and in some cases much lower, than other city areas. Vilification of downtown became something of a local sport.7
    This history of San Diego, in other words, is exactly the same as so many other cities: the out-of-control New York of the 1970s, Glasgow in the 1980s, Vancouver in the 1990s. And like all these other cities, such vilification served an important purpose: once demonized, the city could be saved. In San Diego a newly revitalized redevelopment agency, controlled by large property owners, arranged to condemn much of the property around Horton Plaza and hand it over to a large suburban mall developer, the Hahn Corporation (builder of the wildly successful University Town Center in La Jolla that did so much to empty out downtown). Hahn built the festival marketplace-style Horton Plaza Shopping Center on the land handed over to him. As part of the deal, the City of San Diego rebuilt Horton Plaza Park, moving the bus stop that used to be next to it three blocks down the street (so that those waiting for the bus would no longer hang out in the park), fencing off the open lawn, removing the benches from in front of the new mall’s main department store, and eliminating the public toilets that used to be below the park. The city even gave the name—Horton Plaza—to the Hahn Company, allowing it to trademark it, make it its own property. Nothing else could use the name Horton Plaza, so the plaza became Horton Park. (And when I talk to local San Diegans these days and just say “Horton Plaza” they always think I am talking about the shopping center.) The new downtown mall opened to much fanfare in 1984. Predictions were that it would save downtown.8 In many ways these predictions were right (if we don’t worry too much for now about what “save” might mean), but it took a while.
         The poor and elderly, for example, failed to get the message and insisted on continuing to use the park. As did military service members. So the city arranged for the USO—an organisation dedicated to providing welfare and recreation for military people—to move out of downtown. It stepped up its demolition of Single Room Occupancy Hotels. It got the Rescue Mission, providing services to the homeless, to move to what was then called Center City East, and in 1989, the City once again agreed to the redevelopment of the park. This time they used the Hahn corporation’s own money (there was no pretence of public funding) to remove the lawn and all the benches. The lawn was replaced with prickly plants, the benches were simply not replaced. After this redesign, it simply became impossible to sit comfortably anywhere in the plaza. The park became a conduit to the Mall (where there was plenty of seating, at least at the restaurants, cafes, and fast food joints, and at least if you spent money in these places). After this redevelopment, there was no reason to stop in the park, and every reason now to hurry toward the open doors of the shops.
    And so that’s what everyone did—except of course the poor and homeless who were not welcome on the private property of the Horton Plaza Shopping Center. Private security guards patrolled the walkways and sitting areas of the mall, forcibly removing anyone they found to be “undesirable.” The contrast between the clean, safe, open space of the private mall, and the now entirely unwelcoming space of the public park could not have been clearer. Indeed, it was made especially stark by the fact that no matter the destruction of all the Single Room Occupancy hotels, no matter the eviction of services for the homeless and elderly to other parts of town, homeless people, the indigent elderly, and other “down-and-outs” still often sat on the low curbs, or directly on the walkways, invoking a certain abject fear, or at the least disgust, in office workers as they tried to enter the mall at lunchtime. Once in the mall, once safely on private property, all was sparkle and splendor, cosy seats awaited, the abundance of the market beckoned, the prerogatives of a stylish city life were there for the taking or the buying, at any rate.
          In the meantime, the success of Horton Plaza Shopping Center, which rapidly began attracting tourists and suburban residents (who could drive to the mall and park in its garages without once ever setting foot on a city street or in Horton Park), had begun to have a spillover effect (just as hoped and planned) in the neighbouring “Gaslamp Quarter” (a gentrifying turn-of-the-century district), which rapidly developed into an upscale bar and restaurant district, with those Single Room Occupancy hotels that were not simply demolished magically transformed into upscale boutique hotels for wealthy tourists. Not incidentally, then, the gentrification of the Gaslamp forced hundreds or thousands of very poor, often elderly people, out of their homes and into the streets and the tattered shelter system of the city. So while a relatively small number of homeless or other poor people hanging out, however uncomfortably, in the redesigned Horton Plaza Park, had the rather positive effect of pushing more wealthy people even more rapidly into the space of the mall, the growing numbers of homeless in the city as a whole, coupled with the fact that the streets and sidewalks of the Gaslamp remained public property that the homeless had a presumptive right to be on, presented the city with a certain problem: homeless-induced fear of public space could easily become a hindrance to making money off the redeveloped landscapes of the city. If wealthy patrons (suburbanites, tourists, convention-goers) stayed away from the Gaslamp restaurants, or refused to cross Horton Plaza Park to get into the shopping center, the profit machine that San Diego was being turned into would grind to a halt.
    Bound by the United States Constitution, no less (in many cases) than by their own knowledge of who was on the streets and why they were there, the public, city police felt constrained in their ability to move the poor out, to get them off the streets and out of the parks, to just to push them out of downtown. The public police could not, legally at least, bar the poor from the streets and parks open to the public. But from property owners and from the newly arriving upscale residential population of the 1980s and 1990s (drawn in by a veritable explosion of condominium construction) came a loud cry: “The homeless must go!” The answer, originally, was much the same as in the rest of the United States. In the midst of the Reagan and later neoliberal reforms, the new urbanists of San Diego, and their representatives in city government, saw the answer not in making room for the poor by providing affordable housing, and certainly not in striking a blow against poverty by seeking to reform an increasingly and glaringly unjust political economy, but in using even more privatisation to push them out—to just make the poor and homeless disappear.
 Horton Plaza Shopping Center was the model: on private property, poor and homeless people, or youth and sometimes even people of colour, seeking to hang out in the comfortable confines of the mall, could simply be excluded (Staeheli and Mitchell 2008, pp. 59–70).9 They could be stopped at the entrance; curfews could be invented. If they snuck in, they could be forcibly removed. The homeless and loitering youth could be removed because private police—and for that matter the public police—could enforce the wishes of private property owners. But this is less easy on publicly owned streets. So in the late 1990s, the City Council voted to withdraw many public services (street cleaning, garbage collection, and some policing functions)—to just stop funding them—in the downtown area, and simultaneously to allow a private organisation to collect a fee from business and property owners to provide these services. Beholden to their new fee paying clients, rather than to the Constitution or voters, and freed of other claims on these funds, the newly instituted Property and Business Improvement District (P-BID) increased street cleaning services. They also implemented new private police-like patrols, whose main job, as the President of the P-BID told my colleague Lynn Staeheli and myself in an interview, was “to get in the face” of homeless people and make it clear that they did not belong downtown—to “roust” them, as he put it.10 The P-BID named these new services “Clean and Safe”—and that was its goal, to make the streets clean and safe for particular classes of people by getting rid of others.
    And Clean and Safe could get away with this precisely because it was private. As private people, uniformed Clean and Safe guards were understood, by law, to be merely engaged in free expression when they told the poor and homeless to get out. As long as they did no bodily harm to homeless or other street people, who after all still had a putative right to be on public property, the private Clean and Safe patrols could do wonders in making it clear that street people were not welcome. They could induce in them a very well-grounded fear of (remaining in) public space.
          With very little debate, then, much policing in San Diego has been privatised, using the public’s fear of public space as a pretext. So successful has this been than when presented an opportunity (and indeed the legal obligation) to create a new park downtown, the City of San Diego simply turned the task of regulation to a private concern: the San Diego Padres baseball team. Like many American cities, San Diego wanted to build a new baseball stadium downtown. And like many American cities, it wanted to create the surrounding district in the image of the old public city, a city that provided public space, street life, and the sort of vibrancy generally considered to be at the heart of urbanism. And yet, at least ostensibly, very few people in San Diego really wanted public space—the history of the destruction of Horton Plaza Park and the great success of Horton Plaza Shopping Center’s pseudo-public space made that abundantly clear. What they wanted was something that seemed like public space, but really wasn’t.
    The solution for San Diego was to assure that the park built in conjunction with the baseball stadium—the park that was to be the truth of the vibrant, public city—never was public. Rather, the City granted to the baseball team the right to come up with a plan for when the park would open, under what conditions, and who would be allowed in and who would be kept out. Right from the beginning, then, this city property and ostensibly public space was not public at all and city property in name only: it was a tightly controlled simulacra of public space geared just as much as was Horton Plaza to the making of money. After all, the San Diego Padres Baseball team was granted the right to close the park altogether when baseball games were being played to assure that no one would be able to see the game unless they paid the price of admission to the stadium. Developing the park this way has proved to be widely popular with the people of San Diego, who feel that by being privately controlled, the parks (as well as the stadium, the shopping center, and the bars and restaurant district of the Gaslamp) will necessarily be more safe.11
    One of the primary advocates for the homeless in San Diego, Father Joe Carroll of St. Vincent de Paul, the largest provider of services to the homeless in the city, told Lynn Staeheli and me that as a resident of the city, he wished all public spaces would be privatised and all the homeless kicked out.12 And in the summer of 2007, a reporter for a weekly San Diego newspaper laughed out loud as she was interviewing me about San Diego’s plans to create more downtown parks and I said that was all well and good, but they really ought to be public and not like the baseball park or what Horton Plaza had become. She thought I was being completely unrealistic (as sympathetic as she actually was to my argument).
    I was being unrealistic because it is now just so utterly obvious, just so much common sense, in American cities, that the induced fear of public space is beneficial, something devoutly to be wished for than to be fought against. People still want to be in public, but they only want to be in public if the public place they are in is private: if it is privately owned and privately policed. The benefits of such a state of affairs are obvious. Disney, for example, has become a large urban planner and developer, hired to remake whole streetscapes in Seattle and (most famously) to refashion New York’s Times Square in an image of spectacular, now “family oriented,” consumption.13 It has also created Celebration, a fully planned, fully private town in Florida, where the streetscapes are supposed to evoke turn-of-the-twentieth century small American cities (where streets are easily walkable, full of people, and not dominated by the automobile), but where also, nonresidents can simply be barred from entering. All services are private, all laws and rules are written by Disney (and almost impossible to change by the residents) and all policing is geared toward maintaining not urban life but property values.14
   Across the continent in Los Angeles, Universal Studios has built “City Walk,” designed by the architect Jon Jerde, who also designed Horton Plaza Mall, and where for a fee one can wander a perfect urban scene complete with a few—but not too many—picturesque beggars (who are City Walk employees, dressed up in costume and required to follow a script in their interactions with visitors). Strollers in City Walk are offered a carefully controlled, and therefore guaranteed never to be disappointing, urban experience.15 The long history of inducing fear of public space makes such developments seem not just logical, not just safe, but utterly desirable. It makes the shopping mall—with its every square meter privately owned and carefully managed to assure profit—seem like the highest achievement of urbanism. Horton Plaza Shopping Center is not just now the symbolic center of downtown San Diego, it is the center of downtown San Diego.
Fear of public space helps us realise that a life lived off the property of capital is a life not worth living. It induces a deep desire for space that is commodified, carefully designed, utterly predictable (in the way that a night at the Hard Rock Café, anywhere in the world, is utterly predictably and therefore fun—as a recent (2007) Hard Rock magazine advertising campaign says, “you know where to go.” Where we want to go, apparently, is a controlled environment, because we know that whenever we are in a controlled environment, we are in a good environment.
And so this induced fear of public space, and this banishment of fear from controlled space that might just appear public, makes us want to have our fingers printed, our retinas scanned, our backpacks searched, and our credit limits preapproved. It doesn’t just make us want these, really; what it does is make us miss this kind of surveillance when we are not subject to it. When we are not subject to the careful designs and even more careful surveillance of private capital (the same capital that awaits to sell us a bottle of water when we are thirsty even though there is a public tap right at hand; the same capital that entices us with a new sweater when we are a little depressed, even though our closets are already overly full), we start to feel vulnerable and exposed. We start to feel like we have no safe retreat. The streets around us, the palm-shaded Plazas we used to visit, all become places to be avoided. It might be better to just stay at home, with the lights dimmed, and maybe just read a book, or even just climb into bed and stay there and never come out—and, perhaps, even stop shopping.
Without the private police of the mall, that is, without the security guards hired by the Property-Based Business Improvement District—San Diego’s “Clean and Safe” program—without the agents of “homeland security” probing into every aspect of our lives (and whisking to jail those who have the temerity to protest, and do research, against gentrification), without the geniuses of marketing always probing to find out what makes us comfortable (and thus willing to spend) and what makes us afraid (and therefore likely to bury our wallets even deeper in our pockets), we start to feel afraid, almost … agoraphobic.
Thus by producing places that are public space’s safe, clean, better simulacra, private property and its privatising ally the neoliberal state, is there to assure, by making us afraid of public space, that we need not be afraid in the new, private, public space—that we never truly, and unprofitably, become agoraphobic.
•         •         •
But why should I, why should we, be against this? Why should we be against security, against safety? Surely one of the primary jobs of the state—of any state, and indeed of any society—is to assure the security and safety of its members. And surely, though there may be some few problems around the edges, a few pesky homeless people, for example, who have no place to be, no place to go, except the public spaces that no longer exist—the private provision of safety and security through the privatisation of property is efficient, serving great goods to great numbers.
One could, of course, make a valiant defense of those pesky homeless people, on classic liberal grounds having to do with the sanctity of individuals’ human lives, or on more radical grounds having to do with the way that capitalism works and what it does to those who somehow cannot sell their labour power, and indeed I have tried in much of my work, to make these kinds of defenses.16 But I think there is a broader, and necessary, if perhaps more abstract argument to be made against the forms of security and safety that capital and its client state is making for us in contemporary cities. This broader argument against safety and security is in fact a positive argument for a right to the city that begins by rejecting any induced fear of public space, even if, or perhaps because, some public spaces are, indeed, unsafe.
•         •         •
The idea of a right to the city is closely associated, of course, with Henri Lefebvre.17 For him the right the city was a “cry and demand”—something vital, something necessary, something both under threat and in need of creation. The right to the city, for Lefebvre, was primarily the right to participate in the making of the city, the right to shape urban life, the right to what he called centrality—which is the right to be present and alive and at the heart of things. Lefebvre called the right to the city, as a right to make the city, the right to the oeuvre: the right to the city as a work or a project. The right to the city was thus always a “right-in-the-making,” not a once-and-for-all established institution or attribute, not so much a liberty right that gives one a nearly unfettered ability to do as one pleases in some aspect of social life, but rather a form of power, a form of empowerment. The right to the city is, especially, a form of collective empowerment. As Lefebvre put it,
Among these rights in the making features the right to the city (not the ancient city, but to urban life, to renewed centrality, to places of encounter and exchange, to life rhythms and time uses, enabling the full and complete usage of these moments and places, etc.)18

Centrality, encounter, exchange, life rhythms: this is a language of use and belonging, of being in and part of a multifarious public. It is not merely the language of consumption and security. It is rooted, in fact, in a conception of the city as an ongoing project of difference in which collective use values predominate. It is therefore a conception of the city in which the possibility of disorder—the possibility for a certain loss of control, a certain insecurity—is always present and not necessarily entirely to be feared. This loss of control, this insecurity, is in itself productive of the right to the city.
Yet the right to the city is not necessarily an end in and of itself. According to Lefebvre, the end toward which the right to the city as oeuvre tends is, la Fête, which is a “celebration which consumes unproductively, without other advantage but pleasure and prestige and enormous riches in money and object.” La Fête—the festival—for Lefebvre was a moment of Dionysian revel, in which everyday life was turned on its head (even as the festival was part of everyday life). As Andy Merrifield has put it, “During festivals, people dropped their veils and stopped performing, ignored authority and let rip.”19 One of the hallmarks of the twentieth century, according to the rock critic and social theorist Greil Marcus (1989), was how the festive spectacle became generalised through commodity production and was regularly enacted in a rock club, on TV, and now, in its particularly safe and secure mode, in the very spaces of San Diego’s Horton Plaza Shopping Center, both diluting its force and making it more productive for exchange value than for use value. Nonetheless, and against this commodification of the spectacle, Lefebvre, to the end of his life, held out hope that the festival, as Merrifield put it, could be
a special, potentially modern form of Marxist practice that could erupt on an urban street or in an alienated factory. The festival was a pure spontaneous moment, a popular “safety valve,” a catharsis for everyday passions and dreams, something both liberating and antithetical: to papal infallibility and Stalinist dogma, to Hitlerism and free-market earnestness, to bourgeois cant and born-again bullshit.20

In other words, la Fête—and thus the city as oeuvre, and thus the right to the city—is dangerous: it is, indeed, against safety, and against security, at least as it is conceived in the contemporary city defined by the fear of public space. La Fête portends instead a world out of control, a world where the disempowered are empowered, and where safety and security take a back seat to joy and creativity—and to radically transformed geographical contexts.21
After all, as Lefebvre wrote elsewhere, the 1871 Paris Commune “was the biggest celebration of the century and modern times,” and the only real “crack at revolutionary urbanism the modern world has faced”—which goes far in explaining the force of the reaction the Commune called up.22 As David Harvey has shown so well, the reclamation of Paris by the forces of order required a reordering of space, a remaking of the imprint of power over and in public space.23 It required, in a word, a reimposition of fear as a structuring force: a fear not only of the potential violence of the revolutionaries, and a fear not only of the actual and organised violence of the state, but especially a fear of space itself—a fear of that thing that revolutionary, or even everyday, people, possessed of a right to the city actually produce. A radical right to the city, in other words, is—and must be—the antithesis of fear, the antithesis of the social agoraphobia so carefully constructed in contemporary cities.
•         •         •
Agoraphobia—clinical or social—is a form of paranoia, and paranoia defines much contemporary life. Paranoia is the state of being “very distrustful or suspicious of others.”24 Paranoia is both a generalised condition and, as we have seen, a strategy—a strategy of control and a strategy for profit. It is also, in its landscape manifestations, utterly banal. What this paranoia looks like is San Diego’s Horton Plaza—both the park and the shopping center. What it looks like is the so-called public park outside the San Diego baseball stadium. What it looks like are all the fee-based play zones that have sprung up to profit from parents too scared to let their children play outside. What it looks like is a CCTV camera on every corner, above every doorway, observing every space. What it looks like, perhaps, is Las Vegas. Las Vegas, in the last generation, has been “reinvented” as a “family resort.”25 But that is not the most interesting thing about it. Rather, the true attraction of Las Vegas is that every social act, and every risk, is scripted in advance. You know the odds, and you know they are not in your favour and that the house always wins, but that is better than not knowing what is around the next bend or about to happen in the park across the street.
In other words, the fear of homeless people that has driven both the redevelopment of Horton Plaza Park and the creation of the “Clean and Safe” program, or even just the amorphous fear of what Zygmunt Bauman aptly notes is often just apprehended as an unknowable “world out there,” is in fact the fear of the unknown within a well-known context: the context of urban space.26 The goal for planners then, in Vegas or in San Diego, is to change the context, to rework the space so that something other than a right to the city in the Lefebvrian sense can be made and maintained. The goal is to regiment space so that behaviours may be all the more carefully scripted, but to do so, as in Las Vegas, in such a way so that such new spaces are, indeed, just what we want, just what we desire. We know where to go.
Fear both of public space and in public space—the generalised social agoraphobia I have been talking about today—thus serves as a pretext for a larger reordering of social interactions, and a hoped-for general surrender to authority,27 a surrender that makes la Fête, except in a scripted bacchanal as in Las Vegas, not only unrealisable, but unthinkable.
This surrender to authority takes many forms. It is often expressed in polls through a simplistic assessment of how many, and what kinds of civil liberties people are willing to trade for a greater sense of security. Sometimes it is expressed as an argument against liberty itself. It is not uncommon here, certainly in the American case, that it is precisely the abandonment of rules, tradition, and “order,” especially in the 1960s, that has led to the abandonment of all that is ethical and good. Too much liberty, this argument goes, has spawned nothing but mayhem (and people sleeping on the streets). For the conservative commentator Heather Macdonald, reflecting on the continuing crisis of homelessness in San Francisco, the problem is not that people cannot afford a place to live and shelter beds are woefully too few in number, rather, it is that San Francisco too ardently “pursu[ed] freedom” and what it got instead was “chaos.” But, at the time she was writing, when there was a talk-tough mayor in office, she was heartened that San Francisco was “rediscovering that liberty consists not in overturning social rules, but in mutual adherence to them.”28 Alas, this did not solve homelessness either, even if it did manage to criminalise homeless people, but that is not the point.
The point is that the reinforcement of order itself comes to stand as a social good in and of itself. This love of order has strange effects. In 2003, the U.S. Supreme Court unanimously upheld the conviction of a young man in Richmond, Virginia named Kevin Hicks.29 In this case, the Court declared that it was perfectly legal for a city council to transfer ownership of public streets to a semipublic agency—that is to take a step even further than San Diego has attempted with its Clean and Safe program, and hand the streets themselves right over to an unaccountable agency. In the Richmond case, when the city gave its streets to the local housing authority, it also required that authority to post no trespassing signs, and to arrest any person who did not have an (undefined) “legitimate social or business purpose.” Once arrested for trespassing, and in fact even before then, a person could also be served with what was called a “trespass-barment notice” that banned her or him forever from the once-public streets.
The pretext for this rather drastic move was drug dealing, and also the war on terrorism if the oral arguments of the U.S. Solicitor General and the briefs of various state governments are to be believed—but the bid, of course, is to gain authoritarian control over the streets and to make them the functional equivalent of the private space of a mall—like Horton Plaza Shopping Center. In its decision the Court could not have been clearer, that the whole privatisation and trespass-barment procedure was a ruse. Upholding the arrest and permanent barment of a young man who had otherwise done no harm (he was on his way to visit his girlfriend and children), the Court intoned:
Most importantly, both the notice barment rule and the “legitimate business and social purpose rule” apply to all persons who enter the streets of Whitcomb Court [the housing estate whose streets had been privatised] … The rules apply to strollers, loiterers, drug dealers, roller skaters, bird watchers, soccer players, and others not engaged in constitutionally protected activity …

For the court, the only constitutionally protected activity is handing out leaflets and asking for signatures on a petition. What the Court is saying is that we have no a priori right to be on the streets unless (1) we have a legitimate business purpose; (2) we have a legitimate—that is state sanctioned—social purpose; or (3) we are engaged in legitimate—that is state sanctioned—political activities. We have no right to just hang out; we have no right to the city. This is what an over-weaning concern with safety and security gets us.
•         •         •
One of the most important aspects of this Supreme Court case is its endorsement of trespass laws in public space.30 By endorsing the expansion of trespass rules into public property, the Court is creating a powerful tool for the maintenance of safety and security and the destruction of rights to the city. This tool is a tool of purification and pacification; it is a tool of spatial control in that it is designed to carefully vet and regulate where people are the better to control what they do.
This is not at all a new strategy, but it is one gaining in force. Keeping people out—out of nation-space as well as city space—is now a primary task of any government. And no wonder. For, by the 1990s, according to the great British satirist, we had all become aware of “Global Warning.” “Everywhere,” Brown says:
There was a rise in Global Warning. Every day, there were new Global Warnings about killer viruses, killer waves, killer drugs, killer icebergs, killer vaccines, killer killers and other possible causes of imminent death. At first these Global Warnings were frightening, but after a while people came to enjoy them.31

Or at least some people did. If you were one of those imminent threats, not killer vaccines, but killer, or just jobless, immigrants, who might also be killer terrorists, or you were a homeless person who merely wanted a place to sit, even if you smelled like shit, then nation-, continent-, and city space became a fortress from which you were to be absolutely excluded. And on city streets, the tool of choice for securing public space against the likes of you is the enforcement of no trespassing laws. In the city, no trespass laws seem to be the last stay against the Global Warnings Craig Brown sees as determining everyday life. They are certainly the last stay against the likes of Kevin Hicks, whose main crime you might be interested to know, was seeking to bring diapers to his girlfriend and baby. Or at least that was his official crime. His real crime, of course, was that he was young, and male, and black, and therefore a perceived threat to the safety and security of the streets.
Given this, engaging in the act of trespass, in the city of safety and security, takes on new meaning, new importance. Trespass is not only a “crime against property” (as if it is possible to commit a crime against a mere thing), and it is not only an act of disobedience (and such perceived disobedience to authority is certainly what drew the ire of the local judge when Kevin Hicks was first arrested). Rather, to trespass is now, precisely, to “make an unwarranted claim, intrude, encroach,” not just upon a person’s time or attention, their patience or their property (as the dictionary would have it), but especially upon the authority of the state and capital.32 Hanging out in Horton Plaza Park or walking the streets of the Whitcomb Court housing project is truly an unwarranted claim. To be “warranted” means “permitted by law or authority, authorized, justified, sanctioned”33 and there is almost nothing left that we can permissibly do in our everyday urban lives that is not, now, warranted. Without permission, without authorization, we are always intruders; we are always intruders against and on the safety and security of the spaces we seek to occupy. And—crucially—so is everyone else. Until authority can be established and shown, we are all now potential trespassers, each making a claim on another’s attention, time, property, and sense well-being.
It is enough to make one agoraphobic. Paranoia threatens to reign supreme, and the only way to corral it is to reconstruct the world as one in which the no trespassing sign, and the desire for the safety and security it seems to represent, the willing surrender to a higher authority that it truly signals, is welcomed with open arms and deeply internalized. The only way to corral this paranoia, to reassure our desire for safety and security is to create a world in which trespass is foundational to governance. And, so, privatisation of urban space—the creation of Clean and Safe and Horton Plaza Shopping Center and the handing of public parks over to private corporation—together with the privatisation of urban life, or really the destruction of urban life, that this entails becomes something truly to be desired. Private means safe; private means secure. Public is nothing more, and nothing less, than anarchy.
•         •         •
As early as 1961, Henri Lefebvre warned of the “reprivatisation of life”34—a warning echoed repeatedly by, for example, the urban sociologist Richard Sennett.35 The answer for both Sennett and Lefebvre was to reinhabit the city as a city, and—against the overweening power of the no trespass sign, against safety, against security—to reassert those urban values of difference, strangeness, and danger. We must reinhabit not only the city, but city spaces, recognising fear and danger not as something that can, or even that should be vanquished, but something that has to be lived. To learn to live in this fear, to assert the values of the urban despite it, and to fight instead for a world of productive difference where trespasser—that world of warrants and authorization—takes a backseat to inclusion and joy, where safety is subordinate to the frisson of urbanity, and where security plays second fiddle to the right to the city as an oeuvre, to do that is the challenge that faces us not only as radical urban scholars, but even more as people who live in the here and now and want to live somewhere better.
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The Gay Right to the City

Huw Lemmey

It’s impossible to imagine gays—our cultures, habits, presence—without cities, without urban spaces. The sparse freedoms of urbanisation, starting in Europe in the early modern period, created a crack in society, large and dark enough for men who prefer men to meet, socialise, mix, and grow something in. What we grew was an identity; not just a sexual identity, but a collective identity, and a cultural one.

Likewise, it’s almost as hard to imagine cities without gays, although many people have tried. I remember as a young teen visiting London from a quiet and pretty rural county, and realising that something was different here, something anxiety-inducing and thrilling, in the presence of bars which hung flags from their windows. A few years later I came to realise that these bars were a key part of a social and sexual infrastructure for gay men. Later still, I visited them, and then I took them for granted. I’m only just realising that there’s nothing about gay bars that isn’t entirely contingent, transitory, vulnerable. Perhaps the last few decades of the 20th Century will be looked upon as a brief social peace, when such places could operate openly, profitably, and provide a home for a few snatched moments of joy. A peace, of course, straddling a cataclysm.

The bars and saunas have always been commercial ventures, and lucrative ones at that. Prior to decriminalisation in the United States, they were frequently run by organised crime, and profitable enough to be worth the kickbacks to law enforcement. The Continental Baths, a vast subterranean bathhouse opened beneath the Ansonia Hotel in New York City in the late 1960s was an early honourable exception of being one of the first run for gay men by gay men. Even then, Malcolm Ingram’s documentary on the baths strongly hints that funding for the premise, which quickly became a cultural lodestone for the city, wasn’t all above board.

The premiums paid by customers remain, and so now they’re often prohibitively expensive for many LGBT people, who are priced out. This remains a contentious issue, but highlights an important truth about them: for generations, private gay bars have been de facto public spaces for gay men. Their gayness is often strictly policed, and by punters rather than landlords. The exclusion of otherwise hegemonic heterosexuality is somewhat the point, but whilst some work hard to be welcoming and vibrant community hubs for queer people, others display worryingly restrictive cultures, excluding people of colour, queer women, trans people, or any gay subculture deemed unworthy, inappropriate, or, godforbid, unsexy.

Significant problems notwithstanding, these curate’s eggs help demonstrate that gay men, through choice, necessity and oppression, have created a different relationship towards a simple public/private dichotomy within our understanding of urban space. There’s a reason they call us queers, after all. In his excellent history of London’s queer life in the early 20th Century Queer London, Matt Houlbrook draws attention to this: “Residential space was only legally private if it were domestic space. When domesticity was defined to exclude queer men, the privileges of privacy—the freedom from official surveillance—were nominally afforded only to those who conformed to bourgeois notions of family life.”

The intrusion of the police and judiciary into sex lives became a powerful tool not just of legal policing, but of social and class policing too. Private homes and chambers could, despite the potential for arrest, afford enough privacy for an independent sex life, whilst shared rooms, lodgings and tenements opened up rich pickings for blackmail and worse. The rich would buy not just sex, but the space for sex.

Faced with this, public space can become a form of private space: space to fuck, unwatched by cops and neighbours. Literal space too—space to get lost in, space unlit by public lamps, space where you can see trouble coming and lose yourself in the undergrowth. Fear, flesh, the smell of mulching leaves and the sensation of wet knees; smokey breath and dew and secrecy: all these things are a heady erotic brew, like hot löyly, the heat that fills a sauna. The necessities for stolen moments of sex become the desire itself. Backlit by a summer storm, sheltered under the vaulted boughs of a rhododendron, the taste of iron on your hands from climbing the Victorian railings—these are not sexual sensations equivalent to running your toes along the soft cotton of a continental duvet.

The development of new digital technologies is also having its inevitable effect on the relationship between the public and private within gay lives. In both the popular and gay press, there’s an implicit assumption that the biggest change has been that of hook-up apps such as Grindr, Scruff, and Growlr removing the function of the gay bar as a venue to hook up. There’s no doubt some truth in that, as both anonymous sexual encounters and dates can be arranged discreetly and cheaply from home. This narrative, however, can hide a multitude of sins that mark the shifting uses of gay space. For example, some of the hundreds of London gay bars that have closed since 2000 reported earning healthy profits, but were forced to shut down after developers bought the land they were sited on.

Perhaps a less obvious change engendered by hook-up apps is how they can act as a mediator of the city. Within their small grid of profile photos is a picture of a sexual subculture in your local community, previously less-than-visible. The predilections, perversions and prejudices are laid almost bare, making the apps into mediators of a gay city that is less and less visible in the gay villages of urban centres. In the process, they can act as a cultural, political and racial map of the city, as well as a contested and often fractious online space in their own right. Sitting in your small shared flat, unable to afford to go out for the night, and logged on to hundreds of other men in a similar situation, all looking for contact; there’s no doubt that the questions of public and private space raised in the early 20th Century are once again live and important.

The passage of the 1967 Sexual Offences Act might have enabled a legal safety in a limited bourgeois homelife, but it takes longer to remove the learnt lessons and lived experiences of a shared culture. These public-private spaces are not only sexy in themselves, but the quality and nature of the contacts they enable are also different. In his double essay on the sexual culture of porno cinemas in Times Square, New York, novelist Samuel R. Delany reflects on these relationships. True public space enables complex, messy, erotic inter-class contact:


…if every sexual encounter involves bringing someone back to your house, the general sexual activity in a city becomes anxiety-filled, class-bound, and choosy. This is precisely why public rest rooms, peep shows, sex movies, bars with grope rooms, and parks with enough greenery are necessary for a relaxed and friendly sexual atmosphere in a democratic metropolis.



The gentrification of Times Square by Mayor Rudi Guiliani in the mid-90s was, Delany argues, not simply an exercise in economic regeneration, but an exercise in a class war that “perpetually works for the erosion of the social practices through which interclass communication takes place”. This process has gone hand-in-hand with the gentrification of gay identity. The sex lives of gay men necessarily fell into the category described by Henri Lefebvre in The Right to the City as “specific needs which are not satisfied by those commercial and cultural infrastructures which are somewhat parsimoniously taken into account by planners.”

Since then, the “pink pound” has given both planners and business an opportunity to attempt to satisfy those needs through the market, smoothing the edges in the process and removing the non-profitable and deviant behaviours that were perhaps the most rewarding. Now we’re just like you, which for many of us was never the aim. The question raised by Lefebvre at the start of Right to the City is as pertinent as ever:


Would not specific urban needs be those of qualified places, places of simultaneity and encounters, places where exchange would not go through exchange value, commerce and profit? Would there not also be the need for a time for these encounters, these exchanges?



For some people, including other gay men, the idea of public sex is not just personally risky, but socially dangerous and morally disgusting. So be it. For others, like Delany, the risk and reward of anonymous and unchecked interpersonal contact is the very essence of the city. It’s why we moved here in the first place, from those small towns and quiet and pretty counties where everybody knew their place and your business.
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 The Fragmented City: Mexico City
and the Right to the City Charter
    David Adler
 “The right to the city is like a cry and a demand,” Henri Lefebvre wrote in 1967. “A transformed and renewed right to urban life” From a slogan among Situationists in 1968 to the central theme of the United Nations Habitat III conference five decades later, the “right to the city” has grown into a global catchphrase, tossed around by activists and policymakers alike. Its appeal is intuitive, its meaning elastic. “A dignified and secure existence in cities,” according to the UN. “A right to change ourselves by changing the city,” according to David Harvey.
    Mexico City is one of the only places in the world where the effort to implement the right to the city is underway. In 2010, the Mexico City government passed the Right to the City charter, an ostensibly radical vision for the city’s future.
 Building on the UN World Charter on the Right to the City, the legislation sets out core principles of urban governance—sustainability, democracy, equity, and social justice—and enshrines a diverse set of rights for urban residents. As former Mexico City Mayor, Marcelo Ebrard, described back in 2010, the charter is “the document with the most ambitious goals of what the city should be.”
    Yet the charter remains a wish list. The housing market continues to marginalize low-income residents, pushed toward the periphery of the city. In that vast peripheral zone, informal settlements continue to proliferate, now housing over 50 percent of the city’s population and lacking access to key municipal services like water and electricity. Against the charter’s radical vision of a just and equitable city, Mexico City is still defined by segregation and inequality.
 How can we explain the persistent distance between the aspirations of the Mexico City charter and the city’s reality on the ground?
    The answer has two parts. The first is simple: while new welfare programs introduced under the charter have provided necessary funds to the poor, they have been financially insufficient. The second, however, reflects a more fundamental limitation of the Mexico City approach: that through these programs, the city has reified the role of the market in the urban development process. Lost is the collective project of the right to the city and the prospects for its implementation.
 Separate and Unequal
    Mexico City in a snapshot: vast—seemingly endless—urban sprawl. The Metropolitan Zone contains over 22 million people, spilling out from the Federal District into the neighbouring states of Mexico and Hidalgo. In total, over fifty delegations (read: boroughs) and municipalities form a complex patchwork of settlement types and governance zones.
         With a few important exceptions, the city is defined by two gradients. The first is income. The central delegation of Cuauhtémoc—along with the elite suburbs next door in Miguel Hidalgo—house the bulk of the city’s wealthy. Parks, museums, skyscrapers, and luxury condominiums spread across these central neighbourhoods. The periphery, by contrast, houses the bulk of the city’s colonias populares, slum-like clusters of single-story cinderblock houses auto-constructed by residents themselves.
    The second gradient is formality. While in the centre of the city it is the municipalities that provide services like water, electricity, and public transport, in the colonias populares these services have historically been available only on an informal basis, often pirated or semi-legal, cobbled together piece by piece. Much of this urban periphery grew out of the Mexican miracle of the 1940s and 1950s, when an influx of rural Mexicans pursuing economic opportunity built settlements outside the reach of municipal infrastructure.
         Residents of the irregular colonias have been forced to rely not only on informal modes of construction and employment, but also on informal modes of governance. Since they have not been accorded regular legal status, the settlements are not legally entitled to welfare resources from the Mexican government. To procure the resources they need, residents have depended on bottom-up mobilization to construct infrastructure, make community improvements, and acquire basic services like water and electricity.
    In addition, hundreds of local groups like the Frente Popular Francisco Villa (FPFV) and the Unión Popular Revolucionario Emiliano Zapata (UPREZ) have emerged in peripheral zones over the last several decades to organise low-income residents and to cajole the municipalities to provide services.
          In short, the right to Mexico City has always been highly unequal. The wealthy have had more access, more mobility, more opportunity, and more safety—and it is their needs that dictate urban development. Megaprojects like the interstate highway Supervía Poniente, for example, have bulldozed colonias populares to ease the commuting pains of car owners. Redevelopment projects in the city center have put immense pressure on the real-estate market, further displacing low-income residents to the city’s exterior.
    A New Movement
 It is in this context that the right to the city movement sprung up—a push from below for the state to recognise inequality, redistribute welfare, and reshape the city to benefit the poor.
    Over the course of a decade, a collection of citizen groups that organise the city’s marginalized residents—known as the Movimiento Urbano Popular–Congreso Nacional Democrático (MUP-CND)—agitated for the charter. They launched protests, formed a partnership with NGOs like the Habitat International Coalition, and together began to draft legislation that would promote a new vision for the city.
          In July 2010, the city government relented. Representing the left-leaning Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD), Mayor Marcelo Ebrard was eager to show off his commitment to the city’s poor. His administration organised a signing ceremony and invited members of the MUP-CND to deliver speeches before the large auditorium.
    “Welcome to this turning point in the history of our city,” Jaime Rello, a prominent activist in the right to the city movement, announced at the signing ceremony. “The Mexico City Charter for the Right to the City, without a doubt, is the clearest instrument to continue our long-awaited dream … a city of rights for everyone. There is no turning back.”
    Ebrard’s government, for its part, initiated a number of programs to move toward that long-awaited dream. The Programa Comunitario de Mejorameinto Barrial, or Community Neighborhood Improvement Program, for example, seeks to “boost the exercise of the right to the city on the part of all of the residents of Mexico City.” This year, the government will invest over 100 million pesos—or $6 million—on 208 projects around the city. The projects, including libraries, cultural centres, public parks, and plazas, will receive up to $30,000, as well as technical assistance from the state.
    The Programa de Mejoramiento de Vivienda, or Housing Improvement Program, is an even broader welfare initiative. It looks to “facilitate the development of communities and their habitat on the basis of the right to the city and the right to housing.”
   Run by the city’s Housing Institute (INVI), they offer small, short-term loans to local residents to improve their own housing. According to Edna Vega, former director of the INVI, in the first ten years of the program they distributed over one hundred thousand loans to Mexico City residents—the bulk of the INVI’s efforts.
Both of these improvement schemes emerged in the push for the Right to the City charter. By 2010, when the charter was signed, the schemes had directed more than $30 million to over 530 local improvement efforts. Since then, both programs have incorporated the charter’s language into their mission statements and expanded their reach into the city’s low-income settlements.
In many ways, these programs empower Mexico City’s low-income community organisations. The groups serve as the key intermediaries between citizens and the state. The funding for the city’s improvement schemes moves almost exclusively through these organisations, which then distribute funding to their members and oversee the progress of the community projects. Indeed, UPREZ was one of the key architects of the housing improvement program in the late 1990s.
“The [INVI’s] programs are the ones that are taking forward the charter,” says Zabad Eliu, a leader of the MUP-CND. According to Eliu, by distributing resources directly to low-income groups, the city allows them to decide democratically how they want to design their houses and shape their neighbourhoods. Unlike massive public housing projects, they claim, these neighbourhood efforts put power in citizens’ hands. “For us to implement the right to the city, the key will be to continue to boost these public programs that support the poor.”
This model of urbanism has become popular among some right to the city advocates. In Insurgent Citizenship, a staple of urban justice syllabi, James Holston depicts these bottom-up efforts as the key avenue through which disenfranchised residents pursue their right to the city.
For Holston, the auto-constructed settlements on the urban periphery are “strategic arenas for the development of new formulations of citizenship.” The Mexico City model—like the Brazilian one Holston examines—appears to support the construction of “an alternative public sphere, one based on residents’ own grassroots organisations through which they articulated their needs.”
Journalist Robert Neuwirth, in his Shadow Cities, further exalts the informal action of the urban periphery. He claims that, “the world’s squatters give some reality to Henri Lefebvre’s loose concept of the ‘right to the city.’” For Neuwirth, squatting—or “irregularity,” in Mexico’s vocabulary—“is an assertion of being in a world that routinely denies people the dignity and the validity inherent in a home.”
In the case of Mexico, the work of a number of community organisations is, in fact, radical. These groups have, in many cases, successfully partnered with the state to deliver housing to the city’s low-income residents and band them together as a strong neighbourhood unit.
Indeed, despite their material deficiencies, these colonies are often some of the city’s most politically engaged. Local organisations convene community meetings to discuss community needs. Residents participate in collective work councils. And organisations often push members to attend marches and demonstrations against state violence and corruption.
These residents are learning about the right to the city, and through its improvement schemes, the state hopes to provide the resources for them to realise it.
The Limits of Localism
Yet while these local efforts advance local citizenship, they have done little to promote a right to the city more broadly. Instead, the Mexican model of welfare funding has ended up strengthening the market forces driving Mexico City away from realising a right to the city—and toward segregation, marginalization, and inequality.
According to David Harvey, the right to the city is a “collective right rather than an individual right since changing the city inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power over the process of urbanization.” It is here that the Mexico City approach reveals its limits—and its deep ideological attachment to the market.
Mexico City’s local community organisations and their partners in the state have undoubtedly improved welfare outcomes. Between 1995 and 2010, as the city grew by 450,000 households, the number of homes with drainage and a public water connection increased by approximately 400,000. The census data shows similar patterns for access to electricity, refrigerators, washing machines, and computers. These statistics place Mexico City well above the national average.
Yet the project-based neighbourhood model has failed to advance the charter’s collective vision of urban development. In Peter Marcuse’s taxonomy, this model favours “rights in cities”—individual, census-statistical rights—over the “right to the city,” a necessarily communal project. In the pursuit of the former—for basic welfare provision—the more ambitious, more holistic latter is often lost.
Mexico City’s housing improvement schemes illustrate this crucial distinction. For one, the budget for housing programs is simply insufficient. Between 2001 and 2011, the share of the city’s budget devoted to the INVI shrank from over 3 percent to less than 2 percent.
Things have barely improved since the charter’s signing. Applicants still complain of a decade-long waiting list for even a small improvement loan. Housing demand this year is over sixty thousand, concentrated largely “in the population with less than eight times the minimum wage, only 46.2 percent of which is served by the Housing Institute,” says Miriam Saldaña, president of the Legislative Assembly’s housing commission. “The result is that around one million families have been expelled from the city.”
Yet even when it has successfully advanced welfare outcomes, the housing improvement schemes carry heavy political costs. At state agencies like the INVI, the dwindling budget serves as an enticing but tiny carrot dangled in front of hundreds of community organisations. The result is fragmentation. Rather than form alliances, local groups in Mexico City race against each other to affiliate with the politicians in charge of distributing resources.
In the process, many of these groups lose sight of their radical mission. While they remain ideologically left, they’ve become less intent on training, educating, and uniting members and more concerned with herding and accumulating them.
The pursuit of new properties on which to build new settlements occupies much of the rest of their time. The project of raising consciousness—the driving mission of these local groups back in the 1970s and ‘80s—has become a mad dash to buy property, find members, and pursue funding from the state.
In other words, despite the best intentions, community organisations in Mexico City serve largely as low-income real-estate developers.
It is little surprise, then, that the real-estate market in Mexico City is burning up. Even while the Housing Institute has offered thousands of housing credits, rising prices in the rental market have displaced thousands more—a process many activists call “death by rent.”
According to a recent study by the London School of Economics, housing prices in the city centre have increased by 30 to 50 percent since 2001. Looking at the growth rate data, the displacement effect this has caused is clear: while poor boroughs like Milpa Alta are expanding at a clip of 2 or 3 percent, the wealthiest are posting negative rates. Central neighbourhoods like Condesa, Roma, and Polanco are becoming “luxury ghettos,” as activists describe them—off limits to residents of the periphery.
In these luxury ghettos, the power of real-estate capital is ballooning. Consider the example of Norma 26, a government policy supposedly geared toward the “stimulation of social housing production.” As I have written elsewhere, through a toxic mix of bribes and regulatory oversight, private developers used the policy to capture major profits while pushing out low-income residents.
Developers would construct the building using state subsidies, and simply wait until the five-year rent controls had expired to put the property on the market. According to the Mexico City government, over 75 percent of the “social interest” housing did not reach low-income residents.
A right to housing, much less a right to the city, remains elusive.
The “Social Function” of Property?
There are, of course, a variety of policy measures that do directly address problems in the real-estate market. Land banking, for example, offers a powerful way for governments to reserve or preserve land for low-income residents, rather than leaving them to languish on the periphery. Rent controls, anti-speculation laws, tenure rights—cities have tools at their disposal to disrupt the displacement tendencies of the market and weave a more collectively just urban fabric.
In Mexico City, however, these have remained largely off the table—even as the charter moved toward legislation. Despite the best efforts of local community organisations, the broader logic of capital remains intact. And the right to the city—the reclamation of value generated by the urban poor—remains out of reach. “We hope that step by step the charter can change the role of the market,” Eliu says. “But right now it is just trying to make a new type of citizen so that we can pressure and promote new policies.”
Eliu has been working for several years to develop Mexico City’s first cooperatives. Month after month, he returns to the Housing Institute to try to get officials to recognise collective property ownership. But so far, the bureaucracy hasn’t budged. “People have private property just programmed into their head,” he told me in December. “The constitution says that we have a right to self-determination. But the INVI has rules that impede us.”
The attack on collective property is widespread. In the 1930s, President Lázaro Cárdenas—the revolutionary hero of the Mexican left—oversaw the establishment of thousands of ejidos, communal agricultural plots distributed to Mexico’s landless peasants.
In the 1990s, however, amid his neoliberal crusade, President Carlos Salinas de Gortari eliminated the constitutional right to collective property. On the periphery of Mexico City, where ejidos are historically prevalent, communal land has been partitioned, privatised, and placed back on the property market.
In its rejection of Eliu’s cooperative efforts, the INVI merely upholds this legacy. Despite the charter’s insistence on the “social function of the city, of land, of property,” it is the real-estate market that the government today defends most fiercely. The collective right to the city project is substituted for a push for local, individual gains—and subordinated to the needs of capital.
Strategies and Shortcomings
On August 8, local leaders of Mexico’s left-wing Morena party gathered in Solidarity Plaza in downtown Mexico City for a second signing ceremony for the Right to the City charter. Coming five years after the legislation’s enactment, the event marked the recommitment of these freshly elected officials to the charter’s vision and to working with the citizens groups to achieve it. Squinting in the harsh summer heat, a small crowd of activists and Morena supporters applauded as officials moved single file to ink their names to the charter.
“We must do it from below,” Jaime Rello told me. “It is the citizens that must determine their own needs and their own rights.”
For both Rello and the broader organising committee, the ceremony represented a major step forward in the implementation of the right to the city. These activists recognise the lack of progress the city has made since the passage of the 2010 legislation. They know that, as with so many progressive laws in Mexico—and, despite the endless stream of human rights violations that appear to emanate from it, Mexico has legislated a wide variety of progressive programs and policies over the last two decades—the charter will remain dead letter until grassroots forces push for its revival.
The strategy for the right to the city movement, then, is to poke at the state, politician by politician. Without wholesale buy-in from the administration, the only option left for Rello, Eliu, and the broader social movement has been a piecemeal approach. “The administration has not pushed the charter and the concept of the right,” says Eliu. “There are political parties that are committed to avoiding the charter all together.”
The limits of localism, for these activists, are obvious. “The ideal would be to do it at the city level, in totality,” says Eliu. “But right now we are trying to start with building a new form of community.”
If pragmatic, it’s a strategy with acute shortcomings. Without a radical reconsideration of the market process—without a forceful challenge to capital’s power—neither progressive charters nor legal instruments will produce an equitable and sustainable city.
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 Just Another Number
    Rebecca Omonira-Oyekanmi
 Tom was about to leave for school when they came. He was putting his shoes on by the front door of the small flat he shares with his mum, dad and two younger brothers. He heard a loud thud, something heavy hitting the front door. Then a bang. Another bang. The noise hurt his ears. In their bedroom, Tom’s mum and dad were confused. Who was trying to break down their door?
    Amid the noise, shouting: “Immigration and police! Immigration! Police!”
 Tom’s mum Leah ran toward the door, shouting: “Stop, stop, I’ll just open the door.” The front door flew off its hinges. Half a dozen officers in uniform charged into the house, into the kitchen, bathroom and main bedroom. They’d come for Michael. As they led him away, neighbours on the estate stood watching.
    Inside the house, some officers stayed to interrogate Leah. Who lives here? What about the children? Leah was shaking. Tom, 12, and his younger brothers, Zackey, aged four and Jermaine, 10, were terrified.
 A female officer noticed the children. Her manner softened. She tried to answer Leah’s questions. She said Michael was on that morning’s list of people being rounded up for deportation.
    There had been no warning, Michael was in the ‘system’, but no one told them this could happen. The officers hadn’t even rung the doorbell.
 Michael had an ongoing case with the Home Office, Leah said, he was challenging his removal from the country. The officer replied, No, he hasn’t got anything lodged with the Home Office. That’s why we’ve come to get him.
    “That’s not true,” said Leah. “I know that’s not true.”
         Well, if what you say is correct then it’s not a problem, he can sort it out. But still they took him away. Later he would call her from an immigration lockup near Gatwick Airport. It’s called Brook House. Two people recently died there.
    It was Thursday, Leah’s day off. From now on Leah would spend her Thursdays fighting to stop the Home Office forcing Michael onto a plane to a Caribbean island, 4,000 miles away from his family. She would learn fast.
         Why is he still here? Why doesn’t he just go? The children will be fine without him.
    She would learn to explain things she’d never had to put into words before, not to strangers anyway. That her children needed their dad; that she and Michael had a real relationship; that it just wasn’t fair. But each time, Michael’s Home Office caseworker would say: Why is he still here? Why doesn’t he just go? The children will be fine without him.
          All that would come later. For now, the day of the raid, Thursday 26th January, a friend called round and took the bewildered children to school. Leah waited alone for the council to send someone to fix the door.
    •         •         •
 Michael had arrived in the UK in 2001 aged 19, scared and shaken after a run in with local gangsters back home, a small town in the West Indies.
    He had witnessed a murder and thwarted a drug deal, and four local gang members came looking for him. They shot him in the back and carried him off to a warehouse. He was beaten, stabbed, burned with cigarettes, still bears the scars. They demanded his parents pay a ransom. When they paid part of it Michael was dumped on the streets. He spent three days in hospital, then local police advised him to leave the country for his own safety.
          Michael chose the UK where his nan and grandad lived. For a few years, he lived with them in the north of England then moved down to London with his cousin. Michael was a car fanatic: “Fixing, driving, mechanics, electronics.” When he first arrived, he applied for college but couldn’t afford the fees. He was granted leave to remain and was permitted to work but wasn’t entitled to subsidised or free education. Michael began working at a garage in South London and became a father to two children (now young teens—this was before he settled down with Leah). Eventually he set up his own garage. “Things were good,” he said.
    Then came 2008: the economy crashed, banks collapsed and Michael’s garage struggled. “Everything went wrong,” he said. Michael made some bad decisions. He borrowed money from a murky source—a little under £10,000—which turned out to be drug money. He was convicted of money laundering. The judge, making an example of him, sentenced him to five years in prison.
    He served his time and was released in 2011. Michael’s probation report described him as low risk all round: low risk to the public and low risk of reoffending. He spent the last five months of his sentence at an open prison in Kent, free to spend away days with his family.
    On release Michael set about trying to rebuild his life. His garage had long since collapsed, but he found work as a parts technician. “It was good and steady work,” he said. Leah gave birth to Zackey, and Michael stayed out of trouble. In 2014, the family planned a holiday and Michael applied to renew his passport. Things were good.
   But while Michael was moving on with his life, the political rhetoric against migrants was becoming increasingly hostile.
The tabloids have had a longstanding habit of using the terms “refugee” and “asylum seeker” as terms of abuse. “Blunkett ‘right to lock up refugees’” shouted one Daily Mail headline in 2001, referring to the hardline Labour Home secretary David Blunkett. “Asylum fraud chaos” and “SCANDAL AS ASYLUM SEEKERS GO ON RUN” yelled the Daily Express in 2003.
Antipathy turned toward foreign national offenders in 2006 when then Home Secretary Charles Clarke admitted that 1,013 migrants had been released without being considered for deportation. At the time, the law required that foreign offenders sentenced to 12 months or more in prison be considered for removal.
The Home Office was attacked by the Public Accounts Committee and in the Commons. Public pressure mounted. “Home Office blunders left foreign rapists in UK” cried the Daily Mail. And “Killer’s human rights placed above public safety”. In response Prime Minister Tony Blair sacked Charles Clarke, and replaced him with hardliner John Reid who promised a stricter regime at the Home Office. He wanted deportation to be automatic for any foreign nationals who received “significant” jail sentences. An intention subsequently embodied in the UK Borders Act 2007, which resulted in automatic deportation, irrespective of personal circumstances, for those imprisoned for 12 months or more.
Academic and migration expert Luke de Noronha has traced a line from this period, when foreign national offenders first entered the public consciousness as figures of hate and fear, to now. He writes: “Today, conversations about immigration control rarely proceed without reference to these unequivocal ‘baddies’. Their notoriety might appear self-explanatory: they are migrants and criminals, and most British people don’t like either.”
Initially, none of this impacted on Michael. He served his sentence, returned to his family and heard nothing from the Home Office. But in 2013 the Coalition government stepped things up a gear up with a plan to dramatically increase the number of foreign prisoners it deported. The plan covered three departments, several ministers and entailed a “tougher environment” for migrants with convictions.
It was part of the then Home Secretary Theresa May’s desire to create a “hostile environment” for migrants and refused asylum seekers. More Home Office case workers were hired to systematically seek out foreign national offenders and deport them. The net widened to include people who had served sentences of less than 12 months.
This “hostile environment” was given legal effect by the Immigration Acts of 2014 and 2016, which turn doctors, landlords and bank managers into border guards; obliging them to check a person’s migration status and refuse to treat them, rent to them or allow them to open a bank account if they lack the right papers. Those professionals who refuse or fail to carry out these checks face criminal and civil sanctions.
Operation Nexus was another feature on the landscape of the “hostile environment”. Nexus purports to target serious, dangerous criminals for deportation, Home Office and police forces across the country share information to catch these “high-harm” individuals.
A policy setting out to achieve these objectives might appear uncontroversial. But the reality is that Operaton Nexus scoops up anyone who has had contact with state authorities, whether through stop and search, activism, or an old or non-violent conviction.
While leading research at the University of Bristol on the family lives of men facing deportation from the UK, academic Melanie Griffiths witnessed the reality of Nexus at immigration tribunal hearings. “The rhetoric is usually about ‘high harm’ individuals, with a lot of reference to ‘gangs’, but actually in my experience the people that get caught up are often only involved in very, very low criminality, if at all,” she says. “And yet aged 18 they are told that they are being sent to Somalia, say, by themselves, even though they haven’t seen the country since they were three. Such cases seem like an over the top response to what is basically a teenage kid that the police doesn’t like very much.”
Even those acquitted of criminal charges could be deported. Rough sleepers on the street were rounded up by charities and police officers. If they were foreign, they were handed over to immigration officials. Some were deported, others were locked up in immigration detention, while the Home Office built a case against them. Cuts to legal aid for immigration cases, introduced by the Coalition Government in 2013, made it difficult to challenge detention and impending removal.
To effect the removal of those rounded up as part of Operation Nexus, mass charter flights carrying people to the Middle East and Africa were booked in advance, and immigration officers were under pressure to fill them. The flights were kept secret with people taken late at night or in the early hours of the morning, and deported before they can challenge the state’s case against them. That this can happen was a consequence of changes to the Immigration Rules introduced by Home Secretary May, meaning some people could appeal their case only after deportation. In reality few are able to exercise this right once they were outside of the UK.
•         •         •
In 2014, as the government’s plans unfolded, Michael and Leah happily planned a holiday. They would take the children to Euro Disney. Michael applied to renew his passport. That same year, he was stopped and searched by the police—a routine occurrence for many black men in London. On two occasions, as the officers took his details they said: Immigration has got a serious interest in you.
Michael went to see a solicitor. “Why would immigration be interested in me?” He thought it might be to do with the passport, but his solicitor said: Well, you have a criminal conviction. Still, Michael had been clean since his release, and he wasn’t worried.
Then came a letter from the Home Office. It ordered him to “stop working, stop using the NHS” and to sign on once a week at a Home Office immigration reporting centre in London Bridge.
Michael re-applied for leave to remain in the country. Early in 2015 his application was refused. The Home Office increased his reporting requirements to twice a week, this time in Croydon. Again, he was told not to work but this time his driving license was taken away as well. Michael tried to keep the family together, applying for different types of British residency as a carer for his children. Both applications were refused.
With Michael unable to work, Leah had to rely on working tax credits to boost her income. Michael for his part loved the extra time with his three boys. He took them to school, helped them with homework. But he needed to be earning and found himself increasingly depressed unable to do so; a state of mind compounded by the uncertainty of his situation.
This uncertainty and stress lasted nearly two years before the raid in January 2017 and Michael’s subsequent detention. Looking back, Michael says: “If I was the person who they made me out to be, I would have turned to crime. I can’t work, I can’t look after my family. What do you want me to do?”
For the children, their lives are divided into the time before and after the raid. Before the immigration raid they had their dad, he took them to school, played football with them. After the raid, he wasn’t in their lives any more. Not like before.
Every Sunday their mum drove them for nearly two hours through central London beyond the M25 to the place that looked like a prison. Brook House. They had to go through security, their bags searched. They would meet him in the visitor’s room. He could get up to say hello, but that was it. Physical contact, such as hugs, were prohibited.
Week after week, Michael watched his children change and worried about the effect his situation was having on them. “Jermaine is worried. Zackey is playing up. His mum is at work and when I was there we were close. Now I’m not there. Tom don’t show any emotion, he won’t tell you what he is thinking.”
Michael appealed against the decision to remove him from the UK arguing that removal would result in a breach of his article 8 right to a family life. He wanted to stay in the UK to be a father to his five children in the UK and a partner to Leah. Using her Thursdays off, Leah worked on gathering evidence for Michael’s case. There were letters from the children’s teachers, the local dentist, her own boss and another school mum to testify that Michael was part of their lives.
“Kids need their dad,” Leah said. “You hear sometimes the government placing emphasis on the reason that things are going wrong is single parent families and dads not looking after their children. All that sort of stuff. But, yet they are causing that to happen. I don’t understand.”
Leah was mostly worried about Tom. They live in an area where boys could get into trouble with gangs. “It’s quite a lot easier to get involved in that without his dad around,” she said. “Growing up in London. You just hear about all these stabbings.”
Leah went to see a social worker to get evidence to support their case. The social worker said it might be Zackey she had to watch: “You are more worried about the older boys, but they’ve had their dad with them to this stage. By the time the little one gets to their age, he wouldn’t have had his dad around for much longer.”
The children wanted to help with the case. Tom tried start a gov. uk petition to call on the government to “stop deporting dads”. A few of his mates were going to sign it. It was rejected. They said Michael’s case was still ongoing, so the petition wasn’t valid.
Jermaine, 10, handwrote a letter to one of the judges hearing Michael’s case while he was detained:
Dear Judge,
I would like you to please bring our dad home because he is a very big part of our family. He has been doing a lot for us, since our mum has been working, and without him there are a lot of things changing for us. He cannot take me or my brothers to our clubs anymore, and our mum has to cut back on working hours to do so. He isn’t here to help me with our homework and me and my brother can’t watch movies with him anymore either. May I ask how you would feel if you could not do any fun things with your father as a child. And so I am asking you to please bring our father home.
Yours faithfully, [Jermaine1] (middle son of [Michael])

Michael applied for bail in a bid to stay with his family while his appeal was considered. The bail hearing, on February 28th, was held at a tribunal court in London, Michael appeared via video link and Leah was there in person. There’s no legal aid for immigration bail hearings so they hired a private solicitor, borrowing and using their savings. Before the hearing, they worried that Michael would be denied bail and remain in detention until he won his appeal. What happened was worse. There was no point in granting bail, the Home Office lawyer said at the hearing, because Michael was booked on a charter flight for 8th March. Eight days away.
•         •         •
Leah sprang into action straight after the hearing. She contacted her MP and their solicitor lodged a judicial review of the decision to place Michael on the charter flight. They didn’t get a response from the Home Office. Leah panicked. The charter flight to Jamaica was due to leave at 6am on 8th March. Michael prayed. When he called his mother to tell her, she cried. She lives in America now, most of his family long since emigrated.
Then, the day before the flight, Michael’s solicitor told him his ticket had been cancelled.
That night Michael went to bed, naked under the covers. “Brook House is hot.” At around 10pm there was a knock at the door and two guards came in.
You’re on a flight, one said.
“No, I’ve got this JR, my ticket’s cancelled,” Michael replied.
OK, we’ll go check.
They returned a few minutes later with more guards.
You are on the reserve list.
Michael was confused. The guards swooped to restrain him. He yelled. They bent his wrist and arm. One guard had his hands around Michael’s neck. Michael, still naked, struggled and tried to free himself. One of the guards squeezed his testicles. He gave up and went limp.
A guard pulled boxers onto him, then they strapped a restraint belt around his waist and strapped his arms. Another set of guards took him and drove him to the airport.
Leah heard what happened by text, from Michael’s roommate. “That’s it, he is actually going,” she said. “It’s final. I just thought there’s no chance of him coming back really. They say it’s an out of country appeal but I don’t know how many people have managed to appeal and come back. I can imagine it’s very minimal. It is far … It’s not like we can afford to just go there. Especially with three children.
“To the Home Office it’s just another number, someone else being sent back. It doesn’t really affect them. But it’s a big thing … when you’ve got three children being left without a dad. It’s quite major. I now have to bring them up on my own.”
•         •         •
Leah was still crying when Michael called her from the security guard’s van to say they weren’t taking him after all. Last minute cancellations are common. Michael was certain that the guards knew before they drove him to the airport that he wasn’t on the flight, but they kept him in the van all night anyway. The guards who drove Michael to the airport are employed by Tascor, a security company to whom the work of ‘escorting’ people from detention to the airport has been outsourced.
Michael spent the night in the van thinking about the past. “I was not a criminal really. I just got caught up. It was a mistake that I’m paying for. That was when I was 25. I’m going to be 35. I’m not the same person.”
Two days later the Home Office issued further removal directions, beginning the process again. And again, Michael tried to appeal. “It all seemed to run smoothly,” said Leah. “The judge was on our side. The Home Office didn’t put up too much of an argument. To me and the solicitor it went quite well.” But the judge reserved his decision: taking time to consider the case before giving his judgment.
Following the appeal hearing Michael applied for bail again but his application was refused. It was the judge dealing with Michael’s bail application who dropped the bombshell that his appeal had been refused. That was the first Leah and Michael had heard of it. There’d been no letter. “It seemed to go so well,” said Leah. “I don’t understand what could have gone wrong.”
A week later, on the 9th May, Michael was deported.
•         •         •
Seated on the plane Michael still believed a miracle might save him. “He’s always hopeful,” said Leah. “But I don’t see how.”
Twice that day he spoke to me by phone, first as he was being driven to the airport. His voice trembled. He sounded scared to me. Then, when he was on the plane, sitting between two guards, I called him again. “I’m fearful for my life,” he said. “I wonder what’s going to happen to my kids.” Then the line went dead.
At the time of writing, Tom, Jermaine and Zackey do not know that their father has been deported. Tom and Jermaine have exams coming up and it is Jermaine’s birthday Thursday. Leah cannot face telling them. Not yet.
For her part, Leah has had little time to grieve. And acceptance will be a long time coming “If he was born in this country he would have just served his time and then been allowed to get on and bring up his kids like he is supposed to do. But just because he wasn’t born here, not only him, but all his children have to now be punished for the rest of their lives. It just sounds ridiculous. I don’t understand it.”
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 Legal Hacking and Space
    Dubravka Sekulić
 “Commons are a particular type of institutional arrangement for governing the use and disposition of resources. Their salient characteristic, which defines them in contradistinction to property, is that no single person has exclusive control over the use and disposition of any particular resource. Instead, resources governed by commons may be used or disposed of by anyone among some (more or less defined) number of persons, under rules that may range from “anything goes” to quite crisply articulated formal rules that are effectively enforced.”
    The above definition of commons, from the seminal paper “The political economy of commons” by Yochai Benkler, addresses any type of commons, whether analogue or digital.1 In fact, the concept of commons entered the digital realm from physical space in order to interpret the type of communities, relationships and production that started to appear with the development of the free as opposed to the proprietary. Peter Linebaugh charted in his excellent book Magna Carta Manifesto, how the creation and development of the concept of commons were closely connected to constantly changing relationships of people and communities to the physical space. Here, I argue that the concept was enriched when it was implemented in the digital field. Readdressing urban space through the lens of digital commons can enable another imagination and knowledge to appear around urban commons.
 The notion of commons in (urban) space is often complicated by archaic models of organisation and management—“the pasture we knew how to share”. There is a tendency to give the impression that the solution is in reverting past models. In the realm of digital though, there is no “pasture” from the Middle Ages to fall back on. Digital commons had to start from scratch and define its own protocols of production and reproduction (caring and sharing). Therefore, the digital commons and free software community can be the one to turn to, not only for inspiration and advice, but also as a partner when addressing questions of urban commons. Or, as Marcell Mars would put it “if we could start again with (regulating and defining) land, knowing what we know now about digital networks, we could come up with something much better and appropriate for today’s world. That property wouldn’t be private, maybe not even property, but something else. Only then can we say we have learned something from the digital.”
    Enclosure as the trigger for action
 The moment we turn to commons in relation to (urban) space is the moment in which the pressure to privatise public space and to commodify every aspect of urban life has become so strong, it mirrors the introduction of the Magna Carta Libertatum seeking to protect the basic reproduction of life for those whose sustenance was connected to the common pastures and forests of England in the thirteenth century. At the end of the twentieth century, urban space became the ultimate commodity, and increasing privatisation not only endangered the reproduction of everyday life in the city; the rent extraction through privatised public space and housing endangered bare life itself. Additionally, the cities’ continuous privatisation of its amenities transformed almost every action in the city, no matter how mundane—as for example, drinking a glass of water from a tap –, into an action that creates profit for some private entity and extracts it from the community. Thus, every activity became labour, which a citizen-worker is not only alienated from, but also unaware of. David Harvey’s statement about the city replacing the factory as a site of class war seems to be not only an apt description of the condition of life in the city, but also a cry for action.
    When Richard Stallman turned to the foundational gesture of the creation of free software, GNU/GPL (General Public Licence) was his reaction to the artificially imposed logic of scarcity on the world of code—and the increasing and systematic enclosure that took place in the late 1970s and 1980s as “a tidal wave of commercialization transformed software from a technical object into a commodity, to be bought and sold on the open market under the alleged protection of intellectual property law”.2 Stallman, who worked as a researcher at MIT’s Artificial Intelligence Laboratory, detected how
“[m]any programmers are unhappy about the commercialization of system software. It may enable them to make more money, but it requires them to feel in conflict with other programmers in general rather than feel as comrades. The fundamental act of friendship among programmers is the sharing of programs; marketing arrangements now typically used essentially forbid programmers to treat others as friends. The purchaser of software must choose between friendship and obeying the law. Naturally, many decide that friendship is more important. But those who believe in law often do not feel at ease with either choice. They become cynical and think that programming is just a way of making money”.3
 
In the period between 1980 and 1984, “one man [Stallman] envisioned a crusade to change the situation”.4 Stallman understood that in order to subvert the system, he would have to intervene in the protocols that regulate the conditions under which the code is produced, and not the code itself; although he did contribute some of the best lines of code into the compiler and text editor—the foundational infrastructure for any development. The gesture that enabled the creation of a free software community that yielded the complex field of digital commons was not a perfect line of code. The creation of GNU General Public License (GPL) was a legal hack to counteract the imposing of intellectual property law on code.
    At that time, the only license available for programmers wanting to keep the code free was public domain, which gave no protection against the code being appropriated and closed. GPL enabled free codes to become self-perpetuating. Everything built using a free code had to be made available under the same condition, in order to secure the freedom for programmers to continue sharing and not breaking the law. “By working on and using GNU rather than proprietary programs, we can be hospitable to everyone and obey the law. In addition, GNU serves as an example to inspire and as a banner to rally others to join in sharing. This can give us a feeling of harmony, which is impossible if we use software, which is not free. For about half the programmers I talk to, this is an important happiness that money cannot replace”.5
         Architects and planners as well as environmental designers have for too long believed the opposite, that a good enough design can subvert the logic of enclosure that dominates the production and reproduction of space; that a good enough design can keep space open and public by the sheer strength of spatial intervention. Stall-man rightfully understands that no design is strong enough to keep private ownership from claiming what it believes belongs to it.
    Digital and urban commons, despite operating in completely different realms and economies, are under attack from the same threat of “market processes” that “crucially depend upon the individual monopoly of capitalists (of all sorts) over ownership of the means of production, including finance and land. All rent, recall, is a return to the monopoly power of private ownership of some crucial asset, such as land or a patent. The monopoly power of private property is therefore both the beginning-point and the end-point of all capitalist activity”6. Stallman envisioned a bleak future but found a way to “relate the means to the ends”. He understood that the emancipatory task of a struggle “is not only what has to be done, but also how it will be done and who will do it”.7 Thus, to produce the necessary requirements—both for a community to emerge, but also for the basis of future protocols—tools and methodologies are needed for the community to create both free software and itself.
         Renegotiating (undoing) property, hacking the law, creating community
    Property, as an instrument of allocation of resources, is a right that is negotiated within society and by society and not written in stone or given as such. The digital, more than any other field, discloses property as being inappropriate for contemporary relationships between production and reproduction and, additionally, proves how it is possible to fundamentally rethink it. The digital offers this possibility as it is non-material, non-rival and non-exclusive, unlike anything in the physical world.8 And Elinor Ostrom’s lifelong empirical researches give ground to the belief that eschewing property, being the sole instrument of allocation, can work as a tool of management even for rival, excludable goods.
          The value of information in digital form is not flat, but property is not the way to protect that value, as the music industry realised during the course of the last ten years. Once the copy is out there, the cost of protecting its exclusivity on the grounds of property becomes too high in relation to the potential value to be extracted. For example, the value is extracted from information through controlling the moment of its release and not through subsequent exploitation. Stallman decided to tackle the imposition of the concept of property on computer code (and by extension to the digital realm as a whole) by articulating it in another field: just as property is the product of constant negotiations within a society, so are legal regulations. After some time, he was joined by “[m]any free software developers [who] do not consider intellectual property instruments as the pivotal stimulus for a marketplace of ideas and knowledge. Instead, they see them as a form of restriction so fundamental (or poorly executed) that they need to be counteracted through alternative legal agreements that treat knowledge, inventions, and other creative expressions not as property but rather as speech to be freely shared, circulated, and modified”.9
    The digital sphere can give a valid example of how renegotiating regulation can transform a resource from scarce to abundant. The change from analogue signal to packet switching was accompanied by a renegotiation of the way the radio frequence spectrum was managed. The amount of slots of space to be allocated grew by an order of magnitude while the absolute size of the spectrum stayed the same. This shift enabled Brecht’s dream of a two-sided radio to become reality, thus enabling what he had suggested: “change this apparatus over from distribution to communication”.
 According to Lawrence Lessig, what regulates behaviour in cyberspace is an interdependence of four constraints: market, law, architecture and norms.10 Analogously, space can be put in place of cyberspace, as the regulation of space is the sum of these four constraints. These four constraints are in a dynamic relationship in which the balance can be tilted towards one, depending on how much each of these categories puts pressure on the other three. Changes in any one reflect the regulation of the whole. “Architecture” in Lessig’s theory should be understood broadly as the “built environment” that regulates behaviour in (cyber)space. In the last few decades we have experienced the domination of the market reconfiguring the basis of norms, law and architecture. In order to counteract this, the other three constraints need to be renegotiated. In digital space, this reconfiguration happened by declaring the code—that is, the set of instructions written as highly formalized text in a specific programming language to be executed (usually) by the computer—to be considered as speech in front of the law, and by hacking the law in order to disrupt the way that property relationships are formed.
    To put it simply, in order to create a change in dynamics between the architecture, norms and the market, the law had to be addressed first. This is not a novel procedure, “legal hacking is going on all the time, it is just that politics is doing it under the veil of legality because they are the parliament, they are Microsoft, which can hire a whole law firm to defend them and find all the legal loopholes. Legal hacking is the norm actually”.11 When it comes to physical space, one of the most obvious examples of the reconfiguration of regulations under the influence of the market is to create legal provisions, norms and architecture to sustain the concept of developing (and privatising) public space through public-private partnerships. The decision of the Italian parliament that the privatisation of services (specifically of water management) is legal and does not obstruct one’s access to water as a human right, is another example of a crude manipulation of the law by the state in favour of the market. Unlike legal hacks by corporations that aim to create a favourable legal climate for another round of accumulation through dispossession, Stallman’s hack tries to limit the impact of the market and to create a space of freedom for the creation of a code and of sharable knowledge, by questioning one of the central pillars of liberal jurisprudence: (intellectual) property law.
          Similarly, translated into physical space, one of the initiatives in Europe that comes closest to creating a real existing urban commons, Teatro Valle Occupato in Rome, is doing the same, “pushing the borders of legality of private property” by legally hacking the institution of a foundation to “serve a public, or common, purpose” and having “notarized [a] document registered with the Italian state, that creates a precedent for other people to follow in its way”.12 Sounds familiar to Stallman’s hack as the fundamental gesture by which community and the whole eco-system can be formed.
    It is obvious that, in order to create and sustain that type of legal hack, it is a necessity to have a certain level of awareness and knowledge of how systems, both political and legal, work, i.e. to be politically literate. “While in general”, says Italian commons-activist and legal scholar Saki Bailey, “we’ve become extremely lazy [when it comes to politics]. We’ve started to become a kind of society of people who give up their responsibility to participate by handing it over to some charismatic leaders, experts of [a] different type”. Free software hackers, in order to understand and take part in a constant negotiation that takes place on a legal level between the market that seeks to cloister the code and hackers who want to keep it free, had to become literate in an arcane legal language. Gabriella Coleman notes in Coding Freedom that hacker forums sometimes tend to produce legal analysis that is just as serious as one would expect to find in a law office. Like the occupants of Teatro Valle, free software hackers understand the importance of devoting time and energy to understand constraints and to find ways to structurally divert them.
    This type of knowledge is not shared and created in isolation, but in socialization, in discussions in physical or cyber spaces (such as #irc chat rooms, forums, mailing lists …), the same way free software hackers share their knowledge about code. Through this process of socializing knowledge, “the community is formed, developed, and reproduced through practices focused on common space. To generalise this principle: the community is developed through commoning, through acts and forms of organisation oriented towards the production of the common”.13 Thus forming a community is another crucial element of the creation of digital commons, but even more important is its development and resilience. The emerging community was not given something to manage, it created something together, and together devised rules of self-regulation and decision-making.
    The prime example of this principle in the free software community is the Debian Project, formed around the development of the Debian Linux distribution. It is a volunteer organisation consisting of around 3,000 developers that since its inception in 1993 has defined a set of basic principles by which the project and its members conduct their affairs. This includes the introduction of new people into the community, a process called Debian Social Contract (DSC). A special part of the DSC defines the criteria for “free software”, thus regulating technical aspects of the project and also technical relations with the rest of a free software community. The Debian Constitution, another document created by the community so it can govern itself, describes the organisational structure for formal decision-making within the project.
   Another example is Wikipedia, where the community that makes the online encyclopedia also takes part in creating regulations, with some aspects debated almost endlessly on forums. It is even possible to detect a loose community of “Internet users” who took to the streets all over the world when SOPA (Stop Online Piracy Act) and PIPA (Preventing Real Online Threats to Economic Creativity and Theft of Intellectual Property Act) threatened to enclose the Internet, as we know it; the proposed legislation was successfully contested.
Free software projects that represent the core of the digital commons are most of the time born of the initiative of individuals, but their growth and life cycle depend on the fact that they get picked up by a community or generate community around them that is allowed to take part in their regulation and in decisions on what shape and forms the project will take in the future. This is an important lesson to be transferred to the physical space in which many projects fail because they do not get picked up by the intended community, as the community is not offered a chance to partake in its creation and, more importantly, its regulation.
Building common infrastructure and institutions
“The expansion of intellectual property law” as the main vehicle of the trend to enclose the code that leads to the act of the creation of free software and, thus, digital commons, “is part and parcel of a broader neoliberal trend to privatise what was once under public or under the state’s aegis, such as health provision, water delivery, and military services”.14 The structural fight headed by the GNU/GPL against the enclosure of code “defines the contractual relationship that serves to secure the freedom of means of production and to constitute a community of those participating in the production and reproduction of free resources. And it is this constitutive character, as an answer to an every time singular situation of appropriation by the capital, that is a genuine political emancipation striving for an equal and free collective production”.15 Thus digital commons “is based on the communication among singularities and emerges through collaborative social processes of production”.16
The most important lesson urban commons can take from its digital counterpart is at the same time the most difficult one: how to make a structural hack in the moment of the creation of an urban commons that will enable it to become structurally self-perpetuating, thus creating fertile ground not only for a singular spatialization of urban commons to appear, but to multiply and create a whole new eco-system. Digital commons was the first field in which what Negri and Hardt called the “republic of property” was challenged. Urban commons, in order to really emerge as a spatialization of a new type of relationship, need to start undoing property as well in order to socially re-appropriate the city. Or in the words of Stavros Stavrides
“the most urgent and promising task, which can oppose the dominant governance model, is the reinvention of common space. The realm of the common emerges in a constant confrontation with state-controlled ‘authorized’ public space. This is an emergence full of contradictions, perhaps, quite difficult to predict, but nevertheless necessary. Behind a multifarious demand for justice and dignity, new roads to collective emancipation are tested and invented. And, as the Zapatistas say, we can create these roads only while walking. But we have to listen, to observe, and to feel the walking movement. Together”.

The big task for both digital and urban commons is “[b]uilding a core common infrastructure [which] is a necessary precondition to allow us to transition away from a society of passive consumers buying what a small number of commercial producers are selling. It will allow us to develop into a society in which all can speak to all, and in which anyone can become an active participant in political, social and cultural discourse”.17
This core common infrastructure has to be porous enough to include people that are not similar, to provide “a ground to build a public realm and give opportunities for discussing and negotiating what is good for all, rather than the idea of strengthening communities in their struggle to define their own commons. Relating commons to groups of “similar” people bears the danger of eventually creating closed communities. People may thus define themselves as commoners by excluding others from their milieu, from their own privileged commons”.18
If learning carefully from digital commons, urban commons need to be conceptualized on the basis of the public, with a self-regulating community that is open for others to join. That socializes knowledge and thus produces and reproduces the commons, creating a space for political emancipation that is capable of judicial arguments for the protection and extension of regulations that are counter-market oriented.
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 An Informational Right to the City?
    Joe Shaw and Mark Graham
 In prioritizing urban space as the object of political struggle, Henri Lefebvre conceived of a “right to the city” as a broad and ambitious transformation of political life. Amongst other things, this demanded a renewed access and self-management of resources, surplus production, and the urban core. Importantly, Lefebvre also called for a complementary “right to information” that would assist in facilitating a withering away of the state and superseding metro-work-sleep with a more egalitarian and fulfilling urban society. He argued that such concepts would help dispense with the “urban problematic” as produced and ideologically sustained by the forces of capitalism. Examples of this might include uneven development or notions of scarcity and public consultation.
    However, given that the world’s urban population now has more access to information than ever before, and yet urban injustice persists en masse, we contend that the right to information is now a more complex aspect of political struggle than Lefebvre could realise (at the time). And, that a right to the city now depends upon a better reading of today’s critical phase in urbanization as a period where the city is increasingly reproduced through digital information.
 Lefebvre’s original discussion of the production of space and political struggle was marked by his understanding of “abstract” space as produced and controlled by urban planners and architects. But today there is a newly dominant source and mediation of such abstract space that permeates the city: the flows of representations produced and mediated through digital information which now contribute to a densely digitally layered urban environment.
    The ubiquity of digital information and communication technologies (ICTs) that produce and distribute this abstract space is now central to the reproduction of urban space. Kitchin and Dodge have, for instance, focused on the ways that computer code can shape how spaces are brought into being. Graham et al similarly point to the ways that digital information can augment spatial experiences. While none of these authors explicitly draw on Lefebvre, such explicit conceptualizations of the spatiality of code and content serve as a useful starting point to begin thinking about the problematic entanglements between digital information and a Lefebvrian understanding of abstract space. From smartphone applications to GPS devices, Uber, Wikipedia and TripAdvisor, the code and content relating to the buildings and spaces of our cities is often as important as their bricks and mortar. Consequently, the power afforded to traditional actors of urban power—developers, planners, landlords—is now rivalled by the rise of new informational monopolies such as Alphabet Inc.’s Google.
 In this respect, much as the city has been conceptualized as the correlate of the road, so too it may now reveal itself as the correlate of the optic fibre. Urban society is now materially produced as a function of networked informational circulation—a point defined by entries and exits. The urbanization process has now assembled ICTs and people as a productive force that is both powerfully creative and planetary in scale. To develop Lefebvre’s right to the city in this context, we argue that the city must now be read as unequivocally informational, and with a renewed attention to such flows of digital information. Flows which are produced and mediated by a technology that further saturates the urban environment and yet which also retains the city as a primary site of experimentation.
    From a perspective of spatial justice and a right to the city, a key task of this reading is to critically examine the power relations around conduits of digital information as it becomes urban: the urbanization of information. Just as the urbanization of water is a processional notion that can uncover “stories about the city’s structure and development”, so can a reading of the city’s “political, social, and economic conduits” through which information flows also “carry the potential for an improved, more just, and more equitable right to the city”.1
 The urbanization of information is now just as relevant to questions of spatial justice and the city as those that surround other historical infrastructures and commodities. And so, the original division between a right to information and the right to the city is also problematic inasmuch as ICTs have become an integral part of everyday urban life. Information produces space and the urban environment; it circulates as a commodity which can be accumulated; and we have become increasingly dependent upon it. This raises many questions: What occurs when information becomes the urban? What spatial processes typify the reproduction of the digital-informational city? And how is this relevant to spatial justice and the right to the city?
    In order to demonstrate such relevance of ICTs to power and a right to the city, we use the five questions of power posed by British Labour politician Tony Benn in 2001: “What power have you got?; Where did you get it?; In whose interests do you use it?; To whom are you accountable?; And, how can we get rid of you?” Instead of directing those questions to individuals like Joseph Stalin or Bill Gates, we now direct them at a theoretical case study of Google, in order to better understand Google’s power over urban information. And more importantly, to approach the ultimate question of democracy and a right to the city: “How do we get rid of you?”
         In doing so, we hope to avoid a post-political reading of Lefebvre and will achieve this by directing our discussion to three principles for properly political acts: a need to enunciate dissent, traverse the fantasies of the elites, and refuse to act as we are invited. This paper thus both illustrates the utility of thinking about the role of ICTs in any useful conception of Lefebvre’s right to the city, and suggests ways that we might pursue any informational right to the city as a political project.
    Google—What Power Have You Got?
         We argue that Google currently has the power to curate an informational right to the city. This is because Google can produce urban space in the manner described by 1991, albeit via a dominance of abstract space that is contingent upon vast and ubiquitous flows of digital information. To understand the extent of this power, it is important to appreciate Lefebvre’s assertion that a society’s overall production of space can be conceptualized as the result of a spatial triad: a society’s space is produced through an interaction between “lived” spatial practices, the space that is “perceived” around us, and crucially, an abstract or “conceived” space (often as conceived by powerful technocrats).
    The interactions between all three are held to embody a society’s total social relations of reproduction, and so each society produces its own specific social space. Here, the role of what Lefebvre seemed to dismiss as “technology and graphics” is of special relevance to today’s dominant medium of abstract space—digital information. Our world is one now dominated by abstract spatial projects that range from traditional concepts of neighbourhoods and maps, to a new era in real-time data visualizations, models, path-finding algorithms and Pokémon. None of which seem materially real, yet all constitute reality through their “deeply, troublingly real” role in the (re)production of material space.2
          Hence, the ubiquity of digital technology within the urban environment marks an important departure from Lefebvre’s century. Despite his visionary and prescient concern with models, “visualization logics”, or even e-commerce, he did not discuss a reality where these models would run riot within powerful, affordable and geo-located computers that count our steps from our wrists, monitor our sleep from our bedsides, or engage in the mass latte-art simulacrum that is Instagram.3 His broader theory must now be applied to an urban environment that has become a hybrid, densely layered and heavily mediated process; a material reality that is reproduced through endless examples of Internet-enabled geo-spatial information technologies and platforms. All of which have become essential forms of abstract space within everyday urban reality, meaning that place is more than something that just happens to have associated digital content. Cities are their digital-informational presences, and are reproduced as such.
    Google’s unrivalled share in the informational mediation of this abstract space is highly significant. Its 90% European market share translates into a potential 550 million users of Google Maps, it accounts for 60% of all search queries globally, and it commands access to floods of user information streams across services that range from YouTube to GMail and beyond. Through this massive aggregate power in spatial representation it influences where people go, how and when they get there, what they do, the geography and characteristics of economic or social and political activities, and especially, the way in which some parts of the world are made visible or invisible.
 It is by virtue of this control over digital information that Google has the power to control the reproduction of urban space. This is a power to choose how a city is reduced to information, and to control the manner in which it is translated into knowledge and re-introduced to material everyday reality. Therefore, everyday urban reality is also increasingly reproduced as the space of Google—an increasingly measured and quantifiable space.
    However, despite the undeniable utility of such quantified space within an “arena of practical actions”, it must be understood that this abstract space has very real and unexpected (and often undesirable) consequences for the city. As Google reduces the city to information, this process includes decisions which are (opaquely, seemingly magically) made on our behalf: which voices, bodies, gestures and paths to include and which to exclude, including who or which spaces are reproduced as “outsider” or “other”. Therefore, attention should be paid to the fact that such digital information is already produced, consumed and accumulated to reflect starkly uneven patterns.
          Or, that there is often more digital content available about small European countries like Belgium than there is about the continents of South America or Africa; and data presences and absences reveal that digital geographies can be as uneven as their economic counterparts. More importantly, such informational inequalities are not always direct representations: despite their claimed objectivity, the various interfaces of Google also ensure that not every place is seen the same, and not everyone sees the same place.
    As such, there exists a potential to amplify a range of pre-existing spatial inequalities and create new urban divides through this dominance of digital information and spatial search. Less ubiquitous technologies that have warranted similar critical examination include Microsoft’s “Avoid the Ghetto” patent or “Pot Hole App” technology. In these examples, it is easy to hypothesize that poorer urban areas might become worse-off and those that are adequately digitally connected thrive in clean, safe and well maintained streets.
    In Google’s more-encompassing case, the selective manner in which Google returns search queries to individual users of different languages might dictate that Hebrew and Arabic searchers move differently through Tel Aviv, reproducing existing segregation. Or, that the disappearance of the word “Chinatown” from a particular neighbourhood in Google Maps becomes a real moment of victory or defeat for groups battling over a particular urban core, or “centrality”.
    Importantly, both of these examples also demonstrate how digital information complicates Lefebvre’s right to the city as a right to centrality, since the assertion that “centrality is always possible” is rendered moot by the ubiquity of digital information: how can anyone begin to approach “habiting” within the urban periphery when Google is already quantifying where, when and how they go there (in real-time): all with a view towards advertising these facts as such?4 Thus, over time, the flows of goods, services and people can be both monitored and re-aligned towards new cores of informational affluence—and away from informational peripheries—based on the algorithmic interpretation of gigantic databases controlled by a single monopolistic corporation. Lefebvre’s question of how to dwell in this quantifiable abstract space has never been more important.
   Finally, it is important to understand these developments in the context of ICTs’ broader role within a “third industrial revolution”, or as an enabler of “frictionless” or “informational” capitalism. This highlights Google’s power in economic value creation, and it is within the city that such technology can become an innovation bound up with the urban matrix as a “rational landscape for accumulation”. In real estate alone the profitable applications of such information is endless. What is advertised today by Google (2014) as “radius bidding” might as well be called algorithmic blockbusting tomorrow:5 instead of distributing malicious leaflets and signs to manipulate or devalue land value in the 1950s, the instant redirection of pedestrian flows on one side of the road can now destroy the businesses on the other.6
Google’s ability to mediate and redefine centrality is also a power to control flows of urban information as a productive force. Google can transform space into a (profitable) social product through its command of abstract space as digital information. Resonating Lefebvre’s comments, it is a power that permits those who dispose of it “to control space and even to produce it”. Hence, the landlord, developer and planning actors of Lefebvre’s day are now complemented by a new type of actor in the production of urban space—one that endlessly operates upon social space through the medium of digital information.
Therefore, Google has become a dominant force in the informational reproduction of urban space for the vast majority of cities. Particularly in the global North, it is Google that now occupies a type of informational right to the city, and it will be Google that can increasingly control a city’s surplus production or best further their own vision and ideology of how it might develop. The current urban form is typified by an assemblage and distribution of digital information over which Google can preside—a position supported by the dominant ideology of an abstract and quantifiable space that is filled with connected digital devices and subjects. Just as the agora became the shopping mall in Lefebvre’s reading, now the people, objects and social relations within the shopping mall must all be digitally connected, quantified and informationally productive. This is the city of Google. In this respect, Lefebvre’s assertion that we have moved beyond the production of things in space to the production of space itself rings true, but his conceptual separation of a right to information from the right to the city is challenged by digital technology: Google can amplify and reproduce space and spatial inequalities in its own distinct informational manner, including the rapid mediation and redefinition of urban space, urban centrality, and what is coming to be accepted as the “big urban problems”. Both Lefebvre’s political strategy and Tony Benn’s second, third, and fourth questions now demand that we critically examine this power further in order to ultimately understand how to act.
Google—Where Do You Get Your Power From?
Traditional theories of power surrounding information mediators as “gatekeepers” have often struggled to deal with the many-to-many characteristic of Internet communication, but their focus on code and algorithms is a useful point of departure. Google utilizes vast amounts of software code to build algorithms which spatially sort and rank all sorts of goods, information and services. This code is part of a broader systematized architecture of data and governance, comprising huge linked datasets that form a vast interoperable database of geographic information (ranging from proprietary API feeds to commons-based resources like Wikipedia). These technologies of informational mediation are often drawn into debates surrounding the supposed democratising potential of the Internet.
In particular, the “black-boxed” and proprietary nature of algorithms has resulted in speculation surrounding the centralization of information in a “Googlearchy”; the role of aggregating information based on the behaviours of others and the potential for creating “filter bubbles” of information around certain groups or individuals. Here, the capacity of Google’s algorithms to monitor and shape flows of information, people, capital, and goods should be addressed from a spatial perspective.
The emergence of volunteered geographic information (edits to open maps or encyclopaedias) has provided a useful subject for such enquiry, since it is often said to represent a more democratic and participatory form of abstract space. However, its inclusion within Google’s index (facilitated by a growing adoption of semantic web technologies) has demonstrated that Google’s representation of contested places such as Jerusalem is far from transparent (which Google’s info-box presently declares “The Capital of Israel”, despite a lack of such recognition from the international community).7 In similar cases, Google often outputs geographic information that displays a loss of nuance, an obscured provenance, hidden personal filtering, and an increasingly complex technical operation behind the process of trying to contest, update or otherwise modify the information itself. This raises two significant concerns for the right to the city.
First, Google’s centralized ranking of information in a networked context demonstrates the highly complex and immutable nature of this abstract urban space. This privileges the voices of some much more than others (a digital “tyranny of the majority”). Hence, whereas Google’s technology may reinforce existing orders and inequalities in some cases, in others it may also reconfigure and restructure social relations, allowing new informational elites to dominate others in the production of space. Those “informational” classes of society can thus better promote their own vision of place over the less technically equipped. So whilst an increasing proportion of the urban subaltern may have access to digital communications devices, their ability to challenge or disagree with this process (producing space through digital information) is increasingly limited. Therefore, the power of Google’s algorithms and databases—like many others—is leaving its own particular mark of spatial-informational injustice on history.
Second, and by extension, this filtering of material-social space will alter its potential for “political import”.8 This is because such a material manifestation of either “Googlearchy” or filter bubbles will reconfigure and nullify spatial politics as something which relies on encounters, possibilities, and ruptures between different groups and individuals: “In order for space to have political import, it has to be associated in some way with change in the established order of things, leading to new distributions, relations, connections and disconnections”.9
For Lefebvre this is described in a similar manner—and the possibility of encounters between diverse groups and individuals is itself a pathway to a right to the city, not to mention one of the great attractions of city life itself. Such a power to nullify dissensus exemplifies Lefebvre’s theses surrounding the homogenizing tendencies of abstract space and the reductive nature of digital information—albeit both combined in a powerful new technology. Just as TripAdvisor or Yelp might have become a tyranny for the world of restaurateurs, the “neutral” and “objective” algorithms of Google Maps may become a hegemonic order of consensus for the broader urban population, spelling a death-knell for the enunciation of dissent.10
The regulatory processes behind Google—including algorithms, code and systems of data governance—now take a role in the spatial processes of urban politics. They may privilege the spatial projects of some subjects or groups, and also play a role in the foreclosing of political dissent for others. In this manner, the increasingly opaque and complex nature of these algorithms might be said to represent an ideological structure of power which is capable of producing space in much the same way that other regimes of regulatory power can. Hence, the ability or disability to action change within the representational regime of Google becomes an ability or disability to engage in the production of urban space itself. And, the opportunity for dissent becomes crucial for urban equality in respect of the dominant informational representations of place. Therefore, because urban space is increasingly defined by Google’s regime of information mediation, an informational right to the city depends upon the ability to enunciate dissent within this regime.
Google—In Whose Interests Do You Exercise Your Power?
Lefebvre was optimistic that technology could improve everyday life in urban society. But he was also concerned by how powerful actors might control the discourse around any such potential in order to “mask other, less obvious motives”. In this case, Google is an information broker and advertising company with a $66 billion annual turnover in 2014. Their immediate and irrefutable interests concern profits, growth, and a return on investment for shareholders. Understanding how such interests are masked by other factors is necessary both to understand Google’s strategy as a profit-driven multinational and in order to develop a counter-strategy.
First, as part of a broader infrastructure, the seemingly benign spatial representations provided by their service may be politically overlooked due to the gradual banalization of their delivery through desktop computers, tablets or smart phones. All of which are commodified points-of-service where mediating technology disappears beneath clean white interfaces, communicates with mobile phone masts disguised as trees, or travels through cables buried deep beneath the road.11 Just as water emerges from the tap (via dams, reservoirs and monitoring systems), the processes and operations enabled by Google mask an enormous process of operations and social relations from the gaze of the regular user.
Therefore, geospatial information is being produced and exchanged as a commodity, and important and banal questions remain: “Who produces information? How? For whom? And who consumes it?”.12
Second, such interests are also socially obscured when the use-values of ICTs are fetishized in a manner that obscures the underlying exchange interest. This is particularly apparent in the persistent hailing of Google, Silicon Valley, and ICTs in general as forces that offer endless forms of technological emancipation. In this respect, Lefebvre’s cybernetic technocrats are still here, but their methods and computers are faster, cooler, and more convincing. Despite the failure of similar promises in the past,13 these visions persist through grand claims that include the “death of distance”14, a “flattened world”15, the persistent hailing of the end of geography and its “laws”16, and the immanence of cyberspace. The new media phenomena associated with Google have thus often been cast as a “dazzling light … shining above everyday concerns”, rather than merely as information somehow embedded in banal everyday practices.17
Elevating Google in a similar manner—as beyond its base in everyday life—can be read in the context of Lefebvre’s early analysis on “information ideology”. This ideology draws critical attention away from what have always remained questions of everyday life, commodities, production and consumption.
A third masking of this commodity interest is the form of the exchange itself: the free provision of Google’s services is exemplary of the service-for-profile exchange, whereby an individual might freely use services in exchange for Google’s right to use their profile data for a range of purposes not limited to advertising (this may include anything from a user’s current location to the content of communication never intended for transmission: what you thought and where you thought it). This is prototypical of the adage “if you’re not the customer then you’re the product”, where Google is a highly profitable “database of intentions” within which “we search for things we are hoping to know, hoping to do, and hoping to become”.18 This positions the corporation at the top of a $130 billion Internet advertising arena, and emphasizes their interest in the detailed but relatively risk-free capture of social processes and lived space, in order to profit as an intermediary between production and consumption.
For example, when combined with powerful geospatial information on individual users, such information can be used to create new and profitable advertising products like “radius bidding”—where advertising strategies can be based upon a synthesis between an individual’s profile data and exact real-time location. As the corporation becomes better at producing such accumulated knowledge, Lefebvre has already argued that such abstract space will be increasingly re-integrated into social practice and material production, resulting in an increasingly commodified urban space and an economy that valorizes certain relationships along the exact same lines: “How many reviews does it have? … It’s not on Google?!”
Unmasking these commodity interests of Google is one step, but contextualizing them within broader critical theories is another. Lefebvre’s critique of information ideology situates the information commodity interest within an account of advancements in cybernetics aiming towards “a perfect market society … and a fully planned society, in which the centre would receive from each unit at the base correct messages concerning its order of preferences and would have the same structure and the same attitude … information and participation advance together”.19 In the recent development of Google’s Soli Chip (a hand gesture recognition technology), the interest of collecting increasingly detailed and granular data on human interactions is plainly visible: “We are actually interpreting human intent” from a microchip using radar technology to capture the “possibilities of the human hand … the finesse of human actions”.20
To infer that this increasingly abstract capture of everyday human social interaction (the gestures of Lefebvre’s “lived” space) can lead to a technological urban emancipation is to submit to the fantasy that the use-value of Google’s services somehow outweighs their $66 billion commodity interest. Therefore, an informational right to the city depends upon an ability to transcend these fantasies.
Google—To Whom Are You Accountable?
Through his discussion of the Nora-Minc Report and abstract space as a political tool instituted by the state, Lefebvre’s focus on the state’s power over information seems outdated in the case of Google. Despite some debate surrounding the operations of search engines and web services at the state level (for example, the EU-wide “right to be forgotten”), socio-technical power is surprisingly absent from many policy debates—resulting in relatively little transparent accountability for large technology firms such as Google. This is brought about by two broad factors, each of importance to any claim on the right to the city.
First, the historical development and provision of Internet infrastructure differs from traditional models of infrastructure development due to its relatively more total (rather than partial) privatisation and deregulation. This is also evident in the evolution of theoretical discourses around ICTs that have shifted from Bell’s Keynesian concern with ameliorating the effects of capitalism, to talk of flexible market regulation and a prioritization for the technological ingenuity and innovation of forces like Silicon Valley. The practical manifestation of a more total privatisation has resulted in a more uneven distribution of Internet infrastructure compared with other services (like roads or running water). For example, research in poorer urban areas has concluded that the deregulation of telecommunications in the United States and consequent market failure is to blame for inadequate Internet provision.
However, a second aspect to Google’s accountability is more complex: to what extent is Google directly accountable to the user? Whilst the typical Internet user has supposedly transformed from consumer to “prosumer” of information, so has search become a system that constantly re-evaluates its own operations based upon user-feedback.21 This frames users’ actions as ones which might themselves constitute both the search organisation and non-human algorithmic “compactants” as powerful. As a collective, users then become a significantly culpable audience who reproduce and enact the lived ideology of informational capitalism with each click: “The ideological superstructure and the economic base meet with, and feed, each other in every singly Google query”, and so “consent is reached by way of creating win-win situations that make individuals play by the rules of capitalism”.
Assessing accountability for power in this networked context seems difficult for Lefebvre. If the use of Google is a “decision for those at the base” (in everyday life), then why does it seem like there is such little opportunity for actions of resistance?22 We suggest that a better account of Google’s power instead focuses on a situation whereby control is achieved precisely through such possible individual actions: Google’s power draws on a self-governance where individual autonomy and action is what lies at the heart of disciplinary control.
“Openness”, “democracy”, “user-feedback” and “participation” are all part of the mode of governance for informational capitalism—it is precisely the invitation to behave as an individual that reproduces the power in the hands of an elite. Hence, whilst Lefebvre’s broader theory on urbanization and the production of space works well in the context of digital technology, his discussion of power in these processes nevertheless may need re-thinking. His particular focus on the abstract space of Soviet planned cities typifies this—the reproduction of power no longer stems from a locatable top-down source, but from distributed actions that form a “bottom-up navigation of places”.23
Theorists of informational gatekeepers would do well to remember that just as city state gates were usually open to all (except in times of war, and in order to tax, control, and ultimately reproduce a society of sovereignty), Google must also remain open to all in order to maintain its strategy of neutrality and utility. Google’s invitation to search—and even to look for or express opinions of dissent—is precisely what constitutes it as both powerful and profitable. Google requires and values authenticity in intentions and actions above all else.24 And, it is a new form of everyday habitus that reproduces this power and the informational economy: cultural control mechanisms like the Chapels of 16th century city gates (for example, Porta San Gennaro in Naples) have become the Google Doodles and Rainbow Filters of today; inculcating new forms of subjectivity within an informational regime of power that is dependent upon the quantifiable actions of the individual.25
So whilst the state might yet service many of Google’s demands, it is the user who must be confronted as inscribing the gatekeeper within the real through each quantifiable act. And so the correct manner in which to dismantle such power must be through a refusal to act.26 To reject the call to perform as an informational commodity prosumer; to refute the suggestion that to save everything one can “click here!”;27 to offer an abstract negation that doesn’t already fit into a binary computation; to think twice; and, to not behave as Google wants or expects. Therefore, an informational right to the city depends upon a refusal to act.
Google—How Do We Get Rid Of You?
The political utility of a concept is not just in providing better understanding of reality, it also needs to enable an experimentation with reality that reveals new possibilities and openings. In this respect, the original right to the city has been misunderstood as an impotent and post-political directive that does not require that we get rid of the city of actors like Google, and that they can still somehow “improve life in cities for everyone.”28 Therefore, the core of this paper has sought to outline three principles of properly political action to inform Benn’s ultimate question. To rid the city of Google one must somehow enunciate a disagreement with the status quo, traverse the fantasies of the ICT elites, and yet also refuse to act as expected within any established space for performative placebo-politics. With these principles in mind, this section offers a strategy to “escape the quantifiable” and to discover an ICT-based “path to the possible”: working for a Google-free city.29
To understand why these principles are important, it is useful to start by considering what sorts of actions might actually fail to deliver greater equality. In particular, many initiatives surrounding informational inequalities often concern themselves with restoring greater equality through access across a “digital divide”.30 Entire continents have been promised sudden growth based on the arrival of a few new submarine cables or laptops. These projects would seem consistent with Lefebvre’s original call for a right to information. But such access is not really a principle that challenges the interests of large corporations like Google, who depend on mantra such as “The More We Connect The Better It Gets”.31
Google’s recent entry to the Internet service provider market in both the global North and South is indicative of a strategy to connect as many individuals as possible to its services. And, amidst this prospecting, “Project Loon” (Google’s plan to use high-altitude balloons to connect the world’s billions of currently disconnected people) appears as little more than a spatial fix to a requirement for an ever-expanding user base and data resource to sort and mine, or perhaps, a new market-practice of “data colonialism”.32 So without rubbishing genuine or revolutionary attempts to bring information to those lacking, initiatives and actions that frame information access as an intrinsic good always require critical attention: justice in informational distribution is not automatically “the ideal order” in the face of injustice,33 and an informational right to the city should not simply appear as a tamed form of informational capitalism.
Therefore, Lefebvre’s calls for a right to information, access or participation are problematized by the nature of ICTs—connective technologies that seem to offer some form of use value, but ultimately fixate on the commodification and simulation of social relations. It would seem that the technology needs first to be re-appropriated. In order to do so, there are a range of smaller initiatives that might be said to better represent the type of resistance, disagreement and refusal we seek, and even a spontaneity that Lefebvre himself might have advocated. This might include tools which enable a user to destroy their own profile data or archived communications, devalue their digital labour, or to act in a manner that rejects notions of a digitally quantified and commodified self or space.
Examples of such acts might include the “Web 2.0 Suicide Machine”34, or perhaps fabricating several hundred non-existent artisanal cup-cake bakeries in the South Bronx on Google Maps, alongside their fantastically gushing reviews on Yelp. Either act might demonstrate the manner in which digital tools can be mischievously inverted to disrupt or disagree with the ‘ideologic’ of abstract substitution or visualization. And, this demonstrates that the same open and non-linear systems which created Google can still provide the potential for a politics of flux and vitality.35 Pursued collectively—for example, through organisations like Anonymous—this demonstrates “the importance of art, expression, autonomy, and creation through unalienated labour”.36 Therefore, such re-appropriation of Google’s abstract space can play a part in an informational right to the city, since it is an expression and practice of urban citizenship that can articulate, claim and renew group rights within and through the informational appropriation of city spaces.
However, these “micro-political” acts are not all that is required, since they remain focused on a profoundly simulated reality and do not seem to develop fully towards a sustainable notion of urban society. First, we cannot all join with Anonymous on the 4chan forum (because we are all “newfags”), and second, these actions often have little more political motivation than “for the lulz” (laughter at someone else’s expense—where decisions as to whose expense are often just as opaque or arbitrary as Google’s algorithms). This risks committing little more than appropriation for appropriation’s sake, and would arguably produce a city that is ultimately no more egalitarian than the city of Google—one where all sorts of “moralfaggotry” would be unwelcome.37
In sum, the de-centred approach of Anonymous might be capable of heroically matching Google’s de-centred power over a wealth of abstract information (and in all sorts of other extremely useful political acts), but to what possible urban life does it ultimately guide us? This is where Lefebvre’s questions of how we might begin to replace “habitat” with “habiting” arises: How do we replace the ideology of habitat (“Your data-driven life online!”) with a practice of actually living with the digital information we produce and the tools we produce it with? How do we simultaneously invoke life and lived space through digital technology, yet simultaneously avoid an informational quantification and exploitation at the mercy of one-Google-after-another? How do we dwell within the digitally augmented city, despite Google and despite Anonymous?
Beyond such isolated instances of re-appropriation and participation, Lefebvre also focused on a sustained practice of autogestion—the self-management of technologies, resources and surplus. To this end, there has been a resurgence in reference to the value of commons-based digital platforms or “working class ICTs”.38 Such ideas have helped re-contextualize ICTs within a class struggle that is yet to be rendered obsolete by the grand promises of these technologies. And deploying such traditional systems in a new setting—for example, in Uber driver unions or municipal Airbnb co-ops—might help re-imagine Google’s functions as a collectively owned and operated technology for the good of the city, perhaps answering the question: “The battle lines are clear, the question is only whether all this stuff can be somehow used in an emancipatory way?”.39
Therefore, commons-based platforms like Wikipedia still merit attention as relatively open mechanisms for encouraging a broad-base of participation in the creation of a diverse range of geographic information. They release all core platform data freely to the public, and have transparent mechanisms for resolving conflicts about how places, people, and processes should be represented. This is in line with Mason’s vision of post-capitalist economies in which collaborative forms of work are promoted over rent-seeking ones. Perhaps a commons-based spatial search should operate in a similar fashion? More autogestion, less autosuggestion!
However, beyond the institutional challenges facing such commons—revisited today through the many practical, political or ethical issues around platforms like OpenStreetMap—we suggest that moving beyond the advocacy of commons-based ICT platforms as a panacea is important. After all, the notion that one platform should also “Organise all the world’s information” (Google) or be the “Sum of all human knowledge” (Wikipedia)—or somehow otherwise cover all abstract space—is itself a notion that shares much with the information ideology. In terms of the three principles, it is not an ultimate disagreement. Because of this, commons ICTs as we know them might embody an informational right to the city, but they would do well to focus on a notion of power that Lefebvre seemed not to grasp so well: a notion of power in the city as generally concerned with “circulatory control”, which includes the circulation and urbanization of digital information through Google.40
Understanding Google’s power in this way suggests that such “commoning” strategies might be more achievable and effective if they focus such autogestion at smaller, more tangible points and densities of lived space and human relations. Or, if they try and improve life for a pre-existing community or cluster of relations instead of simulating a global one that does not yet exist. One recent example of this is “Dewey Maps”: a map being built on top of OpenStreetMap’s platform by and for residents of Brussels, as a tool to “bring together practical information to live well locally without breaking the bank”.41 Its character is simultaneously global commoned-tech and local knowledge combined, necessarily produced through direct lived experience on its own terms. It attempts to solidify an informational-common around a particular place as conceived by its density of relations across all of perceived, lived and abstract space—and it is from this position that a project can best pursue an informational right to the city. Whilst such initiatives might eventually connect up across space (and the protocols of free and open source software platforms will surely help), a vital step is to continually self-manage flows of information as they circulate around more particular points or densities.
Finally, such a notion of “living well” also invokes Lefebvre’s cry for the right to the oeuvre: the demand that technologies should be employed as much for human works of joy (oeuvres) as for outright profits. Discovering such a deliberated and joyful production of information would undoubtedly require work, but some contend that a less-alienated informational experience of the city is ultimately the better one. Or, that the mountaineer’s slow but self-mastered ascent is a worthy pursuit in light of the predetermined speed of the ski-lift rider.
To this end, and beyond the hip cycle cafés and squats charted in Dewey Maps, other worthwhile productions of informational oeuvres can be found elsewhere in “sousveillance” or “Citizen Science” projects that address an array of social, political and environmental concerns (e.g. Public Lab, SPLASSH, the Air Quality Egg). Where Wikipedia might be criticised for its growing professionalism, many of these smaller projects invite the powerful enjoyment of the amateur. And, such triumphs might also arrive in the success of smaller, more locally embedded businesses like Carteiro Amigo (“Friendly Mailman”), a novel and much-needed addressing system and postal service in Rocinha, a Rio favela: “Google came by here last month. They asked if they could take a photo of our map. I said: ‘No way.’ Let them do their own”.42
Such local initiatives demonstrate that not everyone is yet willing to be another passive user in the battle to control the legibility of the city—some are still enjoying the fight. In each case, the autogestion of urban information has been realised as a worthwhile activity that can contribute to a never-ending struggle towards greater empowerment and democracy for all urban citizens.
In this light, it should be considered that the early days of the Internet were almost everywhere an oeuvre (dominated by skilled, empowered, fun-loving and explorative community of creative amateurs and geeks) compared with today’s electronic drudgery (dominated by rules and IT professionals; populated by individuals who are largely un-skilled and dis-empowered; often experienced as a boring necessity that is nevertheless constantly advertised as exhilarating—if only we believe the latest superfast broadband adverts!). Similarly, the problem is that our city’s information and abstract space is being managed for us as a part of someone else’s oeuvre: an oeuvre of the venture capitalist, the bureaucrat or the techno-evangelist. And often, as an oeuvre that belongs to Google.
Therefore, an informational right to the city must employ all of the above—re-appropriation and participation as part of a sustained autogestion—as well as to behold and recover the digital oeuvre as a worthwhile pursuit. We must actively enjoy the practice of producing and managing our urban information. It is not enough to expect Google to provide you with a joy of your own.
Conclusion
The concept of an informational right to the city is useful in understanding the power of an informational monopoly like Google. Their control over a newly ubiquitous form of digital abstract space enables them to reproduce and control urban space itself. In this capacity, they have now joined—and in some cases, perhaps even superseded—the ranks of urban planners, developers and landlords from Lefebvre’s era in terms of their power over the city and its many problems. Similarly, this power is also masked by a newly dominant ideology of Google as technology serving the “general interest” of the city: we can “spread the love” if we “put our cities on the map!”. As such forces begin to re-shape the city, their power and ideology merits critical attention through the lens of Lefebvre, and his theory on the production of space provides a strong starting point.
However, the dependence of these new technologies of abstract space upon vast flows of digital information also demonstrates that Lefebvre’s original separation of a right to information and a right to the city is problematic. Concatenating the two has helped us to re-think both the relationship of information to a right to the city, and the way that such technology complicates and challenges Lefebvre’s original thesis on urbanization, power and space. Through innovative information technologies, Google can control urban centralities and political representations, homogenize urban space, embed abstract advertising products in material space, prioritize and valorize some (digital) relations over others, harness surplus production through technological innovation, and dominate the digital process of reducing concrete social practice to abstract information. Yet, we live in a world where even the poorest can now possess a Google-ready smartphone: what role will these passive users and information producers take in the urbanization of information, and will they “Google” Lefebvre?
In trying to capture an appropriately political understanding of what an informational right to the city might entail, this examination of Google’s power has directed attention to three guiding principles in seeking a path towards more equitable flows of urban information. These principles roughly translate as requiring a critical disagreement with the current arrangement and configuration of technologies of spatial representation, and have been adopted from broader work on the “post-political” city. This discussion has suggested that the notion of commons-based ICTs is of particular use to such an endeavour, yet there remain both old and new possibilities and challenges alike. To this end, Lefebvre’s notions of autogestion and the oeuvre remain useful concepts. An informational right to the city requires that we realise its importance and begin to act now in a deliberate project to re-appropriate and self-manage the information that we produce in a manner that we can both enjoy and can sustain.
Finally, as organisations like Google continue to profit and prospect upon the expanding quantification of human social phenomena, Lefebvre’s theory has already argued that spatial consequences will come to reflect economies that drive this quantification: uneven information-based geographies and economies. Therefore, as ever more people live in digital, digitally mediated, and digitally augmented places, further developing the concept of an informational right to the city is imperative in order to understand exactly how power is reproduced through code, content, control and the urbanization of information.
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