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Introduction 

In this article I present a few ideas about the notion of “urban movements” based on my 
long-term dedication to investigating on this topic. The title aims to emphasise the actual 
and potential contributions made by different forms of collective action to improve our 
cities.  

I argue that social movements in general and urban movements in particular are key 
expressions of broad social, political and economic conflicts, and not marginal as they are 
sometimes portrayed. In my view, democratic societies ought to deal in a sensible and 
sensitive manner with all the voices and bodies of their members as inhabitants (some not 
legally recognised as citizens), especially those who are ignored and marginalised from the 
crucial decision-making processes. However, the prevailing economic and state elites have 
set up many mechanisms to prevent a careful attention to those at the bottom of power 
structures based on class, gender and ethnic condition. Liberal and representative 
democracies are far from meeting the needs, rights and aspirations of the worst off. 
Capitalism is also an endless source of authoritarian rule, from the workplace to the stock 
markets. In addition, an increasing concentration of wealth on a global scale erodes any 
horizon of more equal and sustainable societies. 

There are multiple social movements that question this state of affairs all over the world, not 
only in formally liberal democracies, and not only related to the urban fabric. When formed 
by social groups who are powerless within the established institutions, these movements 
activate their own capacities, knowledge and social alliances, mostly apart from state 
institutions and by confronting them. As a consequence, to raise the political leverage of 
inhabitants usually means increasing conflicts as well (Martínez 2011). What is more, the 
outcomes of urban struggles cannot be easily predicted in advance, although there is good 
historical evidence of substantial changes achieved by urban movements.  

It is also worth noting that not all the movements advance progressive and emancipatory 
views. Nonetheless, all movements experience limitations which are a significant topic of 
research for social scientists. Accordingly, a critical inquiry should pay attention to the 
contradictory processes in which urban movements are centrally involved. In my work I 
have examined the social, political and spatial nature of the conflicts involved, their 
development over time and the significant contexts that constrain them.  

I will introduce my analytical framework in three steps. First, I will briefly define the meaning 
of urban movements. Second, I will distinguish them in four categories. Both the definition 
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and the classification will be illustrated with some references to cases from Southern Europe 
and Latin America. Finally, I will conclude with a summary of the social, political and 
economic implications of the role played by social movements in urban politics.  

 

Urban movements: definition 

Urban movements may be defined as sustained collective actions of claim-making in the 
production, governance and change of cities. Citizens usually come together as a response 
to specific grievances. They self-organise and perform various types of protest in order to 
achieve their goals. Sometimes movement participants may use institutional channels to 
express their concerns, but authorities do not always react in a satisfactory manner. 
Therefore, many activists resort to direct actions. Most urban movements choose to go non-
institutional from the very beginning by assuming that this is the most available and effective 
way to challenge the dominant status quo of cities in terms of cultural values, power 
structures and economic inequalities.  

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

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

To illustrate this approach take the rising cry about the improvement of conditions for the 
circulation of bicycles in cities. A call to install just one bicycle rack in one building amounts 
to a very low form of contentious activism. This kind of ‘urban claim’ often addresses no 
more than individual representatives at the town hall. If the claims are about the extension 
of cycling facilities all over the city and advocacy organisations take the lead, their activism 
may involve a broader span of time, space and political challenge to the local authorities. 
These activists may engage in hearings, forums, objections to master plans, and participatory 
processes within the institutional realm. The more they surpass this moderate repertoire of 
protest, and the more they mobilise supporters through media, demonstrations, direct 
actions, and road blockades on a regular basis, the more they are prone to shape a singular 
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‘urban movement’. The Critical Mass, for instance, is a mobilisation of urban cyclists that 
started in San Francisco in 1992 and became a popular form of protest in hundreds of cities 
worldwide (Carlsson, 2001; Shephard & Smithsimon, 2011, pp. 44-49). Critical Mass is 
labelled by its promoters as a celebration or a playful display of creative dissent. It takes 
place once a month in many cities simultaneously. Hence, urban movements can also be 
diffused transnationally. Critical Mass represents an opposition to the dominant 
motorisation of cities and claims more bicycle-friendly urban environments. Their regular 
demonstrations, articulated with other formal advocacy groups, certainly contributed to the 
relative revival of urban cycling in transport policies over the last decades.  

In addition, it may happen that collective actions of protest are performed through silent, 
clandestine, informal, and hidden ways either when the political conditions are considered 
oppressive by activists or when they just want to avoid too much public exposure. This type 
of urban infra-politics (as coined by Scott, 1990) rejects clear identities and prefers loose 
networks of self-organisation. For example, painting signs on the roads to favour cycling and 
tactical daily manoeuvres to obstruct motorised traffic may be part of this diffuse repertoire. 
Finally, closely related to activism although not identical (Mayer, Thörn & Thörn, 2016), 
‘urban riots’ may occur, for example, when clashes between cyclists, the police and 
motorists erupt. The violent development of urban conflicts is often related to underlying 
injustices and suppressed forms of protest, but they are not necessarily a frequent 
manifestation of social movements.  
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As the table shows, a possible classification of urban collective actions hinges upon three 
main criteria: the duration of coordinated activism, the intensity of contentious processes 
and the degree of involvement in state institutions (see Table1). These criteria help 
distinguish urban movements from other types of collective action in urban politics, 
especially those more embedded in the institutional realm such as competing political 
parties, but also from those lasting a shorter time and less coordinated in dense social 
networks. However, as the dotted lines suggest, there are also many empirical intersections 
and reciprocities between all the categories. In fact, specific claims and onetime protests 
trigger the engagement of activists who, in turn, may nurture broader mobilisations, 
campaigns and political identities (Tilly & Tarrow, 2007). 

 

 

DURATION-
ARTICULATION 

CONTENTION INSTITUTIONS 

Urban Movements ▲▲▲ ▲▲▲ ▲ 

Urban Riots ▲ ▲▲▲ ▲ 

Urban Clandestine 
Activism 

▲▲ ▲ ▲ 

Urban Activism ▲▲ ▲▲ ▲▲ 

Political Parties ▲▲▲ ▲▲▲ ▲▲▲ 

 

Many children participated in a demonstration for the right to housing which I attended in 
Rome, in 2016. It tells a dramatic story of poverty and violation of basic human rights at the 
heart of a wealthy country. These children and their parents are among the thousands of 
people who are homeless in Rome –official figures only mentioned 3,300 by 2015 but there 
are many more who struggle to get a place in temporary shelters and dream of a decent, 
affordable and permanent home. With the Global Financial Crisis in 2008, unemployment 
and homelessness skyrocketed, especially in Southern Europe. Poor migrants and refugees 
were the most vulnerable groups hit by the nightmare created by financial speculation all 
over the world and the dismantling of welfare services. Activists from different nationalities 
and political backgrounds reacted to this dramatic situation. In Rome, three main 
organisations united and launched a campaign called Tsunami Tour in October 2012. Every 
time they gathered, they took over various empty buildings simultaneously: 10 buildings 
were squatted on 6 December 2012, 14 buildings more on 6/7 April 2013, four more in 
October 2013 and another six in April 2014 (Di Feliciantonio, 2017). These are just the most 
visible cases. Nonetheless, the occupation of abandoned buildings to house people in 
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extreme need is a current practice, usually in a hidden, silent and less coordinated manner. 
Very often, these squatters are brutally evicted by riot police. Little children, the elderly, ill 
and disabled people, are usually thrown back in the streets too. When they do not hold 
documents of full citizenship, their chances to access social housing or overcrowded shelters 
are very low. 

For example, in just one operation, about 800 people, mostly asylum seekers from Eritrea, 
were forcibly expelled from Palazzo Curtatone refugee squat in Rome, on August the 20th, 
2017. More than 500 police officers executed the eviction. Two pregnant women were 
among the evicted squatters. When the refugees occupied a nearby public square to protest, 
they were also removed by the police who used water cannons and batons. The Palazzo 
Curtatone had been squatted since 2013 and no housing alternatives were provided to the 
refugees2. In the coverage of this case by the economic newspapers, journalists usually 
portrayed squatters as criminals and the occupation as unacceptable damage to the profits 
of the owners3. In particular, the investment property firm Omega from Idea Fimit, a 
company gaming with institutional and pension funds, bought this building in 2011 for 75 
million Euros and left it empty until they could get a better deal after renovation or by selling 
it to a third party.  

 

 

                                                           
2
 https://enoughisenough14.org/2017/08/24/rome-cops-evict-refugee-squatters-from-palazzo-curtatone-

square/  
3
 http://carlofesta.blog.ilsole24ore.com/2017/08/24/lo-sgombero-di-palazzo-curtatone-i-falsi-buonismi-e-le-

perdite-milionarie-dei-fondi-pensione/?refresh_ce=1  http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-08-
24/immobile-sgomberato-roma-quattro-milioni-euro-perdite-le-casse-pensionati--
124536.shtml?uuid=AEBRK3GC 
 

https://enoughisenough14.org/2017/08/24/rome-cops-evict-refugee-squatters-from-palazzo-curtatone-square/
https://enoughisenough14.org/2017/08/24/rome-cops-evict-refugee-squatters-from-palazzo-curtatone-square/
http://carlofesta.blog.ilsole24ore.com/2017/08/24/lo-sgombero-di-palazzo-curtatone-i-falsi-buonismi-e-le-perdite-milionarie-dei-fondi-pensione/?refresh_ce=1
http://carlofesta.blog.ilsole24ore.com/2017/08/24/lo-sgombero-di-palazzo-curtatone-i-falsi-buonismi-e-le-perdite-milionarie-dei-fondi-pensione/?refresh_ce=1
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-08-24/immobile-sgomberato-roma-quattro-milioni-euro-perdite-le-casse-pensionati--124536.shtml?uuid=AEBRK3GC
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-08-24/immobile-sgomberato-roma-quattro-milioni-euro-perdite-le-casse-pensionati--124536.shtml?uuid=AEBRK3GC
http://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/notizie/2017-08-24/immobile-sgomberato-roma-quattro-milioni-euro-perdite-le-casse-pensionati--124536.shtml?uuid=AEBRK3GC


6 
 

While the figures of around 30,000 home evictions in the city of Rome between 2003 and 
2015 (Di Feliciantonio, 2017) represent a striking failure of public policies, the profits made 
by real estate operators, their tax evasions and their professional lobbying of urban 
regulations remain largely opaque. 

Similar stories can be told about Greece, France and Spain where housing movements allied 
with homeless, immigrants and refugees are not passive spectators anymore. In Spain, for 
example, 387,966 properties have been evicted between 2011 and 20154. These data 
include all kind of properties and legal circumstances, not only mortgaged residential ones, 
but it is estimated that more than half of them represent primary residence homes5. As a 
response, the Platform for People Affected by Mortgages (PAH), was established in the 
metropolitan area of Barcelona in 2009. By May 2016, 236 local PAH groups were active 
across Spanish cities. 

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

                                                           
4
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Interestingly, the demands of the PAH convey an interpretation of the 2008 economic 
recession that is in sharp contrast to that offered by mainstream media and the dominant 
elites. PAH activists, guided by thorough research on the matter, pointed to the 
financialisation of property assets, the construction bubble, abusive and deregulated 
banking practices, austerity policies, meagre earnings, unavailable public housing, and the 
corrupt practices of major political parties as the main driving forces behind the devastating 
wave of foreclosures and housing repossessions. At the peak of the crisis, between 2011 and 
2015, direct actions aiming to prevent home evictions were framed by the media with a 
positive outlook for the PAH. The Stop Evictions campaign entailed not only the risk of being 
removed, beaten, and arrested by the police, but also criminal charges for obstructing court 
injunctions. The outlook of radicalism usually attached to direct actions, even those strictly 
adherent to nonviolent civil disobedience principles, was largely compensated for by the 
images of evicted individuals and families who had been offered neither compassion nor 
policy measures to house them. According to the last check of their webpage (October 
2017), the PAH were able to prevent more than 2,000 cases of home evictions, and helped 
rehouse more than 2,500 people, very often in squatted buildings6. This political activity, in 
my opinion, contributed to making cities more liveable for those who participated and 
benefitted from the struggle, despite not solving the problem at large. 
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Urban movements: types 

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

As the examples presented above make clear, sometimes urban movements do not 
question just local authorities but also the main economic actors, structures and 
regulations that cause a miserable life for millions of urban dwellers. These observations 
allow me to introduce a more useful classification of urban activism and movements. First of 
all, some urban movements are focused on what can be designated as ‘urban commons’, 
urban trade-unionism or struggles for collective consumption. These include all protests 
against housing shortages and rent increases, tenants’ unions, and the squatting of vacant 
buildings and land. The redistribution of public resources is an essential dimension of 
capitalism in order to reproduce the labour force. But capitalists are not so interested in a 
fair and extensive redistribution of wealth, especially if they can make more profits out of 
the privatisation of welfare services. Movements defending the urban commons set social 
barriers to the overwhelming commodification of life. These mobilisations tend to involve 
forms of self-organisation that push public policies beyond their bureaucratic ethos, not only 
in the field of housing but also in the provision, access, maintenance and quality of local 
healthcare and education facilities, water and electricity supply, sewerage, public transport, 
and food.  

Bear in mind, for example, informal and squatted settlements, favelas, shanty towns or 
slums that can be found in most megacities of the Global South and also in the urban fringes 
of the Global North. Just think on the following figure: 1 billion people. More precisely, more 
than 900 million of people are considered slum dwellers in developing countries according 
to the United Nations (UN-Habitat, 2016). This means that one in eight people live in slums 
nowadays, and the absolute numbers are growing, despite a relative decrease from 39 per 
cent to 30 per cent between 2000 and 2014. Insecure tenure, lack of access to drinking 
water and sanitation facilities and poor housing structures are some the complex features 
faced by one eighth of the world population. Wealth redistribution and improvement of the 
urban commons is an urgent cry in all these settlements. Inhabitants’ organisations and self-
empowering initiatives are especially salient there, in addition to the international aid. There 
are networks such as Slum/Shack Dwellers International, Asian Coalition for Housing Rights, 
Habitat International Coalition and the International Alliance of Inhabitants that offer 
support through advocacy, documenting experiences and conducting research. To recall a 
case I am familiar with, the massive operations of rehousing informal settlers in Madrid 
(Spain) in the 1980s, for example, involved significant experiences of participatory planning, 
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the creation of housing cooperatives and the enthusiastic involvement of activists, 
professionals and researchers (Castells 1983, Villasante et al. 1989). Autonomous 
organisations such as the piqueteros from different villas miseria in Argentina championed 
class-based mobilisations and obtained subsidies from favourable governments until the 
recent shift in the central government. Due to their persistent grassroots organisations, 
some Brazilian favelas have been consolidated as urban neighbourhoods whereas others 
were not able to resist their brutal eradication due to urban mega-projects such as the 
Olympics Games held in Rio de Janeiro in 20167. 

A second group of movements, often closely associated with the former, are focused on the 
‘right to the city’ (Marcuse, 2009; Mayer & Boudreau, 2012, p. 280; Mitchell, 2003). They 
incorporate the spatial claims expressed by particularly deprived groups which are not only 
defined by their socioeconomic class condition. The right to the city accounts for the 
appropriation of urban spaces (streets, plazas, green areas and especially the city centre) by 
those more in need, excluded, dispossessed, exploited and alienated by capitalist forces. The 
angle taken by the ‘right to the city’ illuminates the spatial practices, needs and demands of 
groups such as women, non-white and minority ethnic groups, migrants targeted by police 
raids, the youth, the elderly, disabled people, homeless people, prostitutes, indigenous 
populations, diverse gender and sexual identities, street vendors, urban outcasts and others. 
Struggles against environmental hazards and risks affecting vulnerable groups represent the 
intersection between the right to the city and environmental justice. More pedestrian and 
bicycle-friendly cities as promoted by movements such as Reclaim the streets and the Critical 
Mass, put the rights of non-car owners at front. A mural drawn in the walls of San Lorenzo 
neighbourhood in Rome (Italy) aims to remember the 105 women murdered in Italy in 2012. 
Although 63% of these murders occurred inside domestic spaces8, the female names and 
icons are also a sharp reminder of how unsafe many public spaces are for women and 
LGBTIQ people in most cities of the world, especially at night. Harassment-free spaces are 
not just one of the many concerns of feminist movements, but also a matter that should 
concern all males, planners, the police and community organisations. In many countries 
official figures of gender violence are not a good indicator because these crimes remain 
largely under-reported, but there is abundant evidence of ‘femicide’, for instance, from the 
tragic well-known case of Ciudad Juárez in México where more than 500 women between 
1994 and 2010 were found dead, many after being raped, tortured and mutilated (Sweet & 
Ortiz 2010). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
7
 http://www.rioonwatch.org/?p=37894  

8
 http://www.npr.org/2012/11/23/165658673/italian-women-call-for-action-against-femicide  

http://www.rioonwatch.org/?p=37894
http://www.npr.org/2012/11/23/165658673/italian-women-call-for-action-against-femicide


10 
 

 

 

Feminism may be involved in other dimensions of urban planning such as transport policies, 
location of schools, design of streets and sidewalks, etc. (Ortiz & Gutiérrez 2015). In general, 
citizens’ participation in urban plans and policies and their critical voices when they feel 
excluded, represents a third significant group of activism that sometimes ends up in notable 
urban movements. Mobilised residents with the help of experts may propose alternative 
spatial plans and tactical urbanism, measures for political and administrative 
decentralisation and assessment of the effects of urban displacement, gentrification, 
tourism, mega-events and corporate urban development. They can be either cooperative or 
disruptive parties in urban governance when they dispute urban renewal projects. Anti-
neoliberal initiatives to prevent the privatisation of local services and public space, or to 
establish public-state partnerships guided by the principles of economic redistribution and 
social well-being, allow activists to participate in decision-making processes. This contested 
ground of urban politics involves deliberative and regulatory processes that aim at 
protecting the urban commons and the rights of the many while limiting the market forces. 
As far as capitalists try to make profits out of every spatial asset by manipulating legal 
frameworks and exploiting social capacities, it is not only the urban space within the 
municipal boundaries which is at stake, but metropolitan regions and spaces elsewhere 
too. Accordingly, social movements attached to specific urban places may also question and 
interrupt the circulation of capital wherever the spaces are in which it manifests. 

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

 

 

Since 2015, the municipal government has launched several policies aiming at inspecting the 
operations of companies such as Airbnb, and halted the opening of new hotels in the central 
areas. Airbnb has even admitted that around 78% of the apartments hosted on their website 
in Barcelona are illegal (Nofre et al. 2017). The city has an official population of 1.6 million 
but has been the destination of 3.5 million visitors in 2000, and 8 million in 2014. By means 
of media campaigns, the new progressive government has also targeted tourists in order to 
soothe the tensions that this overcrowding touristification generates. Anyhow, the main 
economic structures that fuel the tourist industry remain largely untouched and resist any 
attempt to threaten their rising profits.  

A final category of urban movements comprises those of a more localist and communitarian 
nature. In these cases activists aspire to greater control over their territory regardless of 
the interests of the whole city or region. Local assemblies and homeowners' organisations 
are the usual expressions of communitarism. They can also self-manage parks, local 
newsletters, radio-tv stations, and festive events in the public sphere within the boundaries 
of a given neighbourhood, district or urban area. Liveability and quality of life are their 
major concerns. In some cases these movements may turn into unfair and exclusionary 
campaigns against migrants and temporary labourers in the streets, or by refusing to pay 
municipal taxes. NIMBY (Not In My BackYard) and LULU (Locally Unwanted Land Use) 
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protests oppose infrastructure, buildings and services that can be of general interest for 
citizens beyond its location. NIMBYs and LULUs tend to be restricted to very specific places, 
but they can also turn into urban movements when they become articulated with other 
groups, campaigns and mobilisations. This is the case with the opposition to military facilities 
and projects with a damaging impact in the environment such as the high speed train in the 
north of Italy (Piazza 2011). Activists may also keep watch on police stop-and-frisk practices 
targeting migrants, ethnic minorities and youth in particular urban areas (Martínez 2017). 
Heritage preservation, even by resorting to tactical squatting (Pruijt 2007), usually falls 
under the umbrella of communitarism. 

In other cases, as has happened in many parts of the densely populated Mexico Federal 
District, squatted settlements have turned into legalised neighbourhoods that received 
public funds to build their houses. In addition, residents developed strong and autonomous 
self-organisations. A paradigmatic case is La Polvorilla, a “colony” that houses around 3,000 
dwellers. It is affiliated with an umbrella housing cooperative, Acapatzingo. Ten similar 
settlements were promoted by the political group behind them, the Frente Popular 
Francisco Villa. This and many other urban organisations scaled up their coordination in the 
aftermath of the 1985 earthquake as a reaction to a clientelistic and authoritarian state 
unable to offer help. A similar phenomenon occurred quite recently, in September 2017, 
when another intense earthquake gave birth to renewed networks of grassroots solidarity. 
Matters inside the community are managed according to general assemblies and “brigades” 
following the colour of buildings, as you can see in the picture. A significant feature of La 
Polvorilla is the two main gates that prevent the police from coming inside the 
neighbourhood. Although this resembles upper class gated communities with their own 
security guards, the measures taken by the poor residents of La Polvorilla grant them a 
relative safety from the rampant corruption among the local police, and oblige them to 
improve their own mechanisms to solve internal conflicts (Pineda 2013, Stavrides 2017).  
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Conclusions 

In a recent interview urban scholar Richard Florida recalled the case of a puzzled student 
who came to his office and said “Everything is gentrification now!”… ‘I took this class in 
urban geography and I want to make my city better, but they say everything I want to do is 
gentrification. A better school is gentrification, empowering artists is gentrification, working 
to improve the condition of parks is gentrification. What can I do?”9 Florida is a worldwide 
academic celebrity. He founded a very lucrative consultancy, Creative Class Group, and 
offers speeches for a minimum fee of $35,000. For more than a decade he was advising local 
politicians with a straight message: invest in urban clusters where creative and innovative 
professionals, i.e. hipsters and techies, can settle down, freely interact and enjoy cultural 
life; this will generate more economic prosperity than mega-infrastructures and tax breaks 
to lure private companies. Many mayors followed the recipe but bought the whole package 
–facilities for the big tycoons and support to creative people in the arts scene and start-up 
technologies. These were the apparent driving forces in the regeneration of post-industrial 
urban landscapes. In practice, during the neoliberal era of the last three decades (Mayer, 
Thörn & Thörn 2016), local authorities intensified their transfers of public assets to private 
corporations, welcomed investments in construction and speculation, and renewed old 
city districts despite activists’ contestation. These processes are responsible of the current 
housing crisis with its concomitant dynamics of gentrification, displacement and socio-spatial 
segregation. 

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

I do not mean that all social movements are right and contribute in a positive way to make 
better cities. But this has often been the case, especially when they engage in struggles to 
improve the lives of the most deprived and oppressed social groups. The provision of decent 
and affordable housing, demands for schools, health services and green areas, the self-
management of community gardens and counter-cultural social centres (like the one shown 
in the final image, Can Vies, from Barcelona), the promotion of urban bicycling, and the 
improvement of conditions for a free expression of migrants, ethnic minorities, women and 
LGBTIQ people in urban spaces, to name a few, are examples of the achievements that we 
should acknowledge. Cities are more than entrepreneurs, as Florida suggests, but they are 
also more than the mere combination of demographic density and a socially diverse 
population, as the classic sociologists contended. Cities are essentially the result of forced 
residential moves; builders’, cleaners’, retailers’ and many other inhabitants’ work; 
struggles from the grassroots; and also specific interplays of economic, political and 
cultural structures. In my view, class, gender and ethnic conflicts are at the core of the 
processes that make cities possible and real. Therefore, urban movements, quite often apart 
from the institutional realm of the state, are one of the fundamental expressions of those 
conflicts.  

To conclude, I would like to highlight a few bullet points based on previous works by other 
researchers and also on my own: 

                                                           
9
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1/ It has been observed that there is a strong presence of middle class and highly educated 
activists among urban movements. When working class participants are also involved, 
leadership tends to be taken by middle-class members (Pickvance, 1995, p. 203, 210; 
Fainstein & Hirst, 1995).  

2/ Compared to other social movements, urban movements tend to share protest 
repertoires but they can also perform very specific types of protest such as rent strikes, 
squatting and the proposal of alternative spatial plans (Pruijt, 2007; Shephard & 
Smithsimon, 2011, pp. 38-44). In particular, the squatting of buildings may entail many 
purposes and motivations related to collective consumption and urban planning issues 
(Cattaneo & Martínez, 2014; Martínez, 2013). 

3/ On the one hand, urban movements tend to flourish in moments of crisis, especially in 
the phases of transition of national political regimes but also at the most acute peaks of 
economic turbulence such as the Global Financial Crisis of 2008 onwards, and “natural” 
disasters such as earthquakes and floods. These crises are also felt in the periods of rapid 
economic growth, for example in the aggressive renovations of old housing stock and the 
forced expulsion of long-term residents (in the last years London, Moscow or Stockholm, for 
instance, are examples of this10) (Baeten et al. 2017). On the other hand, the 
institutionalisation, co-optation and fragmentation of movements in their declining stages 
is not necessarily their final fate; they can mutate in form as well as last and continue at a 
different pace (Cattaneo & Martínez, 2014). 

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

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

In sum, far from understanding urban movements as irrational and spontaneous reactions 
to unbearable grievances, in the references and the framework I have delineated these 
forms of collective action are crucial and regular components of the production, governance 
and change of cities. Sometimes they succeed, sometimes they fail, but the different 
interpretations about of their outcomes should not overlook their role in urban politics. 
More equal, just, inclusive, democratic, balanced, sustainable, affordable, safe and 
liveable cities are not only the business of urban planners and municipal rulers. Indeed, 
these are quite prone to make decisions highly influenced by capitalist investors and the 
most privileged citizens. The basic pillars of liberal democracy are thus continuously 

                                                           
10
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threatened and undermined by private interests and authoritarian corporations where the 
main leit motiv is capital accumulation for a few. When urban movements come to the fore -
even by confronting elected authorities with their criticism and by breaking the conventional 
rules of institutional politics- more participatory and direct forms of democracy and 
economic redistribution are demanded and sometimes achieved. Collective action around 
the urban commons, rights and communities have shown extraordinary capacities to 
advance social cooperation among diverse groups and the self-management of crucial 
aspects of their lives. Therefore, I am convinced that only regular mobilisations from the 
grassroots may refresh the principles of a democratic city. Furthermore, urban movements, 
as the cases I mentioned, may counter the tendencies to de-democratisation (Tilly & Tarrow 
2007) and commodification (Merrifield 2014) that the rule of capital entails, especially 
during the current era of overwhelming flows of global financial speculation that 
substantially hit the spatial and social structures of urban life.  
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