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ON RESISTANCE 
TO EXTRACTION

For nearly a quarter century, Critical Planning Journal (CPJ) has been a venue 
where UCLA urban planning students and allies ask some of the most 
pressing questions of the time. After the election of Donald Trump (Number 
45), the hashtag #Resist quickly spread. In many ways, Number 45 typifies 
the perfect villain of ongoing neoliberal restructuring and global political 
shifts right. Naomi Klein (2017) explains how Number 45 fuses a new style 
of hyper-capitalism beyond product branding into multiple domains of life, 
including real estate, clothing, television shows, and so on, as sites of accu-
mulation for trillions of worldwide surplus capital. Number 45 also stokes the 
fires of racism, taking advantage of middle class economic hardship, while 
insisting the solution lies in the Mexico border wall, the Muslim travel ban, 
and tax cuts for the rich. Yet, vilifying Number 45 is not enough. 

In step with Klein, critical planners must not only reject these trends and 
their influence on urban planning, but also generate alternative worlds by 
questioning the shifting terrain of intervention and role of planners. How can 
radical planning disrupt the ongoing rise of right-wing nationalism and white 
supremacy? In what ways can critical planning challenge the reign of male 
power and violence? How can we illuminate pathways toward constructing a 
radically different world? While I ask these questions without answers, the 
following papers—submissions that preceded the election of Trump—provide 
a glimpse into nine forms of Resistance to Extraction from around the 
world, and serve as an invitation for future radical planning students, activ-
ists, and allies to chart the path forward. While Number 45 is tremendously 

Kenton Card
University of California, Los Angeles
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distracting at this historic conjuncture, the political, economic, and social 
restructuring is only a contemporary manifestation of accumulation. Critical 
planning has long served as a code word for anti-capitalist planning, which 
ought to be expanded to anti-racial capitalist planning.1 As a student-founded 
and run journal, CPJ has always attempted to disrupt conventions in the field, 
planners' own complicity with power, and reconceptualize radical urban 
praxis. In brief, the journal tracks the shifting terrains of oppression and 
tactics of resistance, reimagination, and rebuilding.

This special issue on Resistance to Extraction builds upon a rich history of 
past issues that took up similarly pressing, timely and timeless issues: the 
boundaries of disciplines, political economy, environmental justice, new 
regionalism, megaprojects, technology, privatization, spatial justice, urban 
restructuring, resilience, migration, military, Indigenous planning, and crisis 
urbanism. I invite you to look back and see what we can learn from the past 
while simultaneously taking on tomorrow’s pressing issues.

Volume 23 combines submissions on Resistance to Extraction with a variety 
of thoughtful reflections on the life, contributions, and activism of Jacqueline 
Leavitt and Edward W. Soja. Resistance to Extraction brings into focus how 
firms embedded in global capitalism continue to depend on colonial practices 
of forced movement in order to generate capital accumulation. Extraction 
takes many approaches to distinct objects: natural resources, goods, lan-
guages, bodies, profits, etc. The following essays illuminate various agents, 
practices, and objects of extraction, and their embeddedness within systems 
of urbanization. Resistance is essential at a time when the effects of climate 
change are being felt worldwide, and neoliberal capitalism reproduces forms 
of racial, gender, and class hierarchy. Place-based resistance shifts identities, 
challenges rental extraction, and recreates local economies.

The peer-review articles bring together case studies on Resistance to 
Extraction from around the world, including: Lebanon, Syria, Iran, 
Columbia, Chile, Brazil, India, South Korea, New Zealand, Canada, and 
South Wales. Zoë Roller (2017) destabilizes conventional planning episte-
mologies with a global survey of criminal planning, focusing on gangs and 
militias in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, cartels in Medellin, Columbia, mafias in 
Mumbai, India, and Isis and Hezbollah in the Middle East. The non-state 
entities with 'illegitimate' practices, while not romanticized by Roller, engage 
in activities under the umbrella of 'planning:' resource distribution, security 

1. On racial capitalism see Robin DG Kelley (2017a; 2017b).
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services, and infrastructural development. 

Two papers directly address the ways in which communities are responding 
to natural resource removal. Kelvin Mason and Paul Milbourne (2017) deploy 
a participatory postcolonial analysis to unsettle notions of environmental 
justice with narratives of everyday struggles to open cast coal mining in 
South Wales. Next, drawing connections between extraction and community 
displacement, environmental destruction, and criminalization of protest, 
Sebastián Smart (2017) quantifies the relationships between the growth of 
extractive industries under neoliberal economic policies in Chile and forms of 
social mobilization. 

The next few papers think about how urban planning often disrupts commu-
nities. Babar Chohan (2017) unpacks how land seizures and cultural appro-
priation resulted during the construction of a mega transportation project 
in New Zealand. By questioning relations of power between the state and 
community groups as an analytic lens, Chohan reveals planning's complicity 
with economic growth at the expense of local communities. Then Yasir 
Hameed (2017) addresses the supposed modern and secular nature of smart 
cities, arguing how forms of otherization persist in housing discrimination 
and segregation that are reproduced through planning practices in Delhi, 
India, which neglect a more intersectional approach that fuses caste, race, 
religion, and identity. 

The articles then shift to Indigenous people's resistance in Canada from 
cultural and environmental destruction. Analyzing how Athabasca tar sands 
have led to ongoing displacement of Indigenous communities and disrup-
tion of traditional economic activities in Alberta, Christopher Alton (2017) 
illustrates how planning serves as "the handmaid of industry and settler 
colonialism" (140). Following this, Alyssa Koehn (2017) questions the longterm 
implications of a recent conflict around an Aboriginal burial site in cəsnaʔəm 
or so-called Vancouver, unearthed during an urban development project, 
wherein tactics of protest by the First Nation tribe of the Musqueam people 
included a 100 day vigil to stop the project. 

Resistance to Extraction closes with the vexing relations between space and 
politics. Exploring a gender-exclusive park in Tehran, Iran, Shahrzad Shirvani 
(2017) questions the ambivalent politics of freedom within a walled-in space, 
and its relation to ongoing repression, separation, veiling, and gender power. 
And Eunseon Park (2017) explains the strategies and implications of sit-in 
occupations in response to distinct neoliberal urban policies in South Korea, 
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and the ways in which they manifest new enclosures of urban commons.2 

Beyond the peer-reviewed articles, we are excited to include a photo essay by 
Mia Bennet, a poem questioning Number 45's notion of America's greatness 
by Bryonn Bain, a documentary film on resisting an oil pipeline in Canada 
by Tomas Borsa, an interview with Leonie Sandercock by Maria Francesca 
Piazzoni, an overview of the UCLA Urban Planning PhD experience by Lisa 
Berglund, Emily Erickson, and Hugo Sarmiento, and a book review of Evicted 
by Luis Flores. Finally, I was pleased to be joined by Nina M. Flores and Sue 
Ruddick to pull together thirteen papers reflecting on the contributions of 
Jacqueline Leavitt and Edward W Soja to critical planning. The contributors 
include: Nina M. Flores, Peter Marcuse, Dustianne North, Amy Shimson-
Santo, Sue Ruddick, Allen J. Scott, Mark Purcell, Mike Davis, Núria Benach 
and Abel Albet, David J. Thompson, Luca Delbello and Nabil Nazha, and 
Michael Dear.
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When we think about urban planning, the images that come readily to 
mind are of academically trained professionals mapping neighborhoods, 
conducting surveys, meeting with the public, designing infrastructure—all 
under the aegis of a government or private agency. People immersed in 
planning literature will probably think of a wider variety of practitioners and 
practices but will not immediately picture fundamentalist militants, mafiosi, 
or Kalashnikov-toting teenage boys. However, in many areas of the world, 
criminal or illicit nonstate groups plan and manage services traditionally 
provided by government: water, electricity, education, housing, security, and 
administration. In “Seeing from the South,” Vanessa Watson argues that 
today’s cities are “confronted with new spatial forms and processes, the driv-
ers of which often lie outside the control of local government.” New actors, 
driven by survival instinct, “operate with [their] own logic and imperatives” 
that “any shifts in urban planning would need to take into account” (Watson, 

CRIMINAL PLANNING:
THE ROLE OF 

TRAFFICKERS, MAFIAS, 
AND MILITANTS IN 

DEVELOPING WORLD 
CITIES

Zoë Roller
University of California, Berkeley

Winner of the 2017 Edward Soja Prize
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2009, pp. 2261–2267). Mona Fawaz echoes Watson’s appeal, positing that 
Western academics, naively assuming the presence of official planners, have 
neglected “criminal planning.” She sees planning as a spectrum stretching 
from radical practices where communities develop their own neighborhood 
plans, sometimes in defiance of public authority, to the traditional/conserva-
tive approaches where planners operate on the basis of criteria that are said 
to be objective and derived from professional norms and standards (Fawaz, 
2009, p. 326).

If traditional planners are to fully engage with urban reality, they need to 
incorporate these new actors and their imperatives into planning theory. In 
order to understand the global phenomenon of criminal planning, its perpe-
trators must be analyzed not only as criminals but also as planners. It may 
seem callous to consider ruthless groups like ISIS and quasi-supervillains like 
Pablo Escobar strictly as planners, to the exclusion of discussing their other 
activities; however, analyzing their motives and abilities as planners promotes 
a better understanding of the contexts in which they operate. 

There is a great deal of academic literature that looks at urban criminal 
groups through the lens of injustice, violence, and corruption. Brazilian 
theorists and cultural critics have created a remarkable body of work that 
challenges the popular perception of drug traffickers as immoral menaces. 
In the 1990s, intellectuals like the anthropologist Alba Zaluar and the 
journalist Zuenir Ventura went into the favelas1 of Rio de Janeiro to reveal 
the social, economic, and infrastructural exclusion of the poor from the 
formal city. Zaluar (1994) explicitly links the lack of services to the birth of 
criminal gangs, arguing that favela youths, feeling neglected and powerless, 
see violence as their only form of control over their lives. In his study of a 
trafficker-controlled favela on the outskirts of Rio, Ventura (1994) docu-
mented the extent of the gang’s involvement in governance and planning: 
a favela resident explains the local trafficking chief ’s importance to the 
community by saying “everything he earns, he invests here . . . the pharmacy, 
the supermarket, the bakery, the butcher shop—everything here was started 
with his money (p. 83).” His conclusions, however, focus on parallel power as a 
response to government neglect, not the criminal planning itself. 

M. V. Bill and Celso Athayde expanded this school of thought in the 2000s 
with their series of books reflecting on interviews with drug traffickers 

1. The word ‘favela’ can be translated as slum, shanty town, or informal settlement. I will use 
the term to refer to urban settlements characterized by self-built housing and infrastructure, 
inadequate services, and contested land tenure status.

Zoë Roller Criminal Planning
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(Soares, Bill, and Athayde, 2005; Bill and Athayde, 2006). These documents 
provide a nuanced look at the paradoxical role of young traffickers as both 
immensely powerful within the favela and powerless to overcome their soci-
etal exclusion. Most Brazilian scholarship casts drug traffickers as symptoms 
of socioeconomic injustice—“the oppressed who oppress other oppressed 
people” (Souza, 2008, p. 61)—rather than examining the details of their 
involvement in governance and planning.

Unsurprisingly, most of the existing literature treats ISIS and Hezbollah as 
militants rather than planners, analyzing their relationships to terrorism, 
Islam, and regional conflict. Judith Harik’s book Hezbollah: The Changing 
Face of Terrorism (2005) traces the group’s transformation from vilified faction 
to legitimate political party; another book, Hezbollah: A Short History by 
Augustus Norton (2014), follows a similar narrative. Because ISIS rose to 
global infamy quite recently, most writing on the group is either journalistic 
or foreign-policy oriented and focuses on the group’s extreme political tactics, 
relationship to al-Qaeda, or sphere of influence in the Levant.  

Writing about criminal groups also tends towards sensationalism, focusing 
on the more cinematic aspects of their governance activities. S. Hussain Zaidi 
(2012), one of the principle chroniclers of Indian gang history, provides useful 
information on the Mumbai mafias but lingers on the flamboyant gangster 
lifestyle to the detriment of serious analysis. Similarly, Pablo Escobar’s 
bloodthirsty tactics and cartoonish exploits (747s loaded with cocaine! Hippo 
smuggling!) overshadow his public housing initiatives in coverage of the 
Medellín Cartel (Kremer, 2014). Books like Killing Pablo and Pablo Escobar, el 
Patrón del Mal give an excellent overview of Escobar’s tactics, the extent of his 
influence over Colombian politics, and the effect of the cartels on US foreign 
policy—but not his planning work (Bowden, 2007;  Salazar, 2012).

Though the writing on traffickers, mafias, and militants makes invaluable 
contributions to numerous fields, an overarching discourse on criminal 
planning has yet to be articulated. James Holston argues that in order to 
work with “new identities and practices that disturb established histories” 
(1998, p. 49), planners must first describe the heterogeneity of current social 
conditions. The next section of this article responds to the challenges set out 
by Holston, Fawaz, and Watson by proposing a typology of criminal planning 
groups and activities. The categories are limited because they are drawn from 
the scanty existing literature that treats criminals as planners, but the clas-
sification system can expand and adapt to include a wider range of practices. 
Describing how these groups act as planners establishes a framework that can 
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be applied to other groups.

A Typology of Criminal Involvement in Planning

Figure 1.

This chart shows which planning activities different criminal groups within the three 

types—traffickers, mafias, and militias—engage in. Icon credit: Korawan M., Nikol Kokesova, 

Chameleon Design, Icon Fair, Jason Tropp, Yolmar Campos for the Noun Project. 

Traffickers
Trafficking gangs are involved in the illegal sale and distribution of narcotics 
or arms. Drug trafficking is the largest source of income for transnational 
organized crime, accounting for roughly 20% of all crime proceeds and about 
50% of transnational organized crime proceeds. In 2009, it was estimated 
that illicit financial flows related to drug trafficking accounted for 1.5% of 
global gross domestic product, or $870 billion, with cocaine alone generating 
$84 billion in gross profits (UNODC, 2011, p. 7). The groups I will discuss 
below primarily traffic cocaine, and to a lesser extent, marijuana, crack, other 
drugs, and weapons. Although drugs are often produced in the countryside, 
trafficking operations are mainly based in cities because of the proximity to 

Zoë Roller Criminal Planning
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ports, transportation hubs, and large customer bases. In addition to their 
occasional direct involvement in planning activities, traffickers should be 
considered a factor in urban planning because of their heavy presence in 
cities and their effect on urban economies. 

Trafficking Gangs
I define trafficking gangs as traffickers whose power is roughly limited 
to neighborhoods or areas within a city. There may be loose associations 
between factions in different cities, but their power usually does not extend 
beyond single metropolitan areas. They control specific links in supply chains 
rather the entire chain. In Brazil, trafficking gangs establish power bases 
within favelas and sell drugs to clients both within the favela and in the city 
proper. As the most powerful and sometimes the only governing bodies in 
these favelas, gangs have provided or maintained services such as water, elec-
tricity, paving, streetscapes, transportation, law enforcement, and cultural 
events ranging from Easter passion plays to gay pride parades2 (Glenny, 2016; 
Souza, 2008). Misha Glenny (2016) writes of one Rio trafficking chief that “in 
the absence of the state, he was the provider of both welfare and justice” (p. 
79). The range of services traffickers provide varies greatly between favelas 
and factions. In one favela, the former trafficking chief claims that his gang 
distributed groceries to 1,200 families every month, in addition to supporting 
recreational activities and miscellaneous resident needs: 
“The food baskets and the support we gave to extracurricular school activ-
ities, such as Thai boxing or capoeira classes, were all accounted for as part 
of our business expenses,” he explains. “But burials, prescription costs, or 
if anyone who couldn’t afford it needed gas, these were all extra payments” 
(Glenny, 2016, p. 161). 

Some traffickers offer services that are denied to favela residents because of 
their informal status, such as giving loans to people who cannot get them 
from banks because they lack official addresses or access to credit (Glenny, 
2016). It is popularly believed that traffickers manage and document the real 
estate market in some favelas, issuing deeds of sale to homeowners without 
recognized land tenure, although that is difficult to confirm. According to 
the same beliefs, they also stimulate residential and commercial construction 
by offering low- or no-interest loans. Most trafficking gangs enforce rules of 
conduct and mete out harsh punishments to offenders, sometimes running 

2. Information in this section is drawn from the author’s personal and professional experience 
and observations in a number of Rio de Janeiro favelas between 2011 and 2014, and corroborated 
by the book Nemesis: One Man and the Battle for Rio, a journalistic account by Misha Glenny of 
events in Rio’s favelas during the 1990s and 2000s.
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organized courts and overseeing judgment procedures. Although these rules 
also vary, they generally forbid theft, domestic violence, rape, pedophilia, 
and, of course, informing, with all but theft being punishable by torture and 
death (Glenny, 2016). For this reason, favelas occupied by drug traffickers are 
generally believed to have lower risks of petty crime and sexual violence.
According to most writers on the subject, the services that traffickers offer are 
a form of “assistencialismo, the provision of basic goods, foodstuffs, medicines 
and loans to favela residents as a way of ensuring their loyalty” (Glenny, 
2016, p. 160). Marcelo Lopes de Souza, a geography professor at the Federal 
University of Rio de Janeiro, writes that:

traffickers established in favelas have been diversifying their activi-
ties for many years, beyond just the sale of drugs. They often control 
access to water and impose all kinds of fees, amounting to real 
extortion. Additionally, the traffickers control a fair amount of public 
transportation (as the owners of the “vans” that proliferated in the 
90s). Finally, they’ve gotten to the point of collecting permits from 
local businesses. (Souza, 2008, p. 63)

Souza considers the traffickers’ service provision to be pure extortion, an 
attempt to increase their profits to offset dwindling drug sales. He admits, 
however, that some traffickers provide seemingly selfless services meant 
to ingratiate them with the neighborhood, such as community meals and 
sporadic gifts of money to the needy, such as “a widow[, so she can] buy 
medicine” (Souza, 2008, p. 66). Building on Ventura’s conception of traffickers 
as a parallel power, Souza (2008) explains that “rules and norms are estab-
lished, ordered by local chiefs; they aim to control residents’ behavior and 
movements in order to guarantee security and tranquility for their business” 
(p. 68). This control can even extend outside the favelas, as when gangs order 
formal businesses to close, as a way of mourning or protesting the death of a 
trafficker. Glenny (2016) echoes this perspective, arguing that for a prominent 
Rio trafficking chief, the “policy of assisting the residents where the state had 
simply reneged on its obligations undoubtedly reflected his personal beliefs 
and morality. But it was also part of his business strategy” (p. 80). Further, 
offering mortgage loans was “a constructive way of money-laundering, which 
invested the profits of the drug trade in the legitimate economy, and . . . won 
the approval of the community” (p. 92). In a study of water services in Rio’s 
favelas, Gustavo Prieto (2011) confirms that traffickers provide “a parallel 
network of services, as a means of maintaining/justifying their presence, 
or to buy the public’s support (or silence)” (p. 134). Whatever their motives, 
traffickers have a complex relationship to official service providers: filling in 

Zoë Roller Criminal Planning
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for their absence in some cases and actively forcing them out of the market in 
others. 

Trafficking Cartels 
Cartels sell arms and drugs at a much larger scale than gangs: they control 
national or international supply chains, and their sphere of influence can 
extend over a whole city or region. In Colombia, cartels dominated the 
cities of Bogota, Medellín, and Cali from the 1970s to the 1990s, leading to 
widespread violence and destabilization of the government. Pablo Escobar, 
leader of the Medellín Cartel, is most notorious for waging all-out war on the 
government, ordering hundreds of assassinations, and being responsible for 
as much as 80% of global cocaine trade (Bowley, 2013). Unlike Rio’s traffickers 
who shore up their profits with petty extortion schemes, Escobar literally 
had more money than he could even properly store—according to the cartel’s 
accountant, about $2 billion a year would be lost to water damage or eaten by 
rats in storage (Macias, 2015). In addition to building himself an extravagant 
estate, Escobar funneled money into public works projects for slums on the 
outskirts of Medellín. In 1979 his project “Citizenship on the March” began 
planting trees, offering medical care, and installing lights at soccer fields in 
poor neighborhoods (Bowley, 2013). 
After visiting a slum next to a garbage dump, he launched an ambitious 
urbanization project, “Medellín Without Slums,” and constructed thousands 
of new homes. Barrio Pablo Escobar still houses 12,700 people (Bowley, 2013); 
community leader Ubernez Zavala recently told a BBC reporter “we ask 
people to understand our joy and gratitude, what it means to move out from 
a garbage dump to a decent house” (Wallace, 2014). It’s easy to dismiss this as 
a calculated attempt to buy loyalty, especially because Escobar parlayed slum 
residents’ gratitude into popular support for his crusade against extradition 
and his campaigns for public office. But regardless of his motives, the fact 
remains that Escobar invested more in the slums than did the government 
at the time, donating money for roads and electricity as well as housing. Like 
the gangs in Rio, the Medellín Cartel under Escobar used planning as clien-
telism; however, Escobar’s public works were closer to an unmixed blessing 
for slum residents, given that he merely demanded support rather than 
silence or obedience. A tribute to the success of his policies is his status as a 
folk hero: his funeral was attended by thousands of desolate mourners, many 
of them from Medellín’s shantytowns. As one mourner commented, “He built 
houses and cared about the poor . . . in the future, people will go to his tomb 
to pray, the way they would to a saint” (Brooke, 1993). 
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Mafias
Mafias are criminal organizations that can be involved in smuggling, traffick-
ing, money laundering, loan-sharking, extortion, and protection racketeering. 
They differ from trafficking groups because drugs are just one piece of a 
diversified portfolio, not their primary source of revenue. In fact, mafias 
sometimes support themselves through legitimate as well as criminal activi-
ties. A mafia’s sphere of influence can range from a single neighborhood to a 
transnational network, as in the case of the Sicilian or Russian mafias. 

Rio de Janeiro Militias
In Rio de Janeiro, racketeering gangs known as militias control many of 
the favelas that are not occupied by drug traffickers. Made up of former or 
off-duty military police officers and prison guards, militias provide public 
security to residents and businesses in exchange for monthly fees. These 
paramilitary groups exploit favela residents’ fear of trafficking-related vio-
lence and their exclusion from public services:

They are the ones who are or were charged with upholding the rule 
of law, but they act outside the law, against the law, to make money 
not only from security but also from the exploitation . . . of the most 
vulnerable of urban laborers; those who do not have legal title to 
their homes or access to the legal system . . . they lack institutional 
protection. (Zaluar and Conceição, 2007, p. 91)

Rio’s militias have preyed on recent arrivals from the countryside since the 
1960s; the favelas they operate in are primarily occupied by migrants from 
Brazil’s northeast, where a severe drought has driven people to the big cities 
of the south for decades. Recent migrants are often more likely to accept 
militias’ exploitative fees because they are unfamiliar with the city and 
wary of traffic-controlled favelas. More recently, militias have begun to sell 
services like water, gas, and cable television, making the favelas they occupy 
more desirable despite the additional cost (Prieto, 2011). Like traffickers, they 
are involved in the real estate market, charging taxes on property sales and 
issuing titles and permits for new buildings (Prieto, 2011). Whereas traffick-
ers and cartels are criminals who replace or interfere with public services, 
militias are more insidious: police officers withhold their protection from 
slums, purposely making them more dangerous in order to sell their labor at 
a high price. With services like water, the logic is murkier: militias are merely 
exploiting the government’s failure to deliver infrastructure.
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Mumbai Mafias
Indian mafias, locally known as organized crime groups (OCGs), have tradi-
tionally been involved in gold and liquor smuggling, drug trafficking, contract 
killing, and extortion. They have also played a role in housing provision and 
land development, exploiting inadequate government policies to turn the 
urban poor into a customer base. OCGs formed in the mid-20th century as 
slums and informal settlements started to appear. In the 1970s, government 
planners in Mumbai paralyzed housing construction in order to curb urban 
growth, leaving migrants with no choice but to live in slums. Local bosses 
took advantage of this deficit, providing housing, water, and electricity to 
informal settlements. Over the past few decades, OCGs have entered the 
real estate market again, this time constructing shopping centers, hotels, 
and housing in Mumbai (OCGs springing up in Dubai and Karachi have also 
employed such infrastructure development to exploit local populations). 
According to Liza Weinstein (2008), the OCG’s entry into formal real estate 
development is symptomatic of India’s increasingly neoliberal and globalized 
economy. The globalization of consumer markets reduced the demand for 
smuggled goods, leaving OCGs on the lookout for profitable new ventures. 
Fortuitously for them, “opportunities for land development were emerging 
just as they were seeking new areas for investment” (Weinstein, 2008). 
Mumbai’s real estate market was booming in the 1990s, creating demand 
for new buildings. As in the 1970s, the government’s failure to build enough 
affordable housing and handle rapid urbanization allowed mafias to respond 
to the demand. These criminal developers acquire land and permits through 
backdoor deals and bribery, and their projects usually go unnoticed amid 
what has been a large amount of new construction. The notorious mafia 
D-Company, run by underworld don Dawood Ibrahim, is an example of this 
phenomenon. Despite the fact that former U.S. president Barack Obama and 
current Indian prime minister Narendra Modi condemned Ibrahim’s links 
to terrorism, D-Company’s real estate business in flourishing (Mail Today 
Bureau, 2014). Mafia planning involvement in Mumbai both fills a real need 
for housing and exploits weak regulatory systems to profit from the poor. 

Militants
Militants fit uneasily into the category of criminal groups because unlike 
traffickers and mafias, they are motivated by ideological goals or political 
struggles rather than profits. Their planning work aims to secure loyalty in 
order to further their cause, not to protect their economic interests. Defining 
militants as criminals is tricky because their ideological allies may defend 
their tactics as justified, even as their opponents will label them terrorists. Of 
course, groups like ISIS employ unequivocally terrorist tactics (Tran, 2014); 
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this is also true of criminals like Escobar, who used kidnappings and bomb-
ings to intimidate his rivals, and not far removed from traffickers who torture 
informers to set an example. Like the other groups discussed in this article, 
militants fall outside the range of actors normally associated with planning. 
They are illicit, unofficial alternatives to government planners. Militants’ 
spheres of control can encompass entire cities, regions, or countries. 

Insurgent Groups
Insurgent groups are involved in military struggles, often motivated by 
religious ideology. In one of the most dramatic examples of criminal planning 
in recent history, the insurgent group ISIS took complete control of the city 
of Raqqa, Syria. ISIS, an extremist jihadist group, works towards the goal of 
establishing a Sunni Islamic state by occupying territories in Iraq and Syria. 
In June 2014, ISIS declared a global caliphate, asserting itself as the ruler 
of the Muslim world (Mortada, 2014). The takeover of Raqqa is a test of the 
group’s ability to back up this grandiose gesture, to show that it can actually 
govern and manage cities (Caris and Reynolds, 2014). 
According to a report from the Institute for the Study of War, “ISIS has built 
a holistic system of governance that includes religious, educational, judicial, 
security, humanitarian, and infrastructure projects” in Raqqa (Caris and 
Reynolds, 2014, p. 4). The militant group provides all the services that a stable 
government would, including policing, tax collection, food distribution, 
and basic utilities, all for flat monthly fees. They run judicial and education 
systems and provide humanitarian aid alongside religious outreach. For some 
residents, ISIS’ strict management is a relief: after years of civil war, they “will 
accept any authority that can restore a semblance of normal life” (Hubbard, 
2014). Services are more affordable now than under Bashar al-Assad’s govern-
ment. However, the order that ISIS brings comes at the expense of Raqqa’s 
formerly sociable, tolerant atmosphere. ISIS forbids many social activities, 
regulates women’s behavior, and enforces laws with corporal punishment and 
executions. Overall, ISIS has succeeded in restoring a semblance of normal 
urban life to a chaotic region, but its very militancy and extremism may drive 
away the technically skilled professionals needed to run a city. Governance in 
Raqqa has been effective and thorough so far, but “it is yet to demonstrate the 
capacity for the long-term planning of state institutions and processes” (Caris 
and Reynolds, 2014, p. 5).  

Militant Political Parties
Militant political parties are motivated by similar ideologies as insurgent 
groups, but their operations are generally more stable and long-term. 
They function within existing political structures rather than war zones. 
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Hezbollah, a Shi’a political party that some countries designate a terrorist 
organization, is one of the main actors in the reconstruction of Beirut after 
the 2006 war with Israel. In Haret Hreik, a suburban neighborhood that was 
flattened during the war, Hezbollah has developed a reconstruction plan and 
made significant progress toward implementing it. This is not Hezbollah’s 
first foray into urban planning; party members have worked with the govern-
ment on beautification and public space projects in the past; it is different, 
though, because the party is working independently and at odds with govern-
ment agencies. Hezbollah’s work in Haret Hreik is an opportunity to learn 
“how planning can be taken up at a large scale by a non-state actor and what 
forms it can take in that context” (Fawaz, 2009, p. 323). 

Hezbollah began reconstruction of Haret Hreik in defiance of the local 
government, without building permits and against zoning regulations. While 
its work has made it possible for many former residents to return to their 
neighborhood, its planning process invites substantial criticisms. The party’s 
private development agency, Wa’d, made a show of participatory planning 
by inviting former residents of Haret Hreik to give feedback on the new 
buildings, but they had little real influence the decision making (Himada, 
2011). Though Hezbollah conducted a semblance of community outreach, it 
used manipulative tactics to secure residents’ cooperation and approval. Wa’d 
placed a strong emphasis on beautifying the neighborhood through flashy 
design, without resolving the quality of life issues that existed before the 
bombings, such as congestion and a lack of light  (Fawaz, 2009). Despite the 
tangible results, Hezbollah’s reconstruction process lacks accountability and 
hinders productive dialogue about planning policy. 

The Complex Relationship of Criminal Planners to the State
As the typology I’ve developed demonstrates, criminal planning groups play 
a handful of different roles vis-à-vis the formal government. In situations in 
which the state is absent, failed, or unwilling to provide services, criminal 
planners fill a desperate need and benefit underserved populations, usually 
the poor and racial, ethnic, religious, or caste minorities. In other cases, 
criminal planners use violence and intimidation to disrupt and interfere 
with legitimate state activities, maintaining the lack of official services by 
force. These two types of relationships are rarely distinct, and most criminal 
planners both fill in for and hinder the state, creating a symbiotic system in 
which the state tacitly allows the actor to continue providing services in order 
to shirk its own responsibilities and continue neglecting the area (or justify 
its absentee behavior), saving money and effort. This creates a clientelist 
dynamic between the criminal group and the area’s residents and furthers 
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the criminal group’s goal of gaining popular loyalty and securing territorial 
control in order to continue making a profit (whether from trafficking, racke-
teering, or construction) or advancing an ideological agenda.

Figure 2.

This chart shows the pattern of interaction between the State and criminal planners.

Rio de Janeiro’s trafficking gangs illustrate the complexity of the relationships 
between the State and criminal groups. Traffickers have a history of disrupt-
ing government-run slum-upgrading programs, either deliberately, by threat-
ening government workers, or indirectly, when constant shootouts between 
factions and police paralyze construction (Souza, 2008). Government urban-
ization is tied to increased policing and territorial control, so traffickers are 
usually hostile to slum upgrading even when it brings much-needed services 
and infrastructure. On the other hand, traffickers have also taken respon-
sibility for glaring needs that the government refuses to address. In 2010, 
when certain favelas faced an extreme affordable housing shortage, traffickers 
“mimic[ked] the actions of the state,” organizing the occupation of abandoned 
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buildings by negotiating agreements with the property owners and distrib-
uting spaces to needy residents (Cavalcanti, 2013, p. 211). Rio de Janeiro’s 
government eventually expelled the occupiers, but other city governments 
have been receptive to criminal planners’ housing schemes. In Mumbai, the 
government permitted D-Company to illegally build housing: “the state also 
chose to ‘supportively neglect’ these activities because they addressed the 
city’s housing shortage with minimal public expenditure” (Weinstein, 2008). 
Thus in some cases where the state might otherwise have finally begun to 
provide needed services such as housing, the presence of criminal groups in 
the planning arena eases the pressure on governments to take action. 

Conclusion
The complexity and interconnectedness of criminal groups’ planning activ-
ities necessitates further study and classification. Urban informality domi-
nates large areas of the globe, and criminal planning flourishes in informal-
ity, making it a significant factor in planning policy decisions. Conducting 
research on criminal groups is made challenging by their violent and secretive 
tendencies, but it is crucial to understanding their operations. Without 
thorough knowledge of the services criminal groups provide, and the ways 
in which they interface with other actors, government planners operating in 
territories under their control risk disrupting existing systems and creating 
further hardships for the poor. For example, the police takeover of a large 
favela in Rio in 2011 led to widespread water shortages because traffickers had 
been overseeing system maintenance and there was no provision to replace 
them with legitimate workers maintained by criminals. Slum upgrading is 
especially prone to thoughtless disruptions of those systems: the “sudden 
injection of cash into a community” that they bring “arouses the interest of 
various parties who hitherto may not have had much time for somewhere 
like [a slum],” including construction contractors, formal service providers, 
and nongovernmental organizations (Glenny, 2016, p. 199). Lacking exten-
sive familiarity with the communities in which they work, these actors can 
inadvertently cause service outages and put residents at risk. 
Overlooking the involvement of criminal groups in planning activities not 
only inconveniences communities, it can upset the balance of power in 
formerly stable areas and put lives in danger. The consequences of such brash 
policy decisions are especially stark in the realm of public security. Residents 
of a different Rio favela complained that after a police takeover destabilized 
the gang that had previously been in control, the rules of conduct upheld 
by traffickers began to break down, and theft, domestic violence, and rape 
became commonplace occurrences (Batista Carvalho, 2013). In the case of 
the favela invaded in 2011, homicide rates in the favela and surrounding 
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neighborhoods increased by 50% the following year, with robbery and rape 
rates rising dramatically as well (Rousso, 2012). This phenomenon may be 
due to policymakers dismissing or underestimating the complexity of the 
governance systems that criminal groups are responsible for, and assuming 
that disrupting their operations will have a positive or at least neutral impact 
on the community. As my earlier descriptions of specific criminal planning 
activities demonstrates, many such groups are intimately involved with the 
mechanisms of everyday life, and their removal has countless short- and long-
term effects—from an elderly widow going without her medication to the loss 
of access to financial instruments for populations excluded from the banking 
industry.

This is not to say that governments should condone protectionist gangs 
or dictatorial traffickers in the name of safety and stability. Although the 
traffickers’ policy of executing accused rapists without due process may lead 
to lower rates of sexual violence, it is still the government’s responsibility 
to provide just and organized public-security measures. However, govern-
ment agencies that disrupt criminal practices are equally responsible for 
ensuring a smooth transition from an illicit to a legitimate system. Simply 
sweeping away one structure and attempting to replace it wholesale with 
another leaves a power vacuum that will inevitably be filled by disorganized 
crime, which tends to be more chaotic, violent, and unpredictable than the 
groups described here. Policymakers need to have a profound understanding 
of criminal groups in order to make sound decisions about the areas they 
occupy, and these groups must be treated as planners as well as criminals. 
Though this may slow policy changes and impede progress on official plans, 
it is important to remember that organized crime coalesces in the void left by 
government neglect and becomes entrenched as a result of societal discrimi-
nation, financial exclusion, and the refusal to provide housing and infrastruc-
ture. Governments must recognize their legacy of failing poor communities 
and rectify it by fully understanding the illicit systems that have sprung up in 
their stead.  
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Coal and Injustice in the South Wales Valleys
UK Dependence on Coal
Despite its commitments to carbon reduction, in 2012 the United Kingdom 
(UK) depended on coal for some 30% of electricity production; that per-
centage rose  to more than 40% in periods of peak demand in winter 
(DECC, 2012). European Consumer Centre statistics for 2015 reveal that 
coal continued to provide more than 20% of UK electricity. In terms of the 
greenhouse effect, coal is the worst choice of fuel, producing around 910 
g of carbon dioxide (CO2) per kilowatt hour, compared with 500 g for gas 
and no emissions for nuclear energy and renewables (EIA, 2013, figures for 
steam-electric generation). Nevertheless, the Westminster Parliament’s Welsh 
Affairs Committee has reported a new industry enthusiasm for coal, noting 
the substantial reserves in South Wales, a significant proportion of which are 
suitable for opencast mining (Select Committee on Welsh Affairs, 2007). 

NOT EVER AGAIN: 
A POSTCOLONIAL VIEW 

OF OPENCAST COAL 
MINING IN THE SOUTH 

WALES VALLEYS

Kelvin Mason
Independent Researcher

Paul Milbourne
Cardiff University



32  

Opencast Coal Mining in the South Wales Valleys
Although world coal prices have fallen since they peaked in 2007 and 2008, 
the first decade of this century saw a fresh surge in the authorisation of new 
opencast coal mines (strip mines) in the UK, most controversially Ffos-y-Frân 
near Merthyr Tydfil in Wales (Monbiot, 2007). Ffos-y-Frân is expected to 
have produced nearly 11 million tonnes of coal between 2007 and 2025. That 
amount, when burned, produces around 25 million tonnes of CO2. Ffos-y-
Frân is a vast mine, covering 367 hectares. Its developer, Miller Argent, has 
presented it as a land-reclamation project because it lies on the site of earlier 
mining. Established specifically for the Ffos-y-Frân project, Miller Argent is 
a joint venture between the two property developers, Miller Group Limited 
and Argent Group PLC, the latter a wholly owned subsidiary of the British 
Telecom Pension Scheme. 

Just over the hill, near the small town of Rhymney, another opencast coal 
mine is proposed by the same developers, who applied for planning permis-
sion in October 2013. This application was made despite (1) Europe’s being 
inundated with relatively cheap coal, particularly from the United States as a 
result of that country’s own shale gas boom; (2) Scottish Coal going into liq-
uidation in April 2013, leaving a number of opencast mines to be cleaned up, 
at a projected cost of £73 million (BBC, 2013); (3) plans for Glamorgan Power’s 
“Varteg” opencast coal mine near Bleanavon being rejected by the Welsh 
government in November 2013 because it breached policy specifying a 500 m 
buffer zone between the mine and homes. If Nant Llesg surface mine received 
planning permission, it would produce at least 6 million tonnes of coal and be 
responsible for some 13.60 million tonnes of CO2 emissions.

Climate Change in the UK and Wales
The UK is committed to achieving a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions 
of at least 80% by 2050, against a 1990 baseline, and 34% by 2020 (Climate 
Change Act, 2008). The Welsh Government subscribes to the European 
Union objective of cutting greenhouse gas emissions by between 80% and 
95% by 2050 and is committed to cutting emissions in Wales by 3% per 
year from 2011 on in policy areas under its control. However, the Welsh 
Government has been criticised for a lack of leadership in reducing Wales’s 
carbon footprint (National Assembly for Wales, 2008). One response has been 
the Climate Change Engagement Strategy, which aims to help communities 
understand how climate change connects to their home and working lives 
(Welsh Government, 2011).

Mason and Milbourne Not Ever Again
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Residual Injustice in the South Wales Valleys
According to the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation, Merthyr Tydfil and 
Rhymney experience higher rates of deprivation in comparison with the aver-
age in Wales as a whole, with around a third of the areas being among the 10% 
experiencing the most deprivation (Members’ Research Service, 2010). Life 
expectancy is lower, and proportionally more people have a “limiting illness.” 
Moreover, some 30% of the working-age population are economically inactive, 
with 3.4% claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance, both higher than the national 
average. With respect to prospects for green jobs, in 2006–2007, some 23% 
of municipal waste was recycled or composted, compared with an average of 
30% in Wales (ibid). The social injustice experienced by Merthyr Tydfil and 
Rhymney results in their inhabitants being deemed—by segments of the 
media particularly—a work-shy, wantonly unhealthy, despised population. 
For instance, the Gurnos estate in Merthyr Tydfil has been dubbed Benefits 
Estate (de Bruxelles, 2014). 

Current levels of deprivation continue a historic trend of social injustice 
in the area despite—or rather because of—the exploitation of its natural 
resources, most notably coal, which fuelled the steam-powered industrial 
revolution as well as Britain’s merchant and military navies. Writing on the 
history, politics, and culture of Merthyr Tydfil, Mario Basini portrays the area 
as epitomising the postindustrial decay of the South Wales valleys, as well as 
the community’s attempts to transcend its lot. Specifically on Ffos-y-Frân, he 
writes (Basini, 2008, p.75):

Ffos-y-Frân is the third part of a “reclamation” programme which had 
previously torn 1.22m tonnes1 of coal out of this once breathtakingly 
beautiful part of East Merthyr. The scale of this latest development 
takes my breath away. . . . My family home is within a kilometre 
down the valley. But there is a good chance I will be dead by the time 
Ffos-y-Frân is fully “restored,” perhaps into the sterile, plastic land-
scape that characterises so many “restored” opencast areas in Wales.

Critical Observation, Research Purpose, and Objectives
Although climate justice is nominally high on the UK and Wales govern-
ments’ policy agendas, it is at the local scale where these commitments to 
global climate change mitigation and national energy security clash; continu-
ing to mine and burn coal to spur economic growth and ensure energy secu-
rity remain dominant practices. And the contradiction resounds discordantly 

1. 1.22 million tonnes.
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through the South Wales valleys, especially in the deprived communities of 
Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney. The experiences of such marginalized commu-
nities must be made public. In this undertaking, we take seriously Jasanoff ’s 
challenge to the interpretive social sciences to foster more complex commu-
nal, political, spatial, and temporal understandings around climate change 
(Jasanoff, 2010). 

In response to observations on residual injustice, marginalised communities, 
and everyday subjectivities, we take a “postcolonial” conceptual approach 
(considering Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney as politically—though not histori-
cally—postcolonial), anticipating that it will shed new light on environmental 
conflicts in the supposed transition to low-carbon economies. We consider 
the meanings given to, and relationships constructed between, justice, envi-
ronment and sustainability by communities that are experiencing injustice 
locally, in the places that are being made to fuel global unsustainability—in 
other words, climate change (c.f. Milbourne, 2012). In this, we are attentive 
to Walker’s proposal that “there is a need for research that better deals with 
the procedural and recognition dimensions of environmental justice, using 
research methods that are more likely to be qualitative, experimental and 
participatory rather than involving the crunching together of statistical data 
sets” (Walker, 2012, pp.218-219). We note, too, Torgerson’s argument that the 

Figure 1: Ffos-y-Frân opencast coal mine with Brecon Beacons National Park in the background. 

Photo: Chris Austin
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expansion of a global “green public sphere” must take into account the legacy 
of colonialism and develop a postcolonial political ecology, founded not on 
a single view of nature but on opposition to the domination of nature(s) and 
conquest of the earth (Torgerson, 2006). We propose that a postcolonial 
analysis might furnish such communities with data that support efforts 
related to environmental justice and political ecology (resistant constructions 
connected to the environment and sustainability) and more fully reveal and 
challenge relations of power, especially in the context of the communities’ 
historical particularisms and subaltern knowledge.

On Methodology
Research participants are mainly groups from the Merthyr Tydfil and 
Rhymney area who have been mobilized by the readvent of opencast coal 
mining in the area. The most pressing issue during this phase of a lon-
ger-term and foundational participatory action research (c.f. Kindon, Kesby, & 
Pain, 2007; Mason, 2015), which began in 2007, was the proposed Nant Llesg 
mine in Rhymney. This paper is most focused on the main community group 
that opposes Nant Llesg, the United Valleys Action Group (UVAG), along with 
its constituent Rhymney Residents Association (RRA). UVAG also includes 
members of Residents Against Ffos-y-Frân (RAFF). At the time of this writ-
ing, in early 2016, mining has already been under way on a huge scale for 
more than six years. We also research the Green Valleys Alliance, a coalition 
of local businesses that will be adversely affected if Nant Llesg goes ahead 
with construction (www.greenvalleysalliance.co.uk). Other participants, 
including local councillors, are drawn mainly from contact with Rhymney 
Communities First, part of the Welsh Government’s flagship programme to 
improve the conditions and prospects of those living in the most disadvan-
taged communities.2 Finally, we interview executives of Miller Argent, the 
would-be developer of Nant Llesg and operator of Ffos-y-Frân.

We employed an epistemological approach, striving to establish frank 
and open relationships with all research participants. We participated in 
regular UVAG meetings, held in an upstairs room of the Blast Furnace Pub 
in Rhymney, and we undertook some administrative and research tasks as 
part of the group. In addition, during July and August 2013, we conducted 
semi-structured interviews with 13 people involved in the conflict over Nant 
Llesg. The interviews began with questions around the proposed mine, 
but we also encouraged people to tell their own stories in their own words. 
When necessary, we followed up on these interviews with email exchanges 

2. On 14th February 2017, the Welsh Government axed the Communities First scheme.
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or telephone conversations (or both). Generally, interviews were conducted 
in the places where people felt most comfortable or were central to their 
relationship with the coal mine. In a majority of cases, then, interviews 
took place in participants’ homes, but we also talked to workers at work, 
ramblers in threatened landscapes (while they walked), and commoners 
on the common. We even conversed with an ornithologist while he was 
bird-watching. In presenting excerpts from interviews, we use pseudonyms 
in accordance with accepted ethical practice on protecting the anonymity 
and confidentiality of participants. Finally, we analysed the documentation 
produced by participants, including website texts, minutes of meetings, and 
leaflets. Observations, conversations, interviews, and documentation were 
analysed in accord with our postcolonial approach, described below.

A Postcolonial Framework for Analysis
In considering Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney to be politically postcolonial, we 
hope to enliven the rigid and limiting way in which Wales has traditionally 
been historicised and spatialised (c.f. Williams, 2005). The analytical themes 
developed by Williams include postnationality and ambivalence, the latter 
encompassing both oppositional and coexistential aspects of postcolonial 
life. Citing R. Merfyn Jones, Williams writes that in moving “beyond Wales, 
we make it a place with citizens, not a cause for adherents, a place able 
to embrace the prospect of global democracy” (c.f. Williams, 2005). Such 
potential is pertinent in the face of global climate change, resonating with 
Whitehead’s proposal of the everyday as a realm of experiential empathy and 
shared physical interaction, in which opportunities exist for one to know not 
only of the other, but also for the other (Whitehead, 2009). As we will show, 
Whitehead’s conception of “residual injustice” has a particular resonance for 
the communities of Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney.

Postcolonial scholarship furnishes us with an analytical framework appli-
cable to opencast coal mining in Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney. Sethi views 
postcolonialism as a metaphor for all culture affected by imperial processes of 
colonisation; colonialism is an anachronistic term that in this context stands 
for capital expansion (Sethi, 2011). She proposes that empirical studies of 
“despised populations” are needed “to recover voices of dissent which can be 
lost in the sweeping wave of ‘corporatization’” (Sethi, 2011, p.113). Recovering 
the voices of a white Northern Rhodesian diaspora, Shurmer Smith prob-
lematises place and belonging (Shurmer-Smith, 2011): if tracing the lingering 
effects of colonialism on identities, social relations, and geographies is central 
to postcolonialism’s mandate, how should the voices of colonialists be heard 
in postcolonial studies? Butz highlights two coherent themes that emerge in 

Mason and Milbourne Not Ever Again



37CRITICAL PLANNING 2017

the work of geographers (Butz, 2011, p. 42): a focus on something postcolonial 
analysis has forgotten—“ways that groups constitute themselves, experiences 
of subordination, diasporic identities, and ongoing peripheralizations” and 
“the effects of centre/periphery dichotomies.” The academy, Butz claims, has 
learned little from postcolonial studies’ epistemological and political impera-
tive to attend to marginal voices to decentralise the production of knowledge. 

As an epistemological approach, then, we suggest that postcolonial scholar-
ship can focus on former colonised nations and colonial powers, on nations 
on the margins of colonialism, nations that resisted, complicit nations, and 
nations with hybrid histories. In short, everywhere. In making this claim, 
we in no way wish to neutralise the colonial experience. On the contrary, we 
seek to acknowledge colonialism’s reach, its global, cultural, economic and 
political impacts, while simultaneously highlighting the analytical potential 
in postcolonialism. 

In summary, our analytical framework centres on power and its relations and 
circulation, particularly between centre and peripheries, its spatiality and 
territoriality. Through the narratives of “populations,” we focus on the role of 
institutions and capital expansion (including hearing the voices of capitalists 
and colonialists). We attend to how community groups are composed, espe-
cially with respect to class, age, gender, identity, alterity, and ambivalence. 
We ask how community is constructed while it is subject to subordination 
and peripheralization; how the other is represented; how the local, national, 
and global are in play; how justice and injustice are meted out and how 
institutions are implicated. What sort of communities and materialities are 
being created in Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney with the advent of large-scale, 
opencast coal mines? What gets known as geography?

Central to this research is the translation of people, culture, and geography 
via relations to power. In its more metaphorical sense, translation is a way of 
describing how a group can be transformed by changing their sense of their 
own place in the physical and social world (c.f. Young, 2001). In the process of 
‘de-translation’3, the methodological challenge we set ourselves is to convey 
meaning beyond local contexts without depriving the local of its specificity. 
In this we take a lead from Robert J.C. Young who presents postcolonialism 
through situated stories, elaborating a politics of the subaltern (Young, 2003, 
p. 8): 

3. ‘De-translation’ is our attempt to allow the groups we research among to present their own 
sense of themselves in place for themselves.
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[A] kind of photograph album, but not one in which you are just 
gazing at the image, made static and unreal, turned into an object 
divorced from the whispers of actuality. These are stories from the 
other side of photographs. Testimonies from the people who are 
looking back at you as you read.

Results: Narratives of Environment, Jobs, and Energy Security
We begin our empirical account with a brief local history. The area around 

Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney is known for reserves of iron ore, coal, lime-
stone, and water (c.f. Edwards, 1974). During the industrial revolution, condi-
tions for the development of ironworks were ideal. Their names are famous 
(or infamous): Dowlais, Cyfarthfa, Plymouth, and Pennydarren (c.f. Edwards, 
1958). The expansion of opencast coal mining through the 1970s and 1980s 
was linked to the rise of private mining companies and ran parallel to the 
crisis in the deep-mining sector marked by the miners’ strike (c.f. Francis, 
2009). This was an era of changing relations among coal, the state, private 

Figure 2: Miller Argent’s map of the proposed mine at Nant Llesg. 
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enterprise, mining communities, and the environment (Benyon, 2000). Such 
relations are still contested territory worldwide (see, for instance, Lertzman 
and Vredenburg, 2005; Calvano, 2008; Whiteman, 2009; Imbun, 2007). 
In Rhymney, prospecting for coal deposits that were suitable for opencast 
mining continued in the 1990s. In a parliamentary debate on the “licensing 
of coal working, drilling, and boring,” Ted Rowlands, Labour member of 
Parliament for Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney, stated that his community had 
had enough and was not prepared to further sacrifice their environment 
(Rowlands, 1990).

The United Valleys Action Group and Affiliates
UVAG is a contemporary grassroots group with a gender-balanced core 
membership of more than 20 people. No one under the age of 40 or so attends 
meetings regularly. With the support of Friends of the Earth Cymru (FoE 
Cymru), UVAG fought a successful campaign against a “monster” waste 
incinerator proposed by the energy company Covanta for Cwmbargoed near 
Merthyr Tydfil, and the group is buoyed by this victory. UVAG contested the 
energy-from-waste credentials of the incinerator and proposed alternatives 
that would create more green jobs in the area, through recycling and promot-
ing the reduction of waste, for instance (FoE Cymru, 2011). 

“Not again, not ever again” is UVAG’s rallying call against Nant Llesg. It is a 
quote from a woman to whom a group member handed a flyer; the woman 
vividly remembered the previous round of opencast mining at Nant Llesg, 
in the 1980s. Within UVAG there is no romanticisation of the history of coal 
exploitation or any industrial golden age. Quite the contrary (see, though, 
Jenkins and Jenkins, 1972, and Smith, 2010). One passionate activist, Alun 
Morris (throughout this paper, we have changed the names of interviewees 
in order to protect their privacy), believes UVAG is conscious of the cultural 
phenomena:

It’s the mind-set that is still here ingrained in the people of the 
Valleys of King Coal being the saviour of the Valleys—very blinkered 
and rose-tinted memories of what coal brought to the Valleys. 
Although it put food on the table, how many old miners do you see 
sitting around? You know, it killed. People didn’t get to enjoy their 
retirement out of that. They gave their lives for the industry and for, 
okay, a living wage, but we would say [they were] exploited.

UVAG’s argument centres on environmental injustice, namely the visual 
impact, dust, and noise associated with the proposed Nant Llesg mine and 
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the consequent impacts on health and quality of life. Alun Morris’s family 
home is affected daily by dust and noise from Ffos-y-Frân. Exploiting a delay 
in implementing legislation on a 500 m boundary zone at Ffos-y-Frân, Miller 
Argent’s mine comes within 40 metres of some homes. Morris expresses 
UVAG’s perception of what the group is up against in opposing Miller 
Argent’s plans for Nant Llesg:

This company doesn’t operate on its own. All large companies, at the 
end of the day, work with the support or whatever of the government 
behind them—obviously because they could be brought to heel quite 
easily by a government organisation.

UVAG also focuses on jobs, arguing that Miller Argent has overestimated the 
number that will be created and that many more will be lost from existing 
local industries. The Merthyr Tydfil Friends of the Earth group, which partici-
pates in UVAG, has followed up on the successful campaign against Covanta’s 
incinerator proposal with an ongoing green-jobs initiative, beginning with a 
seminar conducted in Merthyr Tydfil by the East London Green Jobs Alliance 
(http://greenjobsalliance.org.uk/). Some within UVAG are wary of adopting a 
wholly green agenda and wish to maintain an identity distinct from Friends 
of the Earth Cymru.

The proposed Nant Llesg scheme would cover approximately 1,190 acres of 
land in the county borough of Caerphilly. UVAG is aware of archaeologi-
cal-heritage issues related to the site and thus canvass support from Cadw, 
the Welsh Government’s historic environment service, though unsuccess-
fully. One UVAG working group concentrates on protecting “our ancient 
moorlands, our lakes and our wildlife—the lapwings, the skylarks, and the 
many kinds of migrating birds that stop over at Rhaslas Reservoir”4 (UVAG, 
2012). For ornithologist Bob Price, known affectionately as Bob the Birds, 
there should be no question of burying the unique environment around 
Rhaslas Reservoir under an overburden dump built for an opencast coal 
mine. The man-made reservoir was originally part of the complex Dowlais 
Free Drainage System, which supplied water to Dowlais Ironworks. Bob has 
observed numerous species of birds in and around Rhaslas Pond including 
endangered curlews. He keeps a hand-written list of more than a hundred 
species that can be used as research data. 

UVAG’s first newsletter stated, “We want our energy to come from clean, 

4. Rhaslas Reservoir and Rhaslas Pond are alternative designations for the same area of water.
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renewable sources that avoid the destruction of our beautiful surroundings” 
(UVAG, 2012). Unlike RAFF’s campaign against Ffos-y-Frân, however, UVAG 
has made the decision not to raise the issue of climate change locally, judging 
that it does not have resonance in the locals’ everyday lives; is too complex; 
and may be counterproductive, given the possible confusion on the part of 
the citizenry. UVAG members have not heard of, never mind interacted with, 
the Welsh government’s Climate Change Engagement Strategy. However, in 
a 2012 draft letter to Wales’s then minister for Environment and Sustainable 
Development, John Griffiths, the group does cite climate change. Their letter 
argues against continuing government support for Aberthaw coal-fired power 
station, the last of its kind in Wales.

We are an environmentally aware organisation and we do not 
condone the burning of fossil fuel. The argument used to justify 
digging up coal in the heart of the community is usually security 
of fuel supply for Aberthaw. . . . [W]e should not be encouraging 
or supporting extending the lifespan of the “dirty dinosaur” that 
is Aberthaw; we should and must be looking to the alternatives to 
replace Aberthaw in the future of Wales’ power generation.

Mary Watkins, a member of RRA, has always lived in Rhymney and worked 

Figure 3: Bob the Birds at Rhaslas Reservoir on the site of the proposed Nant Llesg opencast coal mine.
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as a geography teacher in schools throughout the area, including on the 
Gurnos estate in Merthyr, where unemployment is particularly high, health is 
general poor, and life expectancy is low (see, for instance, Basini, 2008). If it 
goes ahead, the Nant Llesg mine will wholly dominate the view at the end of 
Mary’s street, and she is adamant that she will finally be driven to move away: 

I am not going to live here and look at the mountain black. I’ve seen 
the mountain black; I’ve seen how lovely it is now. . . . So why not 
start now. Let’s think about other methods of energy that won’t 
wreck areas and cause damage to the populations living nearby. 
Think about people for a change. I mean, I know it’s an old thing, we 
need energy, but there’s going to come a time when we have to think 
about the means of getting energy that is not as polluting. 

Figure 4: View from Mary Watkins house towards the proposed Nant Llesg coal mine.
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Local Councillors
If a boost to local employment were on offer, as councillors we have inter-
viewed claim, it would likely influence many of their constituents to support 
Nant Llesg. Consequently, they base their own opposition to the mine 
predominantly on the issue of jobs. For some in UVAG, this blinkered view 
makes for a vexed relationship between constituents and the councillors 
whose stance might change according to this single measure. UVAG does 
not permit councillors into all of their meetings, not completely trusting the 
integrity of some stakeholders. Interviews reported here are with councillors 
whose families have resided in the area for generations, often working in the 
coal industry. They reveal another perspective: varying degrees of personal 
antipathy towards coal. Labour Councillor Harry Davies, for instance, posits 
something of a generation gap in knowledge:

Well, the young people haven’t experienced it, so they don’t know 
what’s happening, and the older people are saying we don’t want 
it because it will severely impact on our lives. And, I mean to say, 
you’ve only got to look at the older people in our area: my father had 
pneumoconiosis; seventy-three when he died, and they said his heart 
would have taken him on until he was about a hundred.

In his early twenties, Labour councillor Colin Bates acknowledges that being 
politically active makes him a rare breed among his peers. Bates facilitated 
understanding of the issues surrounding the Covanta incinerator through 
information table and “street surgeries”5 in communities that would be 
affected, offering help with making people’s voices heard in bureaucratically 
complex institutional processes of consultation. He is prepared to do the 
same with Nant Llesg. Although he is too young to have his own memories of 
opencast mining, Bates recounts his parents’ story of blasting at the previous 
opencast mine at Nant Llesg and a lump of coal coming through the window 
of the family home, narrowly missing the baby Colin. Although he is person-
ally no fan of opencast mining, Colin still considers his key consideration to 
be the issue of jobs.

The Green Valleys Alliance
The proposed Nant Llesg mine would be sited on the hillside directly 
adjacent to the Heads of the Valleys Industrial Estate with only the 500 m 
buffer zone required by the now-implemented Coal Technical Advice Note 
(Welsh Government, 2009). The campaign of the Green Valleys Alliance is 

5. Opportunities for people to access and question their councillor that are set up in public space.
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coordinated by Fredrick Miles, who has lived and worked in Rhymney for 
twenty-six years and is managing director of a cosmetics-manufacturing 
company located on the Heads of the Valleys Industrial Estate. His campaign 
follows a course similar to UVAG’s, patently drawing on the knowledge devel-
oped in RAFF. Miles remembers the previous period of mining: “I could look 
out the window and see all the mines on the other side. They are an eyesore, 
scar the land something rotten.” 

Although no one from the Alliance regularly attends UVAG meetings, the 
two groups work quite closely together. In its glossy brochure distributed 
in the area, the Alliance includes UVAG’s newsletter. Presenting Nant Llesg 
as a retrograde step, the Alliance’s brochure focuses on negative health 
impacts, landscape degradation, and a projected fall in house prices locally. 
It highlights the benefits of two decades of regeneration in the area, partic-
ularly in terms of attracting tourism. The loss of jobs is the main focus of 
the Alliance’s campaign, however. If Nant Llesg goes ahead, Miles claims, his 
company will be forced to relocate, shedding as many as 120 jobs, mainly local 
women who work in production on the shop floor and who are often the chief 
breadwinners in their families. Another three factories on the estate, each 
employing similar numbers, may close entirely. Because the companies’ prod-
ucts are things like cosmetics and medical supplies, the marketing strategy of 
all of them is intimately linked to “the clean air, water, and green landscape of 
Wales,” Miles says. “And whatever Miller Argent says, the jobs that they could 
create will ultimately leave the job sector in the area very, very denuded.” The 
Alliance commissioned a report from the Welsh Economy Research Unit and 
the conclusions supported the claims of their campaign (WERU, 2013).

Miller Argent
Miller Argent managing directors argue that they are mining to fulfil a 
continuing national (Wales and UK) need for coal, particularly to burn in 
the generation of electricity and the making of steel. In 2011, the UK con-
sumed 51.2 million tonnes of coal, 41.8 million tonnes of which was burned 
in power stations—and indigenous production was only 18.3 million tonnes 
(DECC, 2012). Miller Argent is confident of political support from the Welsh 
Government, supplying as it does both the 1.55 GW Aberthaw power station 
in the Vale of Glamorgan and Tata’s Port Talbot Steelworks, significant 
sources of employment. 

Managing director David Redmond uses an app on his iPhone to confirm 
that electricity generation in the UK is 31% from coal (he claims it rises to 
50% in winter). By his same digital measure, wind and hydroelectric power 
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contributed only 5.9% and 2.7%, respectively: “Now, for the environmentalists 
who turn around and say we can manage with the renewables—it’s absolute 
pie-in-the-sky at this moment in time.” If coal-fired power stations closed 
tomorrow, Redmond contends, so would half of the UK’s schools and hospi-
tals, and a third of homes would be without electricity. 

Given the lead time for developing alternatives, Miller Argent is confident 
that its market will sustain beyond even the life spans of Ffos-y-Frân and 
Nant Llesg. Moreover, Miller Argent is proud of its “land reclamation 
schemes” around Merthyr Tydfil, before and after pictures of which adorn the 
walls of the boardroom. The company also stands by its claims of local job 
creation and highlights the effort it puts into training to sustain that goal. 
At Ffos-y-Frân the company claims, more than 85% of around 280 jobs are 
local—defined as living within 15 km of the site boundary. Attitudes toward 
having an opencast coal mine on one’s doorstep depend, managing director 
Paul Johnson insists, on whether one sees a blot on the landscape or the 
prospect of a much-needed job. 

Miller Argent pays £1 per tonne of coal mined at Ffos-y-Frân in community 
benefits, which it claims is generous in comparison with similar operations. 
Payment is made to Merthyr Tydfil Council, and funds are administered by 
a committee composed of councillors, representatives of Miller Argent, and 
invited local “dignitaries.” Miller Argent also runs a community minibus 
operation. It proposes a similar package of benefits for Nant Llesg, which 
falls under the authority of the Caerphilly County Borough Council. In 
both mining schemes, Miller Argent created consultative community 
forums populated with invited councillors and members of the Wales and 
UK parliaments; representatives of government agencies, such as Cadw 
and the Environment Agency (succeeded by National Resources Wales in 
2013); schools and colleges; hospitals; and local organisations, including 
Communities First and RRA. UVAG and RAFF are excluded from the consul-
tative forums, which they believe is because they have been labelled “trouble-
makers” and (environmental) “extremists.” 

“De-translation”
As previously, stated, when analysing power relations with a focus on sub-
altern struggles and the construction of justice and injustice, we will seek 
meaning beyond a local context—without losing sight of the specific case of 
Nant Llesg. Although the following key categories are thoroughly entangled 
and we consider environment as a crosscutting theme, we differentiate them 
here as a means of structuring the analysis:
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• Ambivalence, which encompasses consideration of how capital expansion is 
in play and how power relations are institutionalised
• Postnationality, which involves political relations beyond the local, “knowing 
for the other,”6 as well as group constitution within subaltern struggles 
• Geography, which considers how the local, regional, national, and global 
are in play, what sort of places are being made, and centre–periphery 
dichotomies.

Ambivalence: Capital Expansion and Institutions
Our analysis reveals that UVAG evokes the residual injustices seen in places 
that have long and repeated histories of exploitation. Although such injustices 
can be read in both the statistics for social deprivation and the scarred land-
scapes of Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney, UVAG members point out that there 
is no sign of any residual wealth from coal mining and the ironworks. In the 
longer term, then, these places did not materially benefit from fuelling and 
smelting the industrial revolution and British naval power. Any prosperity 
that manifested locally came and went with the “notabilities” who expanded 
their capital to the detriment of labour and landscape (see, for instance, 
Edwards, 1974). 

No one in UVAG or among other residents of the community interviewed 
succumbs to the temptation of romanticising a golden age of coal, refusing to 
consider “the dust of the coal” alongside “the sound of music,” “the awareness 
of language,” and “the splashes of humour” in any poetic representation of 
social conditions (Jenkins and Jenkins, 1972). UVAG considers “reclamation” 
and “remediation” to be dissembling strategies for promoting resource 
extraction and capital expansion. 

Committed to extending social justice locally, UVAG is also acutely aware 
that institutional mechanisms that appear to offer a space for voices to be 
heard, from Miller Argent’s forums to planning-committee hearings, can at 
the same time render those voices ineffective. There is a perception in UVAG 
of underlying complicity between large corporations and government, which 
is fuelled by particular institutional arrangements. Moreover, institutional 
arrangements make no space for “knowing for the other.” Regarding climate 
change, complicity extends beyond local government to national government. 
For example, the office of the minister for natural resources in the Welsh 
government declined to “call in” the Nant Llesg application (in other words, 

6. For us, ‘knowing for the other’ is a way of denoting our representation of subaltern people as 

part of trying to capture their “history told from below” as Antonio Gramsci phrased it.  
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to supersede Caerphilly Council’s decision-making powers) because “this 
application does not raise planning issues of more than local importance.” 
UVAG’s relationships with local councillors are marked by a certain (mutual) 
wariness, with the group harbouring a belief that councillors will, at best, go 
with the flow of the opinion in their constituencies and, at worst, succumb to 
the temptation of community benefits or other inducements offered by Miller 
Argent. A similarly guarded view of the Green Valleys Alliance circulates 
within at least some quarters of UVAG. In short, UVAG believe their allies 
may be “bought off.”

UVAG’s efforts to create and sustain a communal voice are inflected with 
a suspicion that that voice will be rendered ineffective by institutionalised 
processes of justice within which historically skewed power relations are 
enshrined. Miller Argent’s stated aims regarding justice focus on jobs created 
and community benefits paid, fostering public relations through the institu-
tionalisation of consultative forums, adhering to the legal requirements of 
public consultation in the planning process, appointing a full-time environ-
ment liaison officer, and the reclamation and remediation of landscapes. The 
consortium is adamant that, within any constraints of employment legis-
lation, it makes every effort to employ local people, tailoring training pro-
grammes to suit. And although Miller Argent claims that major community 
schemes have been funded and others are about to be launched, UVAG points 
out that the need for matched funding makes such schemes inaccessible to 
many local groups. Meanwhile, although there are some reservations, there 
is general agreement that Miller Argent’s community bus scheme works well. 
This does not mean, though, that the community recognises this “benefit” as 
any sort of redistributive justice or compensation. Notably, a group such as 
Rhymney Communities First, constitutionally bound to neutrality on Nant 
Llesg, is aware that it could prosper from community benefits linked to the 
go-ahead of the mine.

Reflecting contemporary political concerns and, therefore, power relations, 
the arguments of all groups engaged in the issue of the Nant Llesg mine 
are dominated by concerns over economic recovery and growth, presented 
in terms of the net sum of jobs created and jobs lost. Nowhere does Miller 
Argent claim capital expansion or profit as an economic ethos, and neither 
for that matter does the Green Valleys Alliance, although money is surely 
the main source of conflict of interest between these parties. The contrast 
between Miller Argent and the Green Valleys Alliance serves as an example 
of the different scales and competing interests regarding capital expansion. 
Moreover, as with the white Northern Rhodesian diaspora researched by 
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Shurmer Smith, even the Miller Argent consortium is itself only a peripheral 
player in bigger and more centralised power plays around UK energy security 
and economic growth. 

Postnationality: The Constitution of Marginalised Voices and Knowing for the 
Other
UVAG is conscious of the political focus on economic crisis in the UK, mani-
fest in Wales mainly through the discourse on unemployment. So as an act of 
resistance to Miller Argent’s move to dominate or preclude the debate, UVAG 
perforce bases its campaign on jobs. Although this allows the consortium to 
set the agenda, UVAG’s green-jobs campaign goes some way towards subvert-
ing that exercise of power. UVAG concentrates on the jobs that it is claimed 
will be created rather than the jobs that counterclaims say will be lost. In this, 
the group is also acutely aware of the specification of jobs as “local.” In the 
case of Ffos-y-Frân, RAFF focused on the type of jobs created, arguing that a 
greater number of vacancies than Miller Argent claimed would be specialist 
and so could not be filled locally. In contrast to Miller Argent, RAFF defines 
“local” according to residence before rather than after employment. If jobs in 
the Heads of the Valleys Industrial Estate are lost more quickly than Miller 
Argent can create them at Nant Llesg, UVAG’s case—and that of the Green 
Valleys Alliance—is already strong without the need to contest what propor-
tion of jobs can be classed as local. The success of the Covanta campaign also 
contributes to UVAG’s decision to focus on jobs.

Arising from everyday environments of ill health and landscape degradation, 
UVAG is invested with a class consciousness and “militant particularism” 
that shapes its struggle (c.f. Featherstone, 2005). UVAG’s environmental 
justice narrative concentrates on the impacts on health and quality of life and 
amounts to a shared ethos, a product of what Veldman dubs “folk consequen-
tialism . . . what people do to reason morally in everyday life” (Veldman, 2012, 
p.13). UVAG constructs the environment and, therefore, environmental justice 
as almost wholly a local issue, focusing on dust and noise and consciously 
avoiding framings such as climate change, which are thought to confuse and 
possibly alienate potential supporters. Lacking resources and under pressure 
to resist Miller Argent’s jobs discourse, UVAG makes the strategic decision—
perhaps incorrectly (see Capstick et al., 2013)—not to take up the challenge of 
fostering more complex understandings of climate change in the community. 
The working group concerned with sustaining the ecology in and Rhaslas 
Reservoir add a conservation stewardship dimension to UVAG’s environmen-
tal justice (c.f. Mason, 2014).
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Therefore, although UVAG has engaged with and supported other groups 
regionally, the group has consciously chosen not to enter into discourse on 
either national resource exploitation or a global justice perspective on climate 
change. RAFF also engaged with environmental justice struggles elsewhere, 
linking, for example, with the campaign against the Mainshill opencast mine 
in Scotland (http://coalactionscotland.org.uk/mainshill) and Shell to Sea 
in Ireland, which opposes Shell’s exploitation of the Corrib gas field (http://
www.shelltosea.com/content/campaign-aims, and see Mason, 2010). In 
contrast to UVAG, though, RAFF extended its alliances to nonlocal concerns, 
taking action on climate justice with Climate Camp Cymru. UVAG’s stance is 
tactical and pragmatic, influenced by the contrast between the success of the 
campaign to stop Covanta’s waste incinerator and the failure of direct action 
to stop Ffos-y-Frân. That said, the group readily accepts significant support 
from Friends of the Earth, which is principally concerned with the climate 
change–impact of coal.

UVAG’s localisation of the justice agenda could leave the group open to 
charges of NIMBYism [“not in my backyard–ism”] (although see Devine-
Wright, 2005, Devine-Wright, 2009), but it is advising and acting in solidarity 
with groups in other areas faced with incinerator or opencast coal mine 
developments (notably the proposed Varteg opencast coal mine) and, there-
fore, helps to foster other regional mobilisations (c.f. Boudet, 2011). That said, 
UVAG’s decision to keep its campaign mostly local is likely to be effective in 
the disadvantaged communities that it is a part of (Burningham and Thrush, 
2001). Councillors, RRA, and the Green Valleys Alliance tend to follow 
UVAG’s example, construing all topics related to justice as local issues.

Geography: Scale, Place, and Peripheralisation
Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney are politically distinct locations, electorally 
Labour Party strongholds with predominantly working class populations and 
histories of struggle. Therefore, UVAG is savvy enough to know that neither 
a wholly green (c.f. Räthzel and Uzzell, 2011) nor, indeed, a resource-propri-
etary–nationalist discourse is likely to play out to its advantage. Nationalist 
voices and support for Plaid Cymru (the Party of Wales) are not apparent in 
UVAG, though progressive elements of Plaid Cymru supported the campaign 
against Ffos-y-Frân. Plaid Cymru assembly member Bethan Jenkins, who 
comes from Merthyr Tydfil, is a particularly staunch ally. Jenkins is chair of 
Wales Against Open Cast Mining, which seeks to “facilitate a discussion on 
[opencast] mining applications across Wales, including the coal [Minerals 
Technical Advice Note], restoration issues, and any effects on the local 
community.”
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Coal is undeniably part of the fabric of everyday life and culture in Rhymney, 
as present as the pneumoconiosis and emphysema suffered by ex-miners as 
well as in the extensive spoil tips (piles of waste rock left over from mining) 
that, for most people in the community, do not have “a spectacular beauty 
of their own” (Edwards, 1958, p.147). With the reported use of hydrogel (a 
polymer) to retain moisture and so grow grass on spoil tips in the area, the 
plastic landscape aesthetically despised by Mario Basini becomes material 
reality. Despite their refusal to romanticise industrialisation, however, UVAG 
members do tend to value the industrial history carved into the landscape: 
exploitation does become heritage. 

Miller Argent construes the environment and environmental sustainability as 
both locally manageable and nationally engaged: whereas local landscape can 
be regenerated or remediated, the national landscape would be economically 
paralysed and in widespread darkness without coal. The energy security of 
the nation—assuming Wales to be a part of the UK—depends on coal, so 
there are inevitable challenges to the local environment. Dust and noise from 
excavation and transportation operations can be monitored and compared 
with baseline data to determine whether they meet legislative requirements. 
According to Miller Argent’s managing directors, the air quality in Merthyr is 
some of the best in Europe, and in an anecdote the company is fond of retell-
ing, monitoring results show that dust from storms in the Sahara causes more 
pollution than coal dust from Foss-y-Frân. Unsurprisingly, RAFF contest such 
results and members carry out their own “citizen science,” monitoring both 
air pollution and noise levels.

The formation and mobilisation of RAFF and subsequently UVAG must be 
viewed in the context of disadvantaged and disaffected communities that 
are peripheral: interviews showed that local peoples’ dominant response to 
the prospect of Nant Llesg was apathy rather than antipathy or anticipation. 
Embodying residual injustice, with few material resources, not readily 
recognised or given a voice within institutionalised relations of power 
(whether centralised in Cardiff or Westminster), UVAG arises as a space for 
the emergence of subaltern voices. In this space its members share and debate 
a sense of place and belonging, values and community, arriving at a measure 
of consensus that allows them to act together. Therefore, UVAG derives the 
confidence to demand justice on behalf of a wider community. UVAG is a 
resistant, political, citizenly endeavour that seeks to transcend domination, 
exploitation, and subjection. 
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Conclusion
As tides of exploitation and regeneration have been visited upon them, the 
local environments of Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney have swung between 
industrial black hole and green, pleasant land. The materiality of place is 
a relief map of the vicissitudes of institutionalised justice and injustice. 
Injustice in Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney is residual and repeated, its effects 
economic and environmental, manifest in both the disadvantage of the 
community and the despoilment of the landscape. 

Following Sethi (2011), we recognise UVAG as a “despised population” that is 
resisting a colonialism synonymous with capital expansion. The experience 
of domination and ongoing peripheralisation are evident in the composition 
of UVAG. Politically, however, UVAG refuses to be silenced by either induce-
ment or institutionalised forms of exclusion. The opportunity to transcend 
local politics and NIMBYism (to know for the other, as Whitehead suggests) 
should be part of the fabric of everyday life in Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney. 
However, the limited reach of institutions of government currently renders 
that opportunity null and void. For these communities, the everyday is a 
space that continues to be synonymous with struggle. We argue that it is 
through groups such as UVAG that places may begin to be made truly just 
and environmentally sustainable.

In the realm of the everyday, UVAG experiences the circulation and operation 
of power via material examples of resource mobilisation. This is evident in, 
for instance, the money that Miller Argent and, to a lesser extent, the Green 
Valleys Alliance are able to put into the dissemination of information to the 
public. If we are to build a postcolonial knowledge that is politically relevant 
to contemporary environmental and climate-justice struggles, we suggest 
that the voices associated with the competing scales (local versus global), 
processes, and social relations connected to capital accumulation should be 
heard in decision making. That said, such voices must be heeded only insofar 
as they support subaltern struggles. UVAG is also acutely aware of the insti-
tutionalisation of power and the seemingly disconnected processes that can 
serve to redefine justice and injustice and so (re)shape place. The observation 
of a particular species of fauna or the discovery of a valued archaeological 
artefact on the site of a proposed coal mine, for example, might bring into 
play institutions, beyond those of normal planning processes that would then 
have the authority to halt development.

Despite institutionalised (government) discourses on sustainability, 
including climate-change mitigation, some places are clearly being made to 
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fuel global unsustainability while experiencing injustice themselves. The 
determination of the government in the UK to secure energy at the lowest 
price in the short-term will, we contend, continue to clash with its rhetorical 
commitment to reducing carbon emissions to mitigate climate change, and 
this clash will manifest at the local scale. If subaltern voices such as those 
in Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney are consigned to the silence of the archive, 
dominant power relations will construe this unsustainability and injustice as 
national fuel security and economic development, particularly via discourses 
of job creation. Such a pattern will be reproduced as more places are made 
locally unsustainable to sustain global unsustainability. What gets known as 
geography will amount to a retelling of colonial tales of conquest of nature 
and domination of the earth, although this time around in the guise of 
sustainability rather than civilisation.

Community is invoked by those engaged in the issues surrounding Nant Llesg 
in diverse and fluid ways. The concept can be differently constructed and 
mobilised (c.f. Bauman, 2001, Delanty, 2003, Aitken, 2012), as communities of 
interest, virtual communities, or communities based on communication and 
a shared sense of belonging, for example. Yet these communities are typically 
excluded from considerations of justice in cases of industrial development. 
Most often, power relations dictate that community is defined as being in, 
or at least proximate to, place. Power is then recognised and given voice only 
through the institutions of government and what is deemed civil society. So 
local councils and third-sector organisations, particularly—in this case at 
least—those groups concerned with economic regeneration, dominate the 
discourse. Further, people in the community are viewed as economic beings 
rather than citizens: the unemployed, employed, underemployed, job seek-
ers, benefit scroungers, breadwinners, the work-shy, and so forth. Typically, 
these beings are seen as politically passive recipients of jobs and community 
benefits. As Lesbirel (2011) argues in the context of siting conflicts, defining 
community is no trivial task, and a political definition that extends beyond 
administrative boundaries is required in any given dispute.

A postcolonial analysis that includes the historical materialities of place can 
contribute much to our understandings of the social construction of—and 
relationships between—community, environment, justice, and sustainability 
in that place. Studies of oppressed communities plagued by different residual 
injustices and militant particularisms must seek to enable marginal voices 
to be heard and not drowned out by deafening discourses emanating from 
the centre. When considering the making of sustainable (or unsustainable) 
places, we should consider circulations of power and institutional processes, 
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including their unintended or incidental effects. We also have to remain sen-
sitive to the scales on which environment is deployed by competing interests 
and attend to the reasons strategic decisions are made or opportunities are 
taken or missed. 

Regarding Walker’s call for research that reveals more of the procedural 
and recognition dimensions of environmental justice, we suggest that a 
participatory postcolonial approach, with its attentiveness to institutions 
and situated narratives, is well suited. Moreover, the production of everyday 
environmental justice must be founded on the willingness of groups such 
UVAG to engage politically when renewed injustice manifests (c.f. Whitehead, 
2009). These observations made, calls to remain sensitive to a broader range 
of relationships between environment, sustainability, and justice hold good: 
this case study problematises any universal or fixed construction of environ-
mental justice. That said, we argue that analyses such as that presented here 
can contribute to the development of a postcolonial political ecology that, as 
Torgerson suggests, is more spatially differentiated, grounded in the everyday 
and community. If postcolonial places are to contribute to building global 
democracy, then knowledge of, solidarity with, and support for “the other” 
must be constructed across the range of scales. 

Postscript
In August 2015, going against the recommendation of their planning officers 
and braving threats of legal action from Miller Argent, Caerphilly Council 
refused planning permission for Nant Llesg on the grounds of the mine’s 
impact on visual amenity. In January 2016 Miller Argent applied to the coun-
cil to enclose the common land on which Nant Llesg would be situated. This 
application and the appeal against Caerphilly Council’s refusal of planning 
permission for the mine were paired and scheduled be heard together by 
the Planning Inspectorate Wales in 2016. As of February 2017 this had not 
happened. In January 2016, Miller Argent was sold to a newly incorporated 
company, Gwent Investments. This has led to increased fear that commit-
ments to restore the Ffos-y-Frân site will not pass to new owner. UVAG, 
backed by Friends of the Earth and the UK network Reclaim the Power, 
continue to resist coal extraction and burning on all fronts. In September 
2016, the European Court of Justice ruled that, since 2008, Aberthaw 
power station had repeatedly exceeded limits on nitrogen oxide emissions. 
National Resources Wales wrote to RWE Generation UK PLC, the operators 
of Aberthaw, notifying them of an “intention to review and vary the envi-
ronmental permit.” As of February 1, 2017, RWE had not provided National 
Resources Wales with the information required to inform this variation. The 
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pressure is on Aberthaw to clean up its act or close is mounting. A report by 
Friends of the Earth estimates that “pollution from Aberthaw is responsible 
for curtailing the lives of 67 people in Wales every year” (FoE Cymru, 2016).
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Introduction
The process of globalization in the past two decades has opened up, on the 
one hand, possibilities to expand business networks and, on the other, possi-
bilities for civil organizations and local communities, Indigenous groups, and 
farmers to denounce atrocities and human rights violations (including viola-
tions of international human rights laws). One of the sectors that has had the 
worst human rights impact is extractivism. Mining, gas, oil, and agro-indus-
try have affected not just agricultural production and access to clean water 
(Bottara, Latta, & Sola, 2015; Larraín, 2006), they have also had disastrous 
consequences in the form of displacement of communities (Renfrew, 2011; 
Salcito et al., 2014), destruction of the natural environment (Shelton, 2011; 
Thorp, 1998; Veltmeyer, 2013), and criminalization of protest (Chérrez, 
Padilla, Otten, & Yumbla, 2011; Machado Araoz, 2009). This situation has led 
to increasing resistance from communities demanding the protection of their 
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rights (Özkaynak, Rodriguez-Labajos, Aydın, Yanez, & Garibay, 2015).

Contemporaneous to this increasing mobilization in the past two decades 
is the international trend toward liberalizing markets. In the early 1990s, 
more than 90 countries introduced neoliberal economic policies in order to 
increase the investment of the extractive sector in their economies (Bridge, 
2004). In Latin America, and particularly in the Southern Cone, this trend 
began earlier, as neoliberalism was implemented under the military dicta-
torships that arose in the 1970s and 1980s (Garretón, 2012). An important 
characteristic of this model is that natural resources are managed by the rules 
of the market. This meant greater amounts of foreign investment and a loss 
or weakening of control of states over their resources.

This growth in investment also came with a growth in social mobilization in 
Latin America (Bebbington, 2011). Several studies have documented the emer-
gence of a broad resistance from communities in the context of extractivism 
in the region.1  Also, during the past five years, a growing group of scholars 
has acknowledged that a new wave of social mobilization has emerged in 
opposition to extractivism in the region (see, for example, Bebbington, 
Abramovay, & Chiriboga, 2008; ECLAC and UNASUR, 2013; Gudynas & 
Acosta, 2011; Svampa & Sola Alvarez, 2010). Civil society organizations and 
scholars alike recognize that, even though extractivism is a regional phenom-
enon, the forms, intensity, and effects of these grievances differ depending 
on the actors involved, the affected territory, and the kind of rights violated, 
among other factors.

Chile was the first country to liberalize its economy in the Latin American 
region. The coup lead by the dictator Augusto Pinochet in 1973 and the 
influence of the Chicago school of economics led to the use of Chile as a 
laboratory in which neoliberal experiments could be tested (Silva, 1991). In 
particular and related to mining, Pinochet eradicated the processes of nation-
alization of copper that were promoted by former presidents Eduardo Frei 
and Salvador Allende and created incentives for international investment. 
Persecuting, torturing, and even killing political opponents supported this 
model, as did the creation of legal models that promoted fiscal benefits and 
complete security to concede and administrate private mining concessions 
(Machado Araoz, 2009).

By the end of the 1980s and coinciding with the beginning of the end of the 

1.  See, for example, OCMAL (www.conflictosmineros.net); MICLA (http://micla.ca/conflicts); 
No a la Mina (www.noalamina.org); and EJOLT (http://www.ejolt.org).
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military dictatorship, we can observe the rise of the first generation of envi-
ronmental organizations that, during the 1990s, worked as political actors in 
line with new democratically elected governments (Ulianova & Estenssoro, 
2012, pp. 195–196).2 The 1990s coincides with the celebration of the 500th 
anniversary of the colonization of America and with a new wave on the 
regional level of Indigenous mobilizations.3  The rise of these environmental 
organizations and the experience of Indigenous peoples in the country shape 
what can be described as a socioenvironmental protest in Chile, a movement 
that shares patterns of identity and solidarity and that employs unconven-
tional means to protest against this extractive expansion.

Taking Chile as a case study, this work attempts to describe how economic 
neo-liberalization and political opportunities shape the increasing socioenvi-
ronmental resistance to mining extractivism. I suggest that resistance in the 
context of extractivism arises from the tension generated from a neoliberal 
regulatory body on the one hand and from supposed opportunities for the 
protection and promotion of rights on the other. The economic and political 
model imposed during the dictatorship and the increasing catalogue of rights 
recognized during democratically elected administrations shape socioenvi-
ronmental resistance in Chile. But, as it will be shown, the inherent tensions 
between the economic and political models are not sufficient to explain the 
rise of social contention around mining extractivism. The support given by 
a network of socioenvironmental organizations has been fundamental to 

2. This process was supported by the return of political exiles and academics, who had been 
involved in the Unidad Popular (Popular Unity) coalition, but after living in Europe and North 
America arrived with an environmental influence. Such was the case of Manuel Baquedano, 
who in 1987 created the Instituto de Ecología Política, and with the creation of the Centro 
Canelo de Nos in 1985. That was also the case with Alejandro Rojas, Bernardo Zentilli, and 
Manfred Max-Neef, among others. The consolidation of this process likely occurred with 
the institution of the network Acción Ecológica, or “Renace,” created in 1988 and led by Sara 
Larraín. For more information see Ulianova & Estenssoro, 2012.

3.  The Indigenous peoples’ movement to defend the land has been classified by some 
scholars as a form of socioenvironmental protest, a process that has been accelerated with 
the antagonism to the economic model. Piñeda (2012, p. 145) argues that it is important to 
highlight the coordination and network creation between the Mapuche Indigenous people 
with environmental and non-Mapuche organizations, which is expressed as a combination 
of multiple resistances, strategies, and political ideals. Especially important for the 
socioenvironmental movement is a network of activists and Indigenous Pehuenche people who 
defended the Biobío River from the construction of hydroelectric dams by Endesa in 1991.
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opposing mining projects in the country.4

To test this hypothesis, I will analyze the effects of a neoliberal regulatory 
framework, the progressive recognition of human rights in the context of 
extractivism, and the support given by a network of organizations in Chile.5 
For the analysis of the effects of a neoliberal regulatory framework, I analyze 
five political and macroeconomic features that define extractivism: scale 
(of volume and intensity), dependence on foreign direct investment (FDI), 
the forms of control over extractivism, the dependency on international 
markets, and the diversification of the economy.  To do this, I primarily take 
into consideration the information provided by the Ministry of Mining in 
Chile (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014a). For the analysis of socioenviron-
mental contention and network creation, I will take into account the Map of 
Socioenvironmental Conflicts in Chile, a study carried out by the Instituto 
Nacional de Derechos Humanos (INDH), an analysis of 97 socio-environmental 
conflicts that occurred in the country between January 2010 and June 2012. 
The map is a database that allows one to filter socioenvironmental move-
ments by region, year in which a conflict started, human rights violations, 
whether the conflict is located in Indigenous territory, and the conflict stage 
(INDH, 2012).6 

After analyzing the 97 socioenvironmental conflicts, I have concluded that 
53 of them have a direct or indirect relationship with mining extractivism. 

4. I use the expressions “resistance,” “protest,” and “social contention” rather than 
“social movements” because the data source I use (INDH, 2012) prefers the expression 
“socioenvironmental conflicts” (“socioambiental” in Spanish), which it defines as “disputes 
between stakeholders—individuals, organizations, private and public companies, and the 
State—with a public expression of differences of opinions, positions, interests, and approaches 
caused by the infringement (or potential infringement) of human rights, arising from access to 
and use of natural resources, as well as by the environmental impacts of economic activities” 
(INDH, 2012, p. 5; translation, author).

5. For a detailed discussion concerning the definition of extractivism, see Acosta, 2011; 
Escobar, 2012; Gudynas, 2011; and Maristella Svampa, 2013, among others. Models in which 
these features scored highly had been categorized as predatory extractivism (Gudynas, 2013). 
I argue that they are more likely to have impacts on human rights and the environment 
and so create more incentives for social mobilization. An extractive model that promotes 
forms of extractivism carried out on a small or medium scale, still dependent on FDI but 
with facilities toward regional or national investment, with environmental, fiscal, and social 
controls in a still-undiversified economy, can be categorized as reasonable extractivism. 
Finally, an extractivism that is developed with its only intention being the subsistence and 
proper use of natural resources has been referred to as indispensable extractivism (Gudynas, 
2013). This distinction is important because postdevelopment or alternatives to development 
theories—which (as will be shown)  have influenced the emergence of social and environmental 
conflicts—are not necessarily against all forms of extraction but seek instead to avoid the 
impacts of the predatory extractivism.

6. Temuco is the capital of the Araucanía region in southern Chile and a historical center of the 
Mapuche territory, Wallmapu.
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A more detailed study of these 53 conflicts allowed me to study 177 network 
organizations that support local contention against 49 mining companies and 
63 government agencies participating as actors in specific conflicts. I crossed 
this information with the data provided by the Ministry of Mining in Chile 
to understand how the macropolitically and macroeconomically analyzed 
features induce social conflicts.

Mining Extractivism in Chile
On April 26, 2016, a national assembly and subsequent march brought 
together several socioenvironmental organizations in southern Chile. The 
assembly attracted more than 350 individuals, representing a range of local 
movements concerned with the impacts of extractivism in the country. The 
manifestation that followed comprised more than 4,500 people, who marched 
through the streets of Temuco, representing the plurinational emphasis 
of these claims.  I highlight this assembly for being a clear example of the 
focus that some organizations maintain on building a national socioenvi-
ronmental network, involving the actions of both socioenvironmental and 
Indigenous groups. At the assembly, different voices stressed the importance 
of a common diagnostic: the negative consequences of neoliberalism and the 
current political intentions to expand the extractive frontier in areas such as 
mining, forestry, and energy. Of particular help in understanding the motiva-
tions of different movements were crosscutting themes that stressed the idea 
of derogating the neoliberal framework governing natural resources in the 
country.7  The assembly concluded that this model of exploitation of natural 
resources (that has governed the country for over 30 years) has generated clear 
threats to the environment and specifically to local communities, threats that 
have become incentives to mobilize.

Historically, the neoliberal legal framework appears as part of the economic 
strategy developed by Pinochet, who ruled until 1989. Before the civil 
and military coup, state-led control regulated the extraction of minerals. 
Extraction enterprises were consolidated through the process known as 
nacionalización del cobre, starting in 1971 during Salvador Allende’s regime 
(Caputo & Galarce, 2008). From 1973 on, Chile witnessed a liberalization 
of the markets.  There were structural transformations in the Chile of 
Pinochet, marked by experimentation with institutional reforms that would 
then be partly replicated in other Latin American countries in the 1980s and 
early 1990s. The regulatory framework of market liberalization was—and 
is—characterized mainly by Decree Law (DL) 600 of 1974, which regulates 

7. See http://olca.cl/articulo/nota.php?id=106171
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the status of foreign investment; the Constitutional Organic Law for Mining 
Concessions of 1981 (Law 18.097); and the 1983 reform of the Mining Code. 
These institutional transformations resulted in the legal security of property 
on the mining concession, tax benefits, and a flexible legislation on environ-
mental matters, which allowed Chile to be seen as an attractive country for 
investment by international large-scale mining companies (Machado Araoz, 
2009).

A. Scale (Volume and Intensity)
Chile is well known for being a highly extractive country, mainly from 
mining, but also to some extent from the agricultural and fishery sectors 
(Banco Central de Chile, 2014). Within the mining sector, copper has become 
the most important mineral in terms of extraction in the region. In 2011, 
32.4% of the global extraction of copper took place in Chilean territory 
(Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2015), maintaining a trend that, since 1982, has 
made Chile the largest copper extractor in the world (CEPAL & UNASUR, 
2013). Chile also occupies third place in the global league table for the 
extraction of molybdenum, with an extraction of 38.7 thousand tons in 2013 
(Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014a); fifth place with regard to silver, with 
1,217.8 tons (2013); and 15th place in terms of the extraction of gold, with 48.57 
tons (2013) (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014a). With regard to nonmetallic 
mining, Chile occupies second place in the extraction of lithium, with an 
extraction of 65,620 tons (2012), which accounted for 37% of total global 
production (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2013).8 

8. In terms of fuel extraction, Chile does not have an important role globally. In 2013 Chile 
extracted 401,428 m3 of crude oil and 893 million m3 of natural gas (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 
2014a).
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Table 1: Extraction amounts and ranking in relation to other countries in 2013

Directly related to the scale of extraction is the intensity of it. Chilean 
copper mining activity uses 14.7 m3 per second of water, and the Chilean 
government estimates that in the next 10 years this sector will increase its 
water consumption by 66%, reaching 24.6 m3 per second (Comisión Chilena 
del Cobre, 2014b). Efforts have been made to use desalinated seawater, but so 
far the mining sector has consumed mostly freshwater. The use of energy is 
also intrinsically linked to mining activity. In 2011, the mining sector in Chile 
constituted 33% of the country’s total energy consumption (Comisión Chilena 
del Cobre, 2016, p. 5) and the Chilean authorities argue that the mining sector 
will require more energy in the next 10 years. Currently the mining sector 
uses 23.79 TW/h, and it is expected that by 2025, it will use 37.41 TW/h, which 
means that 1,700 MW should be incorporated to the interconnected electric-
ity system to supply this demand.

Table 2: Expected increases in water and energy consumption from copper mining 
in Chile, 2014–2025

COMMODIT Y
WORLD 

R ANKING
TONS 

(THOUSANDS) 
in 2013

COPPER

Source: Author, based on the Comisión Chilena del Cobre (2014a)

1 5.776

3 38.7

5 1 ,217.8

15 48.57

MOLYBDENUM

SILVER

GOLD

2014 2025

WATER 
CONSUMPTION 
(M 3/S)

ENERGY 
CONSUMPTION 
(T W/H)

Source: Author, based on the (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014b, 2016)

14 .7 24 .6

23.79 37.41
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B. Dependence on FDI
The mining sector in Chile is highly dependent on FDI. In 2012, the total 
investment in the sector was $ 9.416 billion. 72% of the investment in the 
mining sector comes from FDI, representing a 56.6% of total FDI in the 
country (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014a). Economist Elizabeth Asiedu 
has worked extensively on the impact of FDI, drawing mainly on three 
features of it: capital controls, restrictions on investment and trade, and the 
host country’s investment climate. Her research shows that Latin America 
is one of the world regions most open to FDI, second only to Asia Pacific 
(Asiedu, 2004). The literature also reveals that capital flows have been used 
as potential generators of employment and poverty reduction (Asiedu, 2004; 
Hoogvelt, 2001).9 However, the literature also emphasizes that openness to 
FDI can generate weak regulations on social and environmental matters, less 
stringent tax laws, and a diminished capacity of states to protect and pro-
mote human rights (Frankental, 2011; Sikka, 2011). The relationship between 
extractivism and these negative impacts has been also been illustrated in the 
Latin American critical literature (see for example Gudynas, 2011).

C. Political Control
Examination of the literature reveals at least three types of political control 
over the extraction of natural resources, including neoliberal forms of 
control, which encourage private natural resource exploitation and where 
the market regulates—up to a certain point—the social and environmental 
controls related to the exploitation of natural resources; state-led forms of 
control, wherein the state regulates and controls the exploitation of natural 
resources; and decentralized forms of control and exploitation of natural 
resources, wherein the local communities are the ones that regulate and 
exploit natural resources (Vélez-Torres, 2014).

Today we can clearly observe the existence of two extractive models in Chile. 
On the one hand, the country has a state-owned platform  for the extraction 
of copper,10 which prevailed as the most important form of extraction until 
the beginning of the 1990s and a form of private extraction, which in the 
1980s started to gain more importance in the country (see Figure 1). Chile’s 

9.  Despite the arguments against predatory extractivism, it is difficult to find a direct 
relationship between the neoextractivism development model and the reduction of poverty. 
Gamu, Le Billon, and Spiegel (2015) go further and, as a result of their review of 52 empirical 
cases in relation to the links between extractivism and poverty, conclude that industrial mining 
is more frequently associated with poverty exacerbation and artisanal mining with poverty 
reduction (Gamu et al., 2015).

10. Mainly led by the state companies CODELCO and ENAMI.
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extraction was controlled by the state until 1994, after which the liberaliza-
tion of markets and new technologies reduced the percentage of government 
exploitation of the total amount copper extraction from 84% in 1973 to 29% in 
2014. The remaining 71% of the copper in the country is extracted by private 
companies (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2015).11

Between 2007 and 2011, tax controls on private natural resource production 
accounted for 3.2% of Chile’s gross domestic product (GDP), a low rate if it is 
compared with those of other economies in the region, such as Mexico (7.8%) 
Venezuela (9.4%), Bolivia (10.1%) and Ecuador (12.9%). Even if we compare it as 
a percentage of the total tax income, the 14.1% that represents the exploita-
tion of natural resources in Chile (2012) is far lower than the percentages seen 
in Mexico (32.5%), Venezuela (39.2%), Bolivia (29.9%), and Ecuador (34.5%) 
(Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014a; Fuentes, 2013). An analysis by James Otto 
(2007) compared 24 mining countries; he concluded that Chile is among the 
20% of countries with less efficient tax forms and higher private profitability.

Figure 1. Comparison of extraction of Chilean copper by state-run and private 
companies (tons/year)

Source: Author, based on statistics of COCHILCO (Ministry of Mining) http://www.cochilco.cl/

estadisticas/produccion.asp

Finally, it should be noted that by the end of the 1990s and during the first 
decade of the 21st century, Chile enacted a series of regulations allowing local 

11. BHP Billiton, Rio Tinto, Antofagasta Minerals, and Anglo American, among others.
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social control.12 They regulate the forms of participation of local communities 
in social and environmental design of extractive projects. However, much has 
been discussed regarding the lack of legitimacy, processes of information, 
participation, and binding effect that these provisions have had in the coun-
try (Carruthers, 2001; del Fierro & Perez, 2009; Rojas, Sabatini, & Sepulveda, 
2003).

The coexistence of these three forms of political control, with a strong 
emphasis on private extraction, and the recognition that different actors have 
different values and interests in extractive processes, have generated tensions 
between them (Maristella Svampa, 2011; Vélez-Torres, 2014).

D. Dependence on International Markets:
Chilean extractivism is highly dependent on international markets. As an 
example, in 2013, 5.590 of the 5.776 tons of copper extracted were exported 
(Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014b). Copper represents 51.4% of Chile’s total 
metal and mineral exports, whereas gold represents 1.8%, molybdenum 1.5%, 
and silver 0.5% of the total exports (ECLAC & UNASUR, 2013). The intentions 
behind the creation of regional markets are far from becoming a reality. The 
total amount of mining exports is $44,121 million, of which only $7,219.3 
million is exported to countries in the Americas. The United States ($3,230.8 
million) and Brazil ($3,344.9 million) are the most important markets in the 
region. Exports of minerals in Chile are highly concentrated in the Asian 
market ($28,183.5 million), specifically in China, receiver of 35% of the total 
minerals exported by Chile ($15,332.6) (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014).

E. Diversification of the Economy
Although mining has increased in scale in recent years, its contribution to 
Chile’s GDP has decreased: in 2008, mining extraction represented 18.4% 
of GDP, whereas in 2013 it was 12.11% (Banco Central de Chile, 2014). This is 
mainly due to the growth of other sectors of the economy, such as business 
and financial services (18.9%), trade (11.2%), and manufacturing (10.1%). In this 
way, we could say that at the domestic level, Chile has diversified its economy, 
something the country still needs to do in its exports grid.

The neoliberalization of the economy and the special status given to 
extractivism within this model are possible only because the Political 
Constitution, based on a neoliberal legal framework, assigns such status to 
the privatization of mining activities (Yáñez & Molina, 2008). This model 

12. See Environmental impact assessment legislation in Chile: Law 19,300 (1994) and its 
modifications (2005).
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is not a response to an ideal development; it was mainly part of a political 
archetype inherited from dictatorship. From this brief political–economic 
context analysis, we could conclude that Chile promotes a form of predatory 
extractivism, a form of extractivism that has negative consequences for 
human rights and therefore motivates and enhances the rise of social con-
flicts. The question, then, is whether the national and international system of 
human rights has advanced any solutions that will aid in the resistance to the 
negative consequences of this form of extractivism.

Extractivism and Human Rights 
In 2005, the United Nations high commissioner for human rights, Louise 
Arbour, prepared a report on the situation of human rights in the context of 
extractive industries.13 So far this is the only report generated by the human 
rights bodies of the United Nations that analyzes—generally and not themat-
ically—the impact of extractivism in human rights.14 Meanwhile, some prog-
ress has been made in the recognition of the potential effect of extractivism 
in regional human rights systems; the Inter-American Human Rights System 
(IAHRS), for example, has promoted the regulation of extractivism in the 
region. Finally, the development of civil society organizations (CSOs) should 
be recognized. Among other undertakings, CSOs have tried to influence the 
adoption of a compulsory mechanism that regulates issues on business and 
human rights and the protection of human rights defenders in the context of 
extractivism (FIDH & OMCT, 2015; Working Group on Mining and Human 
Rights in Latin America, 2014). 

From the development produced by the United Nations, regional systems 
and CSOs, some consensus has been generated towards the recognition of 
situations in which extractivism may generate the worst violations to human 
rights:

a) A conflict requiring mining companies to use public or private forces (or 
both) to defend facilities
b) A country with a low level of governance and, as a result, is unable to 
promote and protect human rights
c) An authoritarian government (which might react unduly to community 

13. Human Rights and the Extractive Industry: Report of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, Hum. Rig. Comm., 62 Per. Ses., Agenda 17, U.N. Doc. E/
CN.4/2006/92 (2005).

14. Other reports have seen the sectorial impact of extractive industries in vulnerable groups 
such as indigenous people’s (see, for example, Extractive Industries Operating Within or Near 
Indigenous Territories: Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Tights of Indigenous Peoples, 
Hum. Rig. Counc., 18 Per. Ses., Agenda n. 3, U.N. Doc. A/HRC/18/35 (2011).
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criticism, even responding with excessive violence)
d) An Indigenous community with values that differ from those promoted 
by a central government (such values typically have to do with cultural or 
religious traditions of certain communities linked with the natural environ-
ment or the land)15 
e) A community in need of land or water for survival (extractivism can have 
severe environmental impacts)

In the Chilean context, we find a mixture of these situations, a combination 
that can generate human rights violations and, if changes are not made, will 
probably do so.16 It is important to recognize the efforts Indigenous people in 
Chile have made in defense of the land and the environment. Although it is 
not the aim of this paper to analyze the rights that are recognized as such in 
the human rights system, we must highlight the importance of their struggles 
vis-à-vis the socioenvironmental movement in the country. Their fight has 
resulted in the development of important international standards, which 
have created opportunities to mobilize (such as free, prior, and informed 
consultation; a right to water; and access to ancestral land, among others) and 
resulted in a motivation for a broader socioenvironmental contention in the 
country.

These opportunities can be seen in the increasing tendency of socioenviron-
mental organizations in Chile to use forms of legal mobilizations.17 According 
to 2012 statistics, for example, a lack of protection to the right to an adequate 
level of health and the right to water was claimed in 53% and 51%, respectively, 
of a total of 53 cases of social conflicts raised against mining extractivism. In 
36% of cases, the right to free, prior, and informed consultation and consent 

15. Opposition to mining projects, in some cases, derives from values, narrative frames, 
or social metabolisms that differ between companies or states and local communities. A 
good example is the dispute over territories in Chiloé, where the government argues that 
development should be proportional to the social and economic demands of the country and 
local communities maintain that development should respond to local necessities and should 
be compatible with their territory. In such cases, the government usually places some value 
on the ideal of a sustained development and sustainable principles, but local communities 
argue that extractive projects may affect the culture of local people. It is also common for 
governments and companies use technical and scientific language, whereas communities 
typically use sociocultural and socioeconomic language (see Sannazzaro, 2016). In other words, 
the epistemological frame, especially its sociopolitical and citizen dimensions, is also a cause of 
struggles for different forms of development (Marisella Svampa & Antonelli, 2009, p. 101).

16.  See for example the case of the Mapuche people and the use of public and private security 
forces to defend extractivisms (mainly forestry) or the case of water consumption and 
Indigenous cultures in the Pascua Lama case with the Hausco Altino community (for more 
information, refer to INDH, 2012).

17. For a definition of legal mobilization, see Vanhala (2012).
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standards had been violated.18 And finally, in 26% of the cases, the right to 
environmental information and participation had been breached.19 

The example of Caimanes, a small community in northern Chile, fighting 
against the mining giant Antofagasta Minerals can illustrate the way in 
which protests create opportunities for mobilization. A community that has 
fought against the effects of extraction on water consumption, security, and 
health stemming from the construction of the El Mauro tailings dam has 
secured some impressive decisions from Chile’s judicial system. For example, 
in 2006 the Appeals Court of Santiago declared that:

The exercise of an economic activity cannot be privileged upon the 
interests of a community […] reason why this Court states that is 
our duty not to remain impassive on this serious situation, pre-
venting [the economic activity] to be carried out.20

These matters should be given special consideration; the IAHRS has devel-
oped three standards in the area of extractive companies and human rights, 
including the obligation of states to implement measures that allow participa-
tion of the affected communities; states should ensure access to justice when 
human rights are violated; and states should implement measures enabling 
communities to access information on extractive projects that may affect 
them, promoting the transparency of the information.21 These standards 
are applicable to Chile because of decisions by the Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights in the cases Saramaka v. Suriname22 and Sarayaku v. Ecuador.23

Socio-environmental Conflicts in Chile
As stated above, I propose that socioenvironmental contention in the context 
of mining extractivism arises from the tension generated by a neoliberal 
regulatory body on the one hand and alleged opportunities for the protection 

18.  Taking into consideration the standards adopted in Convention 169 for Indigenous and 
tribal people (September 5, 1991), adoption: Geneva, 76th Indigenous and Tribal Peoples 
Convention (June 27, 1989).

19. All figures taken from my own analysis of INDH (2012).

20. Corte de Apelaciones de Santiago, Comité de agua potable rural Caimanes/Dirección General 
de Aguas: Recurso de reclamación, Rol: 12004-2005 (2006), parr.21. (Translation, author.)

21.  Report on the situation of human rights in Ecuador, Inter American Commission of Human 
Rights, OEA/Ser.L/V/II.96, Doc. 10 rev. 1, 24 April 1997.

22.  Case of the Saramaka People. v. Suriname. Preliminary Objections, Merits, Reparations, 
and Costs. Judgment of November 28, 2007 Series C No. 172.

23.  Case of Kichwa Indigenous People of Sarayaku v. Ecuador. Merits and reparations. Judgment 
of June 27, 2012. Series C No. 245.
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and promotion of human rights on the other. This tension creates incentives 
and opportunities for mobilization. But those incentives and opportunities 
are not sufficient to explain resistance; to test this hypothesis we should add 
the influence of local, national, and transnational network organizations that 
support the rise of social conflicts. To test this premise, I will cross the data 
from episodes of contention with political and economic data of the mining 
sector in Chile and then with the capacity generated by socioenvironmental 
networks.

A. Scale and Resistance 
If the scale of the activities related to the extraction of resources motivates 
the rise of socioenvironmental protest, we could expect to find a correlation 
between scale and number of protests—in other words, the greater the scale 
(quantity of tons extracted), the greater the absolute number of social protest 
will be. But a regression analysis reveals no statistically significant association 
between social conflicts and, for example, copper extraction at the national 
level. If we examine it by geographical-political area, we can find important 
and relevant differences between the number of protests and the scale of 
extraction, and some of the most extreme examples may be the regions of 
Arica and Parinacota and Atacama (see Figure 2). In both cases, we can see 
a low level of exploitation of mineral resources (copper) and high number of 
social protests. The exception of Arica and Parinacota might be explained 
by its being the region with greatest exploitation of boric acid in the country 
(534,071 MT) (Comisión Chilena del Cobre, 2014: p. 124). However, only one 
of the nine conflicts reported in the region, known as “Minera Quiborax 
S.A.” (INDH, 2012: pp. 18–19), is directly related to the exploitation of boric 
acid. Atacama is also a special case because most of the conflicts arise against 
projects in the exploration or construction phases, which is the reason why 
the analysis of the extraction of minerals is not sufficient condition to under-
stand the rise of social conflicts in this region. 24

24. We can also observe cases of historical mobilizations. One example is the social resistance 
against the pollution generated in Chañaral, which for more than 30 years was recipient of 
29,000 tons of copper per day of from tailings of El Salvador (CODELCO).
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Figure 2. Relation between exploitation of copper (MT) and social conflicts 
according to region, 2011–2012

Source: Author, based on data retrieved from COCHILCO (2014a) and INDH (2012b)

B. FDI and Resistance
Regression analysis was performed to test the statistical significance of the 
association between FDI and social conflicts at the national level, finding 
a positive statistical association (p < .05). FDI may allow us to explain, for 
example, the level of resistance seen in the Atacama region (see Figure 3), 
in which opportunities and incentives to mobilize were often found in the 
effects of projects under construction (as in Pascua Lama). Specifically, 
residents claim that these projects affected or may affect the right to consul-
tation (both Indigenous and environmental) and potential effects that mining 
projects can have on health and the access to water (INDH, 2012. pp. 62–65 
and 72–77. See also: project Pascua Lama, Cerro Casale, & Caserones). 
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Figure 3. Relation between historical FDA ($US, millions) in mining projects and 
social conflicts according to region, 2011–2012

Source: Own creation based on data retrieved from COCHILCO (2014a) and INDH (2012b)

C. Political Control, Land Speculation, and Resistance
One of the main problems of the high concentration of investment in mining 
projects in northern Chile has to do with land speculation. The freedom 
to request concessions for mining exploration or exploitation, or both, as 
recognized in the Chilean neoliberal legal framework, has led to a market 
of mining and land speculation.25 The association between the percentage 
of land concessions and the rise of social conflicts is statistically significant; 
there is a positive correlation between the mining area given for concessions 
and the social conflicts at the national level. When the percentage of mining 
area increases, the number of social conflicts also increases (p < .001). Also, 
Figure 4 shows the relation between the percentage of territory under mining 
concession (according to political region) and the number of social conflicts. 
This figure helps us to explain—to some extent—the high number of conflicts 
in Arica and Parinacota, where we can find low levels of exploitation but 
high levels of speculation, which usually result in forced displacement of 
communities. 

25. Probably the most extreme case is the Atacama region, where 91% of the regional territory is 
under mining concessions.
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Figure 4. Relation between mining concessions and social conflicts according to 
region, 2011–2012

Source: Author, based on data retrieved from Comisión Chilena del Cobre (2012) and INDH 

(2012b)

It should be noted that the current Chilean legal framework recognizes that 
mining concessions can be requested by anyone who has an interest in a spe-
cific piece of land beyond the right of ownership (individual or community) 
(Vergara Blanco, 2014).26 This model of granting concessions has generated a 
high level of land speculation, often creating tensions over the rights to land 
and security of tenancy granted to individuals or communities and the rights 
of those possessing mining concessions over the same piece of land, thereby 
creating a clear conflict of interest (Ramos, 2011).

D. Networks and Resistance
Finally, it is important to highlight the influence that local, national, and 
transnational networks have had in creating common discourses and a 
sense of solidarity within certain groups, motivating mobilization. Different 
theories of social movements and protest consider organizations and net-
works to be key elements in mobilization (Cuadra Montoya, 2014; Keck & 
Sikkink, 1998). There are theorists who have pointed out that in order to 
transform ideas and beliefs into action, constant communication among 
members, adherents, and the expectant public is required (McCarthy & Zald, 

26. Mining concessions are given by the judicial branch, which can grant exclusive rights of 
exploration and exploitation (articles 10 and 11 of the Constitutional Organic Law of Mining 
Concessions and articles 112 and 116 of the Mining Code).
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1977, p. 1223); in other words, external organizations, individuals, and groups 
play a role in the rise of social movements (Touraine, 1981, p. 150). To test 
this hypothesis, I analyzed 174 civil society organizations that supported 
social conflicts against mining. This analysis revealed that 83% of these 
organizations were formed at the local level and were not able to extend 
their capabilities beyond their area of involvement. The remaining 17% of the 
organizations participated in at least two social conflicts, creating real net-
works. I must highlight some transnational, national, and local organizations 
because of the importance, in absolute numbers, of episodes of contestation 
that were influenced by them. At the transnational level, organizations such 
as the Observatorio Latinoamericano de Conflictos Ambientales (OLCA), 
Oceana, and Greenpeace (which supported 15, 11, and seven conflicts, respec-
tively); at the national level Terram Foundation (which supported the rise of 
seven conflicts); and at the local level, Coordinadora Aymara de Defensa de 
los Recursos Naturales de Arica y Parinacota and the Consejo Ecológico de 
Puchuncaví-Quintero (which supported six conflicts in Arica and Parinacota 
and five in Valparaiso, respectively). As noted previously, I argue that there is 
a correlation between the level and number of networks and the number of 
social conflicts against mining extractivism. 

The regression analysis reveals a significant positive association between the 
number of networks and conflicts. When the number of networks increases, 
the number of social conflicts also increases (p < .001). Also, Figure 5 explains 
the situation in the Antofagasta region, where despite having a high rate of 
extraction, high rates of mining investment, and a high percentage of terri-
tory under concession, there are low levels of socioenvironmental conflict, 
in comparison with other regions in northern Chile. In Arica and Parinacota 
we also see a small number of networks and a relatively high concentration 
of social conflicts. However, as was already explained, the region of Arica 
and Parinacota has a highly cohesive network of organizations supported by 
the Coordinadora Aymara de Defensa de los Recursos Naturales de Arica y 
Parinacota and OLCA.

Sebastián Smart Resistance Against Mining Extractivism in Chile
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Figure 5: Relation between networks and social conflict according to region, 
2011–2012

Source: Author, based on INDH, 2012b.

Some Final Considerations
This paper seeks to provide a descriptive analysis of socioenvironmental 
episodes of conflict against mining extractivism in Chile. Through the study 
of cases proposed by the INDH and triangulation of the macropolitical and 
economic data, I have observed some patterns of relation between predatory 
extractivism and the emergence of social conflict. However, these outcomes 
are not the unique condition necessary for the development of socioenviron-
mental conflicts. I consider that the maintenance of neoliberal policies of 
exploitation of natural resources have generated clear incentives for social 
mobilization. The opportunity to resist comes from the normative framework 
of human rights protection and the clear tension that it causes when analyzed 
in the light of the country’s extractive policies. I consider that the macroeco-
nomic and political incentives as well as the opportunities for mobilization 
against mining extractivism are not sufficient to explain the mobilization. To 
understand the rise of socioenvironmental conflicts, we need to analyze the 
capacity provided by individuals or organizations that generates solidarity 
and cohesion, allowing mobilization.

Finally, it must be recognized that the intention of this paper is to be just a 
first photograph describing broadly the emergence of socioenvironmental 
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conflict in the country and one that could be used in and complemented by 
further research (such as case study research) that may help to broaden the 
understanding of socioenvironmental conflict in Chile.
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Introduction
In 2009 the national government of New Zealand announced the first seven 
of what it calls “roads of national significance” (RONS). The main objective 
was to enhance New Zealand’s economic growth and productivity (NZ 
Government, 2009). One of the RONS is the Wellington Northern Corridor 
(WNC), which is divided into eight sections, one of which is the MacKays 
to Peka Peka (M2PP) Expressway (NZTA, 2011b, p. 2). The M2PP is sixteen 
kilometres long, stretching from north of MacKays Crossing to Peka Peka 
Road (NZTA, 2013). 

The planning process adopted to advance the M2PP project was based on a 
legal framework in which the Resource Management Act (RMA) of 1991, the 
Land Transport Management Act (LTMA) of 2003, and the Local Government 
Act (LGA) of 2002 were central. Based on the planning documents, the 
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process appears to have been transparent, with extensive consultation having 
taken place, which resulted in the framing of several urban themes on the 
basis of the community feedback (NZTA, 2009, 2011b). However, the way in 
which the project was presented, with its projected economic growth and 
productivity, through the legal and administrative framework, met stiff 
resistance at the hands of the local population, experts, and politicians. 

They argued that the decision-making process had actually not been 
inclusive because their voices were not adequately heard and because the 
Kapiti community’s land and resources were exploited by the government 
(Pickford, 2012). In order to justify the advancement of the M2PP, the gov-
ernment reports show the benefit–cost ratio (BCR) of the roads to be high, 
meaning that they bring in more money than they cost to build (SAHA, 
2010). A counter discourse, gathered through semi-structured interviews, 
was presented by some of the Kapiti residents,  arguing that the govern-
ment manipulated the BCR figures to justify the advancement of massive 
roads infrastructure in New Zealand. They observed that the BCR of the 
Wellington Northern Corridor, including the M2PP, was originally estimated 
at less than 1 (SAHA, 2009) and that the government had sent the report back 
to be reworked; the result of the new calculations was a more favourable BCR 
(SAHA, 2010). One local resident also endorsed this argument, suspecting 
some “behind the scene” power advancing the RONS’ significance:

They [government] are still arguing that these roads will create 
economic growth . . . it seems to become an article of faith, this is 
what they believe. . . . To me there is something else going on behind 
the scene to justify these very large expenses, something, 10 or 11 
billion dollars to be spent on several roads, benefits are less than 
costs (Resident 2).

A politician argued that the economic growth argument has been advanced 
to justify the construction of M2PP through policy assertions:

I think, in general, the RONS is a political project. . . . And it was the 
policy of National led government in 2008 to prioritise seven new 
state highway projects, one of which is the Wellington Northern 
Corridor. . . . And this is being justified from the beginning by the 
assertion that building of state highways will stimulate economic 
growth (Politician 1).

This suggests that the M2PP planning process is extractive because 
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deterritorialisation was advanced and local resources were exploited by 
the government without meaningfully engaging stakeholders in the deci-
sion-making process.  The resisters argued that the M2PP Expressway 
planning process extracted people’s land, time, values, and mental peace. 
They cited four main components of that extraction: displacement of people, 
community severance, changed landscape and deterritorialisation, and the 
advancement of the M2PP project despite a lower BCR. The M2PP Expressway 
was justified based on the argument that it would advance economic growth 
and productivity for the Kapiti people, an indigenous group in the region. 
Those who resisted the project, such as politicians, argued that, although the 
benefits to the Kapiti people were viable, they were too meagre to justify such 
a large public project:

I believe that many of the motorways have been identified, correct[ly] 
or incorrect[ly], as Roads of National Significance. . . . They should 
preferably be deferred or delayed indefinitely because they will not 
achieve the government’s aim of lifting economic productivity, and in 
fact they will be counterproductive (Politician 2).

The literature suggests that the relationship between building roads 
and achieving economic growth is an unsettled question. In this regard, 
Mohring’s (1961, 1976) classical argument suggests that economic benefits of 
transport projects are a result of increased travel demand and help individ-
uals and firms perform their activities. However, the experience of London’s 
orbital road (M25) shows that expected benefits of roads investment are 
eroded by additional traffic, which increases congestion (Williams & Lam, 
1991). The reason is that every location has its own overt and covert dynamics 
called location externalities (Martinez & Araya, 2000) that positively or 
negatively affect economic growth. These arguments suggest that every road 
project has to be treated differently because various planning and economic 
conditions in all locations will not remain ceteris paribus. However, the 
policy makers may get seduced into initiating mega projects for economic, 
technological, political, and aesthetic reasons (Flyvbjerg, 2014). These proj-
ects may be advanced not because they are actually needed but because of 
policy makers’ ambitions. In this regard, the interplay between rationality 
and power defines the boundaries of extraction and the resulting resistance 
that stems from limited public consultations in urban planning processes 
(Flyvbjerg, 1998b). The rationality–power interplay defines the underlying 
power dynamics that create extraction and resistance in urban planning and 
the decision-making process. This is because “power defines reality,” through 
different strategies and tactics, in relation to rationality (Flyvbjerg, 1998a, 
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p.227). Therefore, power exerts itself by defining rationality, which is itself 
a form of power (ibid). The arguments advanced by power, therefore, create 
extraction by defining an urban reality. Such extraction is usually confronted 
by resistance offered by rationality. Therefore, the relationship between 
“extraction” and “resistance” is similar to the relationship between “power” 
and “rationality.” It is because rationality is a form of power, whereas resis-
tance is usually an outcome of extraction. This suggests that the boundaries 
of extraction, in relation to resistance, are similar to the boundaries of power 
in relation to rationality (Flyvbjerg, 1998a, pp. 225-236). This also suggests 
that the boundaries of extraction are very deeply rooted in urban planning, 
in which (in democratically advanced countries) it is crucial to understand 
the processes that transform policy perceptions into policy beliefs. Such 
processes actually promote the agenda of the powerful actors, within the 
prevailing rules and regulations, by advancing certain ideologies through 
which extractive actions may be justified. One such ideology is the econom-
ic-growth argument for advancing M2PP Expressway, despite a lower BCR. 
Pickford (2013), for example, analyses the factors that lead to such advance-
ment of arguments in building highways through the use of such tools as 
“strategic fit” and “effectiveness.” Through these fast-track processes, many 
road projects in New Zealand were advanced despite having lower BCRs. 

The rationality of promoting certain ideologies for achieving certain goals 
may follow the cycle of “value creation and destruction” (Weber, 2002), in 
which agents may extract values and land and revalorise devalued landscapes 
through rules and regulations (Bryson, 1997; Harvey, 1989; Smith, 1996). 
This approach is similar to what Schumpeter (1942) calls “creative destruc-
tion.” When big projects, such as roads, are advanced, they have a tendency 
to extract people’s lands and properties, making real estate sensitive to 
devalorisation, as compared with other forms of fixed capital (Harvey, 1982). 
Therefore, the mechanics of extraction may depend on the ability of a built 
structure to generate rents depending on the revalorisation of land and its 
location (Weber, 2002). 

Because the value of a physical structure is context dependent (Weber, 2002), 
the powerful actors may apply arguments of “modernization” (Berman, 
1983) or “obsolescence” (Bryson, 1997) to the built environment to justify 
an extractive agenda. This suggests that states develop ways and means 
to justify the extractive nature of large-scale planning projects and their 
impacts on people’s lands, values, time, and energies and continue to advance 
their agenda on the basis of their power (Weber (2002). This suggests that 
extraction is very much the agenda of “the powerful actors,” making it an 
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externality of road development and other capital projects on economic, 
social, environmental, political, aesthetic and spatial fronts. Power, then, 
becomes a central means in the extraction–resistance interplay in urban 
planning processes, following rules and regulations, particularly in demo-
cratically advanced countries (Flyvbjerg 1998a). Such extractive practices are 
often deemed legal because they involve people through formal public con-
sultations. However, these public consultations are often extremely limited 
in scope. In the seemingly transparent planning process for this new national 
roadway, public consultation was limited to operational-level decision making 
and carried out through the prevailing legal and administrative framework, 
whereas strategic-level urban planning decision making was kept out of the 
public purview. As such, this paper describes how the M2PP Expressway 
planners used their access to power and the existing regulatory frameworks 
to devise extractive planning processes. 

Theoretical and Methodological Framework
Aristotle, in Book VI of The Nicomachean Ethics, advocated the division of 
knowledge into three virtues, episteme, techne, and phronēsis (Aristotle, ca. 
350 BCE). Aristotle referred to virtue as a positive quality or trait necessary for 
moral excellence (ca. 350 BCE). Episteme, related to epistemology, is referred to 
as true and certain knowledge (Eisner, 2002). Episteme is a universal, invari-
able, and context-independent virtue (Flyvbjerg, 2004). Techne, or technology, 
is usually treated as an art or craft that is pragmatic, variable, and context 
dependent (Flyvbjerg, 2004; Poulakos, 1983). Phronēsis, or “practical wisdom,” 
is an intellectual virtue “reasoned and capable of action with regard to things 
that are good or bad for man” (Aristotle, ca. 350 BCE). It is a pragmatic, 
variable, and context-dependent virtue (Flyvbjerg, 2004). 

In line with these philosophical considerations, the roots of the concepts of 
extraction, negotiability, and resistance may be linked with Aristotle’s notion 
of phronēsis. In this regard, Flyvbjerg’s (2004) phronetic planning research 
(PPR) approach provides a necessary theoretical and methodological base. 
Theoretically, the PPR approach puts forward four questions that are relevant 
to urban planning: (1) Where are we going? (2) Who gains and who loses, and 
by which mechanisms of power? (3) Is this development desirable? And (4) 
What, if anything, should we do about it? (Flyvbjerg, 2004). 

Flyvbjerg terms Question 2, the question about “who gains and who loses” 
and “how”, the “power question” (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 290). This paper focuses 
on Flyvbjerg’s power question and seeks to understand the M2PP Expressway 
transport policy process. This paper will examine the views of government 
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officials, politicians, relevant experts, and affected residents that have been 
gathered through document analysis and semistructured interviews.

In this paper, the power question operates as an analytical tool and is used to 
examine the M2PP Expressway planning project through the lens of power. In 
placing power at the core of the analysis, I argue that extraction is an out-
come of the interplay between rationality and power in the urban planning 
decision-making process. The agents and institutions with power benefit 
from policy processes wherein negotiations only serve to advance the agents’ 
or institutions’ own strategic objectives, thus resulting in extractive planning 
and policy processes. This makes strategic-level decision making very much 
a prerogative of power. In this way, through the existing rules and regulatory 
frameworks, the planning processes reify the power of the agents and insti-
tutions. On the flip side, the so-called powerless are those stakeholders who 
are, accordingly, subjected to limited consultations. Their argument is that 
the government never consulted them meaningfully about whether or not to 
build a motorway through the serene environment of Kapiti. Therefore, they 
perceived the government’s policy of building RONS as a threat to their lands 
and residences that would adversely affect the area’s natural beauty, divide 
the community, damage local fauna and flora, increase pollution, and violate 
their legal right to be part of the consultative process. Against this backdrop, 
the government’s policy of building the M2PP Expressway through a fast-
track program added to their concern, resulting in resistance on all these 
fronts. 

The terms “gain” and “loss” usually depend on the perspective from which 
they are considered (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 290). In zero-sum games, for example, 
one player’s gain could be another player’s loss (ibid). In this case, the affected 
local people, for example, considered the national government’s speedy 
advancement of the M2PP Expressway as a loss for themselves. This suggests 
that when extraction overpowers resistance, through limited negotiation, 
the “losers” are those affected stakeholders who do not hold enough power 
to counter the policy and planning processes going against their interests. In 
contrast, the interpretations advanced by the government, or the powerful, 
through the prevailing rules and regulations, further strengthens their 
power, making them “winners.” The resistance offered by the powerless is 
then interpreted under these rules and the regulatory framework that makes 
the powerless even more powerless by reifying the agenda of the powerful 
(Flyvbjerg, 1998a). The negotiable and nonnegotiable areas represent how 
state institutions’ power defines the legitimacy of extractive actions under 
prevailing legal and administrative setup.  
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The Land Transport Policy and Planning Process 
The New Zealand Transport Agency (NZTA) adopted a formal resource-con-
sent process while planning M2PP. This process is illustrated in Figures 1 
and 2. Figure 1 explains the resource-consent process only. Figure 2 provides 
a microlevel picture of the overall process, including the preconstruction 
stages. The M2PP resource-consent process involves ten stages, as shown in 
Figure 1. NZTA first investigated different M2PP route options and consulted 
with members of the public in 2009 (Alliance, 2011; NZG, 2013, p. 8). The 
NZTA Board later recommended proceeding with the RMA applications for 
the planned M2PP. That stage was followed by technical studies and assess-
ment of environmental impacts in 2010–2011 (Alliance, 2010, 2011). At the 
next stage, NZTA lodged its regulatory-consents application for M2PP with 
the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) in April 2012 (NZ Government, 
2012). In July 2012, the minister for the environment referred the regulato-
ry-consents application for M2PP to a board of inquiry (BOI) for determina-
tion (NZ Government, 2012). The BOI hearing for the M2PP regulatory-con-
sents application took place between November 2012 and January 2013 (ibid). 
In April 2013, the BOI announced its decision and issued its final report on 
the NZTA application. The BOI decision was challenged in High Court. The 
High Court heard two appeals in July 2013, but they were dismissed in August 
2013. After the dismissal of appeals, the M2PP construction started in late 
2013 and is expected to be completed by 2017 (NZ Government, 2012). 

Figure 1: The steps involved in the consenting process for RONS under the RMA requirements 

(Based on NZTA, 2011a, p. 10).
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The affected people and stakeholders submitted their complaints on the 
M2PP; the EPA then produced a summary. In 2012, a prehearing conference 
was held in Wellington (BOI, 2012a, 2012b). The M2PP consultation took place 
in three phases (NZTA, 2011b). These were a preimplementation consultation 
stage in 2009–2010 (NZTA, 2009), consultation on alignment and inter-
change options in 2010–2011 (NZTA, 2011b, p. 2), and consultation on M2PP 
design development (NZTA, 2011b, p. 3). The main objective of these consulta-
tion exercises was to provide information about the route options and other 

factors, such as the project’s connection to local roads and the number and 
location of interchanges NZTA was considering (NZTA, 2011b, p. 5). 

To minimise local resistance, the consultation exercises also included infor-
mation for the public about possible mitigating measures to address embank-
ments, landscape, noise, air quality, vibration, storm water, and visual effects 
as required by the RMA. In this regard, NZTA used different methods to 
involve local communities in these consultation phases. The agency prepared 
brochures and postcards, conducted individual meetings and expos; set up an 
information centre, a website, and a project phone line; provided a feedback 
form; and placed newspaper and radio ads (NZTA, 2011b). The consultation 
process and its public arm were centred on strengthening the purported 
rationale for building the M2PP, achieving economic growth and productivity, 
that emerged as a theme in the 2009 Government Policy Statement on Land 
Transport. Nobody, in principle, can be against increasing the local commu-
nity’s per capita income. Therefore, the idea of achieving economic growth 
and productivity, coupled with extensive public consultations, became a 
central vehicle to advance the M2PP Expressway project. Furthermore, 
the national government argued for the building of improved and modern 
roadways in New Zealand instead of fixing the existing obsolete highway 
infrastructure (Pickford, 2013; SAHA, 2009, 2010). The stakeholders were, 
accordingly, presented with three route-alignment and interchange options. 
They were also engaged in the M2PP design-development consultation phase. 
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Figure 2: The preconstruction decision-making process in M2PP (NZTA, 2011a, p. 14).
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The M2PP alignment, interchange, and design options were finalized on the 
basis of these consultations and NZTA criteria. Because there was a consul-
tation process, some stakeholders seem satisfied, as is shown by comments 
such as “Just do it! Thanks for the consultation,” “It is obvious much thought 
and many hours went into planning. Thank you,” and “Looks good; well-pre-
sented considerations, explanations are very good” (NZTA, 2011a Appendix 
J). The formal rules instituted for stakeholder consultation were followed in 
the M2PP Expressway planning project, and the stakeholders were consulted 
regarding operational-level decision making. However, all stakeholders were 
not consulted at the strategic level stage—that is, on whether the RONS 
Expressway project ought to be initiated or not. This approach created a 
sense of insecurity among the local people who considered the entire public 
consultation process wanting because there was so little meaningful and 
honest public consultation.

Four Extractive Phases of the M2PP Consultation
The rationalizations given for building a modern road infrastructure and the 
obsolescence of existing roadways, as advanced by the Government of New 
Zealand, were met with stiff resistance by local politicians, relevant experts, 
and community stakeholders. One resident argued that the government was 
“selective” about which stakeholder voices to listen to (and how much feed-
back to receive) so that it could manipulate the public consultation process 
and make it “more acceptable” (Resident 1). He suggested that the government 
has devised ways and means to impose its decisions on the Kapiti community. 
Similarly, a Labour Party politician argued that “[the government] had not 
really investigated [RONS] but they made a decision and their approach to 
consultation is very much getting people on board in building support for the 
solution that they already decided on . . . and not actually the communities’ 
output to incorporating that into the solutions” (Politician 1). His argument 
suggested that the actual strategic decisions were already taken by the central 
government closely in line with Flyvbjerg’s observation that “the agenda is 
set not by a will to knowledge but by the will to power” (Flyvbjerg, 1998b, p. 
68). It was, therefore, “the will to power” that extracted people’s lands, time, 
values, confidence in the planning processes, and natural resources. These 
arguments were further strengthened by a Green Party politician who held 
the government responsible for not taking all stakeholders on board “mean-
ingfully at strategic level” in the RONS decision-making process (Politician 2). 
As she stated, 

[the] government’s policy is to elevate these RONS above the normal 
resource allocation processes. . . . They decided to impose it on 
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the community. . . . They didn’t say all right, let’s have a discussion 
involving the public and the community involving good data and 
good advice and let’s make a decision together what is the best 
option. . . . When [the central government] started making high-level 
political decisions, they try to impose [them] on the interest groups 
like Kapiti District Council and local communities. That’s what 
happened (Politician 2).

Based on the arguments of the affected stakeholders, the struggle between 
extraction and resistance in the M2PP planning processes may be analysed 
in four phases: initiation, preparation, participation, and continuation (as 
shown in Figure 3). The noninvolvement of stakeholders at the initiation 
(strategic) phase resulted in blaming, distrust, and even conflict at the 
local levels, which ultimately rendered the public consultation process an 
extractive one. 

A Kapiti resident suspiciously looked the Road Transport Forum indicating 
this blame game and distrust: “Many people point [a] finger at the Road 
Transport Forum [for building RONS] but I don’t think this is the case 
because they offered their submission in 2009” (Resident 1). A Road Transport 
Forum official, also a Kapiti resident, neutralized the resistance by arguing 
that they have justifications for promoting roads infrastructure: “Yes, we [the 
forum] are lobbyists. . . . Our members are in [the] business of road trans-
port. . . . We need infrastructure to do the job and we pay for it” (Resident 
2). The Kapiti resident then pointed fingers at the New Zealand Council for 
Infrastructure Development (NCZID): “One group may have been involved 
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Figure 3: The four phases of planning in the M2PP (Based on Wilcox (1994, p. 16)).
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[in building RONS]—the NZCID. . . . The NZCID report 2006–07 is almost a 
blueprint [of] where the things have gone” (Resident 1). 

The head of NZCID, however, justified the group’s position on technical 
grounds, stating that, “NZCID is a very strong proponent of the RONS largely 
because of two reasons: one is obviously the economic stimulus in terms of 
productivity of NZ’s leading cities but also the road safety improvements that 
RONS would create in the long run” (Expert 1). This resistance and conflict 
suggest that the government adopted a bidirectional strategy of advancing 
an economic growth argument based upon future capital accumulation 
and managing the resulting political and local resistance by limiting public 
consultation (see, for example, O’Connor 1973, p. 6). In effect, this bidi-
rectional strategy strengthened the economic-growth argument—namely, 
future capital accumulation for the Kapiti people. Therefore, starting from 
the project’s inception, the planners’ disproportionate focus on the potential 
future economic gains for the Kapiti people and the extractive costs gradu-
ally faded into the background, rendering the question of whether to even 
develop the M2PP Expressway purely strategic and nonnegotiable. Next came 
the preparation phase; moving to that phase implied that the decision to 
build the M2PP had been confirmed and that it was now time to prepare for 
consultation and negotiate. In the preparation phase, the obsolescence of the 
existing roads infrastructure and the potential for capital accumulation for 
the Kapiti people were presented as justifications for the M2PP Expressway 
(Beauregard, 2003). 

Both the initiation and preparation phases were relatively weak in terms of 
public involvement; they were not engaged in a meaningful and empowering 
manner. However, public involvement grew stronger during the next two 
phases of consultation: participation and continuation. In these two final 
phases, the main thrust of the NZTA-led alliance was to consult stakeholders 
on design and route issues (Figure 3) as against the initiation stage where no 
consultation was made. The Labour Party’s response, for example, is reflective 
of resistance against the National Party–led central government’s extractive 
policies: “None of the expressway options would meet the needs of either 
the local community or the travelling public” (NZTA, 2010). The Greater 
Wellington Regional Council suggested that the government was extracting 
natural resources: “the expressway options would affect local rivers/streams, 
access to rivers, floodplains, flood flow paths and land that it manages” 
(NZTA, 2010). The Department of Conservation’s resistance was reflected in 
its concerns about local fauna and flora arguing that the effect is undoubtedly 
nationally significant that, in some cases, threatened plant communities 
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along M2PP (NZTA, 2010). Other interest groups also resisted the extractive 
policies of the government, according to summaries of their opinions in 
MacKays Crossing to Peka Peka Community Engagement Report from the NZTA 
(NZTA, 2010): 

• Nature Coast Enterprise “did not endorse any of the three expressway 
options.” 
• The Paekakariki Community Board believed “that the expressway 
proposals could have serious impacts on the Paekakariki community.”
• The Paraparaumu-Raumati Community Board wondered “why an 
expressway needs to be built at all.” (The board suggested that “the 
two-lane Western Link Road [WLR] is the only options as it provides 
east–west and north–south connectivity.”)
• The Waikanae Community Board’s opinion was that “[w]hatever 
expressway option is chosen would have substantial detrimental effects 
on the Waikanae residents and the business community.” 
• The NZ Historic Places Trust opposed “the Western and WLR 
Expressway options.”

The transportation-industry stakeholders, however, supported the three 
options, possibly because of their business interests. According to the report: 

• The Automobile Association believed that the M2PP was necessary 
because “[b]usy highways with ten percent heavy vehicle traffic are 
incompatible with residential low speed environments with older drivers, 
pedestrians, cyclists and horse riders.”
• The Wellington Regional Transport Committee supported the options 
because it [recognizes] the need to provide for the efficient and safe 
movement of people and goods throughout the region.” 

Some business groups expressed reservations, which implied resistance. 
According to the report, 

• The Kapiti Coast Chamber of Commerce said that “[t]he preferred 
expressway option must provide local connectivity between residential 
areas, good access between State Highway 1 and Paraparaumu.” 
• The Wellington Regional Chamber of Commerce cautioned that “a 
detailed cost benefit analysis was not provided…it is important that 
over-capitalisation does not occur on the preferred expressway”

Many local Maori stakeholders also resisted the three options fearing 
extraction of their tribal values, historical practices, and culture. The Board 
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of Muaūpoko Tribal Authority said it would strongly oppose any road devel-
opment “along the coastline or the western route.” Similarly, Te Rūnanga 
o Toa Rangatira, Inc., argued that “It is undesirable for the expressway to 
go through [the] QE2 [Queen Elizabeth] Park. The historic importance of 
Whareroa Farm should be taken into account.”

In this way, despite extensive consultation, most stakeholders resisted the 
extraction of land, natural resources, local values, historical and cultural 
practices, and environmental resources. Stakeholders were not consulted on 
the central issues of whether potential future financial gains for the Kapiti 
people would outweigh the near-term extractive costs to society and, there-
fore, whether the M2PP Expressway could be justified, even on economic 
terms. This kind of public action is in alignment with the National Party’s 
prevailing “Think Big” political philosophy of achieving big goals (New 
Zealand Herald, 2011) with a view toward catching up more quickly—through 
massive infrastructure investment—to more advanced countries, as has 
been argued by the hosts of the popular television news programme in New 
Zealand, Campbell Live (2012). This overly optimistic approach has resulted in 
extraction in terms of divestment, natural resources depletion, and unwanted 
built environment. This is evident from the fact that the 2009 Saha 
International report showing a lower BCR for RONS was returned by the 
government to be reworked, later yielding a higher BCR (SAHA, 2009; 2010).

Understanding the Extraction–Negotiation–Resistance Interplay
The preceding data suggest a few ways in which extraction, negotiation, and 
resistance interact in the M2PP Expressway planning process. The rationality 
of initiating RONS was based on the political power of the central govern-
ment, which was possibly seduced by the “political sublime” romanticism of 
a project of this magnitude (see, for example, Flyvbjerg 2014). Furthermore, 
an element of “illegitimate rationalization” (Flyvbjerg, 2004) permitted the 
government to avoid detailed consultation with stakeholders and opposing 
political parties in order to initiate one of the most massive urban infrastruc-
ture projects in New Zealand. 

The existing resource-consent process provides strong institutional checks 
and balances to protect New Zealand’s natural resources. However, the 
central government pursued extractive means to pursue RONS on the basis 
of economic gains argument, and the support of business and interest groups 
further strengthened the government’s interest in developing RONS. The 
data in this paper indicate that public consultation was confined to the opera-
tional level, where the initiation of RONS was nonnegotiable. The public was 
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consulted only in the preparation, participation, and continuation phases. 
Practically speaking, this kept the core decision making with the central 
government, while devolving “powerless power” to the stakeholders, particu-
larly the affected residents (Alliance, 2010; 2011). As a result, as the planning 
process related to the expressway project was advanced through a national, 
regional, and local levels, the extractive elements of this planning process 
were invisible. In other words, many of the stakeholders were exploited 
without knowing it. They were consulted without realizing that they hadn’t 
been consulted during key phases of decision making. The removal of natural 
resources and the ensuing deterritorialisation were justified within the legal 
and administrative framework. As a result, the affected local communities 
and concerned institutions strongly resisted the speedy advancement of 
the M2PP project. Their voices, though, heard under the planning process 
framework, were unheeded because their decision-making input remained 
strictly at the operational levels, such as where to build and how to improve 
the project, and not at the strategic, predevelopment levels. As a consequence, 
a pseudo-context was generated in which the M2PP Expressway was justified 
as a means to future economic growth and productivity for the Kapiti people, 
disregarding the already existing extractive measures in place that would 
affect their everyday lives. Based on this extraction–negotiation–resistance 
interplay, this paper argues that urban transport planning processes must 
take actual contexts into account when stakeholders are presented with 
estimates of future economic growth. 

As this case study shows, when context is ignored in urban planning 
processes, it is often replaced with a deterministic and fixed instrumental 
rationality, which perceives the existing context of people’s existing lives and 
habitats as threats to the project’s political and economic power. As a conse-
quence, planning agencies and governments tend to launch projects that are 
visible to the public and media, which through focused messaging related to a 
pseudo-context, or an abstract context, can strengthen those entities’ politi-
cal and economic power. Flyvbjergian “illegitimate rationalisation” strength-
ens extractive planning processes through the advancement of certain 
ideologies and instrumental incentives such as potential economic growth 
and productivity. In democratically advanced countries, when democratic 
institutions are very strong, it is difficult to exploit people; extractive policies, 
therefore, are dependent on the legal and administrative framework in which 
they are practiced, as was seen in the M2PP planning process. Extractive pol-
icymaking is also considered legally justified if affected stakeholders believe 
that the planning process has been transparent. However, such “transpar-
ency” in the absence of actual context and meaningful negotiations becomes 
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meaningless. In the case of the M2PP Expressway, it can be said that the 
central government’s vision gained and the affected stakeholders (individuals 
and institutions) lost. The rationality–power interplay reveals that unless the 
contextual challenges associated with the M2PP are not taken into account, it 
is hard to see a positive relationship between building the M2PP and achiev-
ing economic growth for the Kapiti people. 
 
Conclusion
The absence of meaningful negotiations with the stakeholders at the strategic 
level in the planning of RONS in New Zealand has made the planning process 
largely an extractive one whereby the stakeholders without strategic-level 
decision-making power have been exploited within the existing legal and 
administrative framework. This case study illuminates how transport-plan-
ning around infrastructure projects that involve extractive elements must 
incorporate contextual issues, such as the significant removal of natural 
resources and extensive federal investments. Resistance to such a large-scale 
transport policy is seldom based on legal or administrative concerns and 
often stems from actual contextual problems that the rules and regulations 
are otherwise unable to address. This suggests rethinking a value-based mon-
itoring of the planning processes in which multiple issues, ranging from initi-
ation and preparation to participation and continuation, can be meaningfully 
and honestly addressed, allowing for real participation of all stakeholders. 
It also suggests adopting different construction techniques, with the aim of 
ensuring that contextual challenges do not pose threats to the planning of a 
project. Therefore, the contextual challenges of road projects require com-
plete focus, otherwise, a pseudo-context will be created as a result of political 
and economic overoptimism on the part of policy makers. This will, then, 
make the entire planning process extractive, even when there is a strong and 
efficient legal and administrative policy framework. 
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MASTER PLANS 
AND PATTERNS OF 

SEGREGATION AMONG 
MUSLIMS IN DELHI1

In recent years, there has been a rapid increase in the rate of riots and 
tensions resulting from religion- and caste-related hate crimes in the 
national capital territory of Delhi, India, and its surrounding towns (See 
Muzaffarnagar Riots, 2013; Dadri Lynching, 2015; Hindustan Times, 2013). 
These hate crimes, however, are merely a symptom of a broader pattern of 
otherization that is deeply rooted in Islamophobia,2 casteism,3 and xeno-
phobia, which are reflected in housing discrimination and are becoming 
prominent in Indian cities. Although some newspapers, such as The Hindu, 

1. Editor’s note: An earlier version of this paper was present at the international congress From 
CONTESTED_CITIES to Global Urban Justice—Critical Dialogues on July 5, 2016, in Madrid, 
Spain, under the title “Not in My Neighborhood: Masterplans and Patterns of Residential 
Segregation of Muslims in Delhi.”

2. Dislike of or prejudice against Islam or Muslims, especially as a political force.

3. Prejudice or antagonism directed against someone of a different caste.

Yasir Hameed
York University
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and other media sources do report this “flourishing housing apartheid” 
(Ashok & Ali, 2012), both public debates and official policies fail to consider 
the processes that fuel the existence of ethnoreligious enclaves, conveniently 
acknowledged as Muslim mohallas (Muslim neighborhoods), Harijan bastis 
(Dalit neighborhoods) or as “areas of minority concentration” (Sachar 
Committee Report, 2006).

Simultaneously, there has been some media and academic discussion about 
the socioeconomic “backwardness” of Muslims and Dalits in India (Mandal 
Commission Report, 1980; Sachar Committee Report, 2006; Post Sachar 
Evaluation Committee, 2014). However, the connection of this so-called 
socioeconomic backwardness to systemic racism and discrimination is rarely 
acknowledged. The most prominent example of this was seen when Prime 
Minister Manmohan Singh’s office appointed a high-level committee in 2005 
to investigate and compile a report highlighting “the social, economic and 
educational status of the Muslim community in India” in a report popularly 
referred to as the Sachar Committee Report (2006).4 This report stressed 
several of the poor economic and educational outcomes of Muslims and 
Dalits but failed to adequately discuss their deeply rooted connection to the 
issue of housing and, more broadly, systemic discrimination that plague these 
citizens. The Sachar Committee found the Muslim community to be per-
forming poorly, as compared with national averages, regarding literacy, high 
school dropout rates, and access to schools. The committee also highlighted 
low graduation rates, low graduate-employment rates, difficulty accessing 
the job markets of major Indian cities, and low representation in government 
employment. Other findings included a lack of access to credit, bathrooms 
and sanitation services, and high-quality infrastructure. 

When the committee acknowledged the existence of discriminatory practices 
like redlining, the language around the subject minimized the implications 
of this finding by citing the legal acceptance of the practice in United States 
(Sachar Committee Report, 2006, p. 137).

The committee was given to understand that some banks use the 
practice of identifying negative geographical zones on the basis of 
certain criteria where bank credit and other facilities are not easily 
provided. Such a practice is referred to as “redlining” in the United 
States and negative zones by some bankers in India. It is possible that 
in some of these areas the share of Muslim population is high and yet 

4. The need for this was established as a result of the lack of credible information and data on 
the issue, which impeded the planning around the development of the community.
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the community is not able to benefit fully from the banking facilities. 
(Sachar Committee report, 2006, p. 136) 

This was again seen when Rakesh Basant, a member of the Sachar panel, 
stated on record to Livemint (the website version of The Mint newspaper), 
“redlining literature in the US shows that it was region-specific rather than 
color-specific” (Roy and Banerjee, 2008), which is, in fact, disputable if one 
reads most of the currently accepted literature on the subject.

Nevertheless, it marks the official acknowledgment of poor educational, 
health, and economic outcomes of the Muslim population in India and identi-
fies discrimination as one of the reasons for such outcomes. Notably, the 
report also remains one of the few sources of information and data available 
on the subject. 

The preliminary Sachar Committee Report was submitted by the Indian 
government for review in November 2006 and consisted of summaries of 
various presentations and reports submitted to the committee members by 
academics, local politicians, nongovernmental organizations, individuals, 
and intellectuals from 13 states that have significant Muslim populations. 
In May 2007, the final report summarized the findings of these efforts and 
included 72 approved recommendations to induce reform. All but two of the 
recommendations were “accepted” by the government. The first recommen-
dation that was rejected was the enumeration of castes or groups as a part of 
the decennial census exercise; the second was to have alternative admission 
criteria to facilitate admissions to Scheduled Castes5 in regular universities 
and autonomous colleges.

In October 2014, the post-Sachar evaluation (commissioned in 2013) was 
submitted by Professor Amitabh Kundu to the Ministry of Minority Affairs. 
The evaluation (as summarized by Kundu on the website TwoCircles) 
stressed that “the scale of government interventions have not been big 
enough to make a dent due to the large number of the marginalized, the 
depth of their economic, social and educational deprivations” (Summary and 
Recommendations of the Kundu Committee: TwoCircles.net, 2016). Kundu 
added that “Not much attention was given for strengthening community 
institutions, particularly of women, youth, working for poor minority com-
munities, to enable them to reach out to government programmes and for 

5. Scheduled Caste is the official name given in India to the members of lower castes (who self-
identify as Dalits), considered “untouchables” in orthodox Hindu scriptures and practice; they 
are officially regarded as socially disadvantaged.
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promoting the vision of inclusive India with the ideals of diversity and equal 
opportunity for all” (Kundu, 2014). He also pointed out that the “inside the 
box” recommendations and the subsequent decisions regarding implementa-
tion were left at the mercy of existing policies, thereby preventing them from 
making any real impact. Very few efforts were made to implement suggested 
solutions in the community. The design and implementation structures of 
the programs were often unclear and were never operationalized (The Hindu, 
2013; Sharif, 2013). In short, the committee failed, as a result of a combination 
of weak recommendations and a lack of government action—or initiative—to 
effect radical change, if any change at all, in the status of the community. 

Conceptual Framework 
Housing, because of its spatial nature and discernable connection to other 
socioeconomic indicators—and viewed from the perspective of the right to 
adequate housing rooted in the international human rights law—serves as an 
entry point to examining the connection of city planning to discrimination, 
segregation, and injustice.6  

The Housing issue in India, as in the United States and South Africa, cannot 
be investigated completely without acknowledging its intersectionality (see 

Crenshaw, 1989; 1991) with deeper issues of identity, racism, religion, caste, 
and so on. Yet there is little initiative in India to research the intersectionality 
of housing with systemic injustice and social inequity, nor is there much 
understanding of the issues. In fact, a large body of city planning literature 
and research, particularly that produced by city planners themselves, focuses 
on the housing issue solely through the lenses of architecture and construc-
tion. Many authors and reports (see Sivam, Evans, King, & Young, 2001; Pugh, 
1991; Maitra, 1991; Sivam, 2003; Ahmad, Choi, & Ko, 2013) note that there 
are shortages of housing and that a mismatch exists between what is being 
provided by public and private actors and what people can afford, but very few 
talk about the identity-based barriers faced by individuals, even when they 
can afford to buy a house. 

6. This critique doesn’t suggest that city planning only has the singular goal of producing 
discrimination, segregation, and injustice, but such is the result in Delhi, accomplished behind 
a facade of neutrality and secular universalism derived from the Indian constitution.
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The important thing about a house is what it does in the life of the 
dwellers rather than what it physically is.

—John Turner, 1977
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Claiming Postcolonial Modernity
Postcolonial city planning activity in Delhi has been a search for order 
(spatial and aesthetic order), a “world class city,” and modernity. Delhi’s 
pursuit of such order began in the early 1950s with the city’s mission to obtain 
efficiency and control at a time when the city suffered massive epidemics 
of jaundice and cholera. The movement to “modernize” was supported by 
scientists, politicians, and municipal officials. Since then, discourse among 
the postcolonial elite, which later included the middle class (Ghertner, 2012), 
envisioned a city that would intervene and control the rapid, unregulated 
building and leave behind its reputation for being a city of tombs and slums. 
The common discourse focused on the blighted spaces and squalor that were 
holding “everyone” back (Sundaram, 2009, p. 28). These blighted spaces and 
slums were the dead roots of the city that would have to be chopped in order 
to progress. 

Under the direction of India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, a new 
administrative makeup with a modernist master plan was deemed neces-
sary to achieve spatial and aesthetic order. As a result, in 1956 the Delhi 
Development Authority (DDA) was founded. The DDA was envisioned as a 
vital instrument in combating rampant land speculation and the blight of 
slums and unauthorized settlements and began that process by identifying 
existing land uses as of 1958 . Notably, most planners, architects, and poli-
ticians were highly influenced by Nehru and driven by his vision of modern 
India. Ravi Sundaram’s (2009) wrote a vivid account of the influence of 
Nehru’s modernist gestures and Delhi’s master plan of 1962; in particular, 
he described Nehru’s particular dislike of the “ghost-like” buildings of earlier 
periods. He maintained that Nehru’s statement, “the past was good when it 
was the present” is symbolic of his aspiration for India to embrace modernity 
that was consequently reflected in the master plan of Delhi (Sundaram, 2009, 
p. 30; Nehru 1946, p. 7).
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Analytical Model
This paper takes James C. Scott’s “four elements,” commonly seen in centrally 
planned utopian schemes, as its analytical model (Scott, 1999, pp. 4–8). Scott 
argues that when combined, these elements have produced “the most tragic 
episodes of state-initiated social engineering.” I use it as an analytical model 
because it aids in highlighting the link between modernist urban planning 
and discriminatory practices predicated on religion, caste, race, class, and 
so on. In particular, Scott’s observations on centrally planned modernist 
schemes highlight how planning processes of Delhi, aimed at “organizing” 
and “beautifying,” have played a role in the creation of segregated residential 
patterns of Muslims in postcolonial Delhi. 

To elaborate, Scott’s seminal work, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes 
to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, discusses various grand uto-
pian schemes of the 20th century that were meant to improve the human 
condition but inadvertently brought misery and suffering. He focuses on 
the conditions that led to the failure of these schemes, most of which were 
large-scale, centrally planned, authoritarian schemes influenced by modernist 
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Figure 1: Land use in Delhi, 1958. (Source: Master Plan of Delhi 1962—Delhi Development 
Authority)
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ideals. Scott derives the aforementioned four elements, all of which “are 
necessary for a full-fledged disaster” (Scott 1999, p. 4).

The first element Scott (1994) identifies “is the administrative ordering of 
nature and society,” which suggests that centrally managed social plans mis-
fire when schematic visions are imposed upon a complex social order that is 
not, or cannot be, completely understood. Scott emphasizes that the success 
of designs for a social organization depends upon the recognition of local and 
practical knowledge as being as important as epistemic or technical knowl-
edge. The second element a “high-modernist ideology,” which places complete 
confidence in the ability of science to improve every aspect of human life. The 
third element is a willingness to use authoritarian state power to implement 
large-scale interventions meant for the “greater good.” The fourth element is 
the inability of a prostrate civil society (recently recovering from war, revolu-
tion, or economic collapse) to resist (or receptivity to) such plans.

The High-Modernist Ideology
Scott’s describes his second element, the “high-modernist ideology,” as 

a strong, one might even say muscle-bound, version of the self-con-
fidence about scientific and technical progress, the expansion of 
production, the growing satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of 
nature (including human nature), and, above all, the rational design 
of social order commensurate with the scientific understanding of 
natural laws. (Scott, 1999) 

Contemporary Western planning experts, including Albert Mayer and other 
American associates, were employed as consultants through Nehru’s con-
nection with the Ford Foundation. Zoning, a planning tool favored by these 
experts, was used to accomplish this pursuit. It was supplemented by building 
codes that were both prescriptive and proscriptive of Delhi’s vision of the 
future (Sundaram, 2009). The master plan, and the zoning plan in particular, 
are tools typical of “statecraft” and town planning. They distill the primary 
functions of space and land, allotting an order both to nature (the green 
spaces and water) and society. This aftermath of this distillation begs the 
questions Whose order is it? Who was ignored in achieving this order? Who 
was pushed out or sidelined, and Who would have to be eradicated along the 
way?
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In addition to zoning and master plans, the DDA was granted one of the most 
powerful tools in the modernist planner’s arsenal at its inception—that is, the 
ability to acquire large tracts of land with little resistance for the purpose of 
development under the Land Acquisition Act of 1894. It also established its 
monopolist role as Delhi’s sole developer, with authority over land allocation, 
housing development, and land trading. With this came the Slum Areas 
(Improvement and Clearance) Act of 1956, through which slums were identi-
fied, making them eligible for improvement, and promised that there would 
be no eviction without resettlement. In practice, however, these rights have 
been bypassed repeatedly for the sake of efficiency in the clearance process. 

Ostensibly, these legislative powers were granted for the greater good of the 
citizens of Delhi. They were meant to harness the practice of speculative 
buying and uncontrolled growth and were intended to be the proposed final 
solutions. This philosophy is reflected in 1959 by the DDA statement, “The 
pressure of demand can also be relieved by the acquisition of all vacant land 
within urbanizable limits by the government. . . . Thus, there will be no land 
speculation.” These solutions, which typically were schematic, ignored the 
influence of any real and functioning social order and ultimately failed.

Yasir Hameed Master Plans and Patterns of Segregation Among Muslims in Delhi

Figure 2 The proposed land-use plan for Delhi in 1962. (Source: Master Plan of Delhi 1962—
Delhi Development Authority)
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Admitting the failure of the Master Plan for Delhi in 1962, the DDA identified 
several causes, ranging from the greater-than-expected population growth 
(almost 1.5 million) to an inability to enforce land-use restrictions: “despite 
land-use controls, mixed land use in residential areas continued” (Master 
Plan of Delhi 1962: Experiences and Lessons, 2016). The DDA added that “the 
plan did not propose the integration of the informal sector leading to their 
exponential growth which outstripped infrastructural facilities” (Master Plan 
of Delhi 1962: Experiences and Lessons, 2016). 

The rhetoric among the urban elite continued to focus on cleaning up Delhi. 
This was largely the result of fear and insecurity and played an instrumental 
role in creating the concentrated residential patterns of Muslims in the city. 
Thus, after the exodus of Muslims to Pakistan from Delhi after the partition 
of India in 1947, the population of Muslims dropped from 302,919 people 
in 1941 to 99,501 in 1951 people—in other words, from 33.3% to 5.71% of the 
total population (“Census of India, 1941” 1941, pt. 16; “Census of India, 1951.” 
1952, pt. 16). (In September 1947, an estimated 10,000 to 20,000 Muslims 
were killed by Hindu mobs with the support of the Hindu nationalist orga-
nization Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh.) In the aftermath of the partition, 
approximately 44,000 houses formerly occupied by Muslims were occupied 
by non-Muslims (Kudaisya and Tan 2005; Zamindar 2010; Gayer and Jaffrelot 
2012). The small surviving Muslim population was now concentrated within 
Old Delhi. The tension and anger amongst incoming Sikh and Hindu refu-
gees from Punjab and Sindh incurred as a result of the losses (both financial 
and of human life) created by the partition manifested in Delhi when scores 
of Muslim shrines, tombs, and graveyards were demolished and defaced by 
mobs of desperate refugees and Hindu nationalists (Lahiri 2017a, 2017b). 
This vandalism was supported by local businessmen and government offi-
cials of the DDA and the Public Works Department, which was in charge 
of the demolitions (Kidwai, 2011; Gayer and Jaffrelot, 2012; Kaul, 2001). The 
official rationale for the partition was illegal encroachment of the Muslim 
settlement.

According to Kidwai’s (2011) documentation of the partition, official talks in 
favor of relocating Muslims who chose not to go to Pakistan were held as the 
government contemplated the idea of “Muslim zones” in Delhi. This never 
materialized because of the pressure of non-Muslim refugees. Localities ear-
marked for Muslims were eventually occupied by the scores of non-Muslim 
refugees that had just arrived from Pakistan (Kidwai, 2011). 
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Figure 3: Times of India Article (January 1968). A typical example of the criticism of the Master 
Plan at the time. The discourse has not changed much since then. As Vasudevan (2013) pointed 
out, “it is as if urban planning has stood still since then.” (Image source: ProQuest Times of 
India Database)
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The fear and insecurity brought on by communal7 riots and mob violence 
kept Muslims confined within the boundaries of Old Delhi. Some of the elite 
Muslim class, consisting mostly of scholars, started moving out close to Jamia 
Millia Islamia (a minority-concentrated university in South Delhi) because of 
heavy congestion in Old Delhi, but most did retain their shops and properties 
(Gayer and Jaffrelot, 2012).

The Emergency of Evictions
The third element Scott describes is an “authoritarian state that is willing and 
able to use the full weight of its coercive power to bring these high-modernist 
designs into being.” He adds that this is most likely to happen in periods of 
“war, revolution, depression, and struggle for national liberation,” that such 
a period is accompanied by a “rise to elites who repudiate the past and who 
have revolutionary designs for their people” (Scott 1999, p. 5).

In India, the period of “emergency” refers to the 21-month period between 
June 1975 and March 1977, when Prime Minister Indira Gandhi unilaterally 
declared a state of emergency because of “internal disturbance” across the 
country under Article 352(1) of the constitution. The order allowed her the 
authority to rule by decree, curbing civil liberties and suspending elections.  
Characterized by press censorship, propaganda, forced sterilization of minori-
ties, demolition of slums, several arrests, and instances of torture, this period 
is generally considered a dark spot in the history of Democratic India. PM 
Gandhi, like Nehru, who was her father, supported the tenets of high mod-
ernism, which Emma Tarlo describes best: “By controlling population growth, 
increasing production, boosting agriculture, encouraging industry, abolishing 
socially backward customs, clearing slums, and rooting out corruption, India 
could achieve greatness. Modernity was the goal and the Emergency was the 
means to attain it” (2003, p. 29). 

Several accounts that surfaced during the postemergency investigations (“Full 
Text of ‘Shah Commission Of Inquiry Interim Report II’” n.d., 81–82) revealed 
that Muslim settlements of old Delhi were targeted for “slum clearance” 
under the directions of Jagmohan Malhotra (vice-chairman of the DDA 
during that period). These slum clearance drives came with bulldozers and 
police officers and were meant to “cleanse the informal” settlements of Old 
Delhi. Those that were not among the estimated 1,200 dead after the shoot-
ing and demolition drive of Turkman Gate were rounded up in trucks and 
driven off for “resettlement” in a colony ironically named “Welcome.” Over 

7. Interreligious riots between Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs
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a twenty-one month period, an estimated 700,000 people were displaced in 
Delhi (Dayal and Bose, 1977). However, Malhotra worried that because the 
displaced Muslims were concentrated in particular locations, they might 
build strength. The idea of a “mini Pakistan” developing in Delhi is known 
to have bothered him immensely (Tarlo, 2003, p. 39). It was described in the 
Shah Commission Final Report:

(The) removal of Slums, unlawful encroachments and beautification 
of cities, roads and other areas is a problem which had been attract-
ing the attention of Government for some time. The entire concept 
in this regard suffered a drastic change after the emergency was 
imposed and demolitions by bulldozers of slums and the encroach-
ments came to acquire the blessings of the Governments concerned. 
The speed and the scale of work in this direction surpassed all prece-
dents and dwelling houses, shops, temples, and places of worship and 
homes of the poor were destroyed. There was a phenomenal increase 
in the number of demolitions during the period of emergency com-
pared with the number of demolitions in the years preceding it. (1978)

Figure 4: Times of India (May 1976), an article from the emergency period. (Source: ProQuest 
Times of India Database)
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The Continuing Discourse on the “Unauthorized”

Although the events of the emergency period would eventually lead to 
Gandhi’s downfall, the same was not true of the discourse around slums and 
unauthorized colonies of Delhi. In fact, the middle-class urban elite have 
repeatedly used this rhetoric at almost a bidecadal frequency to rationalize 
massive slum clearances and displacement. Unauthorized colonies were 
immediately treated as a threat because it undermines the master plan and 
modernity itself. It is “undisciplined,” as it was described by the Master Plan 
for Delhi in 1990, as well as a “serious human problem,” according to the 
Master Plan for Delhi in 2020. These are the “bad neighborhoods” of Delhi—
blighted and criminalized. Many of them also happen to accommodate most 
of the minority populations in the city. Although the Master Plan for Delhi 
of 1990 called for a “regularization” (the process of survey and creation of 
a cadaster to levy property taxes, apply building codes and environmental 
regulations etc. and in return, provide basic amenities like water, electricity, 

Figure 5: The proposed land-use plan for Delhi 2021(Master Plan for Delhi—2021, 2009)
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public schools – however, in many cases, these services may exist prior to 
actual regularization) of the informal settlements—ostensibly to bring them 
into the sphere of the regularized—the next master plan (slated for 2020) 
deems this approach a failure. This is because that so-called regularization 
has not brought in any tangible improvement and the process has only 
produced de facto tenure rights to the land and access to services. Although 
that is partially correct, in that regularization has brought about very little 
tangible change, the document—simply on the basis of the tenants’ being in 
the sphere of the “informal or illegal”—disregards their right to receive tenure 
rights and services. In practice, most of the associated charges of informality 
or illegality are simply zoning violations, in which a residential building is in 
an area zoned for agriculture or recreation. Many of these zoning violations 
can be attributed to the fact that the urban growth had spread much further 
than planners had estimated. As it stands, through the process of informality, 
Delhi’s rural hinterlands and inner city villages have become part of the 
metropolis. 

Delhi has also seen rapid growth in the numbers of “internally displaced 
persons” and migrants as a result of instability and conflict in different 
regions of India. Examples include people of escaping Punjab because of the 
Sikh Pogrom of 1987, people fleeing the Mumbai riots of 1992, Gujarat in 
2002, Jammu and Kashmir, Northeast India (mainly Manipur and Tripura), 
and Central India (Bihar, Chhattisgarh, and Jharkhand). Because of their 
family and other connections, many of these people would end up being 
sorted into ethnically or religiously homogeneous neighborhoods that may be 
unauthorized slum settlements, regardless of their rarely being in a position 
to settle outside their community or offered an opportunity to do otherwise. 
Following this process, many are displaced yet again to resettlement colonies 
after purges conducted by authorities.

The Yamuna Pushta Case
In 2004 civic authorities again used the rhetoric of redevelopment and 
beautification to justify the removal of Muslim populations. In the case of 
the Yamuna Pushta evictions, an estimated 300,000 people were displaced 

The carriers of high modernism tended to see rational order in 
remarkably visual aesthetic terms. For them, an efficient, rationally 
organized city, village, or farm was a city that looked regimented and 
orderly in a geometrical sense.”  
    —James C. Scott, 1999
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a month before the monsoon rains. The displacements were discussed 
extensively in newspapers and by eminent scholars. In most of the coverage, 
however, the fact that the population of the settlement consisted overwhelm-
ingly of migrant Muslims (approximately 70%) was downplayed (Wood, 2007). 
Although no evidence is available that clearly shows that the evictions were 
motivated by the presence of Muslims, the active role of Malhotra8 (at this 
time the union minister of tourism and culture)9 in ordering these evictions 
under the pretext of “cleansing” Delhi for the Commonwealth Games of 
2010 suggests that religious discrimination was at play. The official rationale 
behind these evictions was that these settlements had occupied land zoned 
for a greenbelt with open spaces for recreation (Gopalakrishnan, 2016; 
Gonsalves, 2011). In the end, those who could afford to pay RS 5000 to RS 
700010 were given 12.5 m2 (135 sq. ft.) to 18 m2 (193 sq. ft.) of land in a resettle-
ment colony in Bawana, approximately 40 km, or 24 m., from their original 
homes.

That this was done three days before the general elections and that it was 
well known by most that these particular settlements usually voted for the 
opposing Indian National Congress party, suggests that the people of this 
settlement were disenfranchised as well. Also, because it was not clear where 
they would vote, many no longer had valid voting IDs. Ultimately, as a result 
of confusion and exhaustion caused by the eviction process, the maority of 
the former residents ended up not being able to vote at all.11 

The Eviction Process in Yamuna Pushta
The stage was set for the evictions, and armed policemen accompanied the 
bulldozers. Here is the sequence of some of the more important events” 
up to the demolitions, according to a report (“India Shining—A Report on 
Demolition and Resettlement of Yamuna Pushta Bastis,” 2004) from the 
People’s Union for Democratic Rights.12

• February 5: Single bench of the High Court halts the demolitions in 
Pushta; 
• February _: a woman commits suicide in the Pushta after demolitions.
• February 12: Division bench of the High Court reverses the halt on 

8. A key actor in the evictions of the emergency period discussed earlier in the chapter.

9. This time under the Bharatiya Janata Party–led National Democratic Alliance.

10. Amounts to almost an entire month’s income of these settlers.

11. In person conversation with former resident of Yamuna Pushta, May 2015.

12. The Peoples Union for Democratic Rights, Delhi, is an organization that was active in the 
defense of these settlements; it reported several incidents of recurrent fires a couple of weeks 
before the evictions, as well as unchecked police brutality.
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demolitions.
• February 13: 1,000 houses in Gautampuri II in Pushta are demolished.
• February 21: Election Commission (EC) orders a halt on demolitions 
until the elections are over.
• March 8: EC changes its stance and approved the removal of more than 
18,000 jhuggis13 from Pushta.
• March 17: 1,000 houses are demolished in Gautampuri I in Pushta.
• March 24: 3,000 jhuggis are destroyed in Kanchanpuri; nine protestors 
are arrested. 

Events in Indira and Sanjay Amar colonies:
• April 3: A selected list of people are told to break their own houses. 
(Demolition of these finally occurs on April 7.)
• April 6: Pradhans14 are called to the police station and threatened into 
breaking their own homes. (Twenty bulldozers arrive the next morning; later, 
two suspicious fires break out and cause massive destruction of homes. A 
child and an elderly man died as a result.)
• April 16: Policemen cut off water supply and pipes from their source.
• April 18: Another huge fire breaks out, and efforts to put it out are hindered 
by the lack of piped water.

These events highlight the extent of state-sanctioned destruction and the 
violence that accompanied the process.

The Resettlement of Yamuna Pushta
The process of resettlement was no less problematic; the demand for bribes, 
physical threats, lack of alternatives, and extortion became standard proce-
dure. To elaborate, the households entitled by policy to resettlement exceeded 
the capacity of available land. Thus, bribes were demanded by acting officers 
in exchange for being moved up the waiting list or even to be considered 
eligible. Moreover, RS 500 was charged for loading a family into a truck and 
relocating each them to the resettlement colony. In addition, Below Poverty 
Line Cards15 and Ration Cards16 were confiscated by policemen, leaving 
many of the settlers undocumented and unable to benefit from government 

13. Makeshift houses.

14. Usually refers to village leaders and representatives, but the terminology has been adapted to 
urban settlements as well.

15. Below Poverty Line cards are a recognition of extremely low wages and are necessary to 
obtain government-subsidized items and services.

16. Ration Cards are necessary to obtain government-subsidized food rations and are frequently 
the only form of official identification available to the poor.
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subsidized food, goods, and services. In the resettlement colony, which was 
miles away from the city center, only substandard essential services were 
available. This included an overcrowded public toilet facility where RS 1 was 
charged to use the toilet, RS 2 to bathe, and RS 5 to wash clothes, which 
wound up costing the families living there as much as 10% or even 15% of their 
monthly income.17

17. From conversation with a resident.

Figure 6: Article from The Hindu (a daily newspaper) on the Bawana Resettlement Colony, 
September 2012. (The Hindu, 2012)
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In the map, the location quotients compare the relative concentration of 
Muslims in a small geographic area (a Census Town, or CT) to the relative 
concentration of that same group in a much larger area (here the National 
Capital Territory, or NCT, of Delhi). The quotient is a ratio: the group’s 
representation as a percentage of a CT’s population to its representation as 
a percentage of the metropolitan area population. Location quotients reveal 
the degree to which a group’s representation in a CT departs from that in the 
overall the metropolitan area. 

A Failure of Planning: Trajectories and Smart Cities
Based on interviews and personal conversations with city planning pro-
fessionals working in Delhi (both in private- and public-sector agencies), I 
conclude that the profession has neglected religion- and caste-based social 
conflict, deeming it irrelevant to the modernist “secular”18 state. Similarly, 
the arguments for and against evictions has only identified class and income 
as the main subjects of analysis. The fact that the majority of the evictions 
in Delhi since the 1960s have disproportionately targeted Dalit and Muslim 
settlements is seldom questioned. But in failing to do so, the issue of the 
magnitude of what is both felt and perceived by those populations today 

18. Denoting attitudes, activities, or other things that have no religious or spiritual basis.
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has only been exacerbated. Of course, I only rely on my field observation of 
resettlement colonies to make this supposition, given that census data are 
not sufficiently detailed and other figures are not accurate enough to enable 
cross-tabulation.

City planning has been successful in unmapping, erasing the “unimportant” 
from the maps, as in the case of the area around Jamia Nagar that now 
comprises the Muslim neighborhoods of Abul Fazal Enclave, Zakir Nagar, 
and Batla House. These were zoned for recreational purposes in the original 
Master Plan for Delhi of 1962, but since the Master Plan for Delhi of 1991 
was released, the zoning for these areas remains undefined in the land-use 
plan, and they are considered to be lal dora, or unauthorized. In addition, 
the owners of the houses on the unauthorized land do not possess land 
titles; rather, land sales are only documented through a registered Power of 
Attorney agreement, which, based on past trajectories, could become another 
excuse for mass evictions. The Supreme Court of India in 2011 declared that 
“a power of attorney is not an instrument of transfer in regard to any right, 
title or interest in an immovable property.” No attempt has been made to map 
the boundaries of the various categories of unauthorized settlements in the 
land-use plans of Delhi, although one can imagine that this too may become 
a tool to further marginalize the religion and caste underclass. Bhan (2009, 
2013) and Ghertner (2008, 2011a; 2011b; 2012) have discussed, through the 
discourse of the middle-class and urban elite, the key phrases used to express 
the desire for reform in Delhi: “world class city,” “global city,” and “slum-free 
city.” This has been stated repeatedly, irrespective of the political party in 
power. This narrative has created a questionable association of illegality with 
informality, resulting in a resurgence of cases of slum clearance and displace-
ment. The lack of options is further worsened as minorities like Muslims 
and Dalits are rejected as tenants by landlords. They also face discrimination 
because of their religion or caste in the presumably open real estate market as 
potential buyers of property, as real estate agents either refuse to show them 
properties outside “their” respective minority-concentrated neighborhoods. 

In fact, the real estate market continues to exploit these differences (Jamil, 
2014a; Thorat et al., 2016). Cooperative housing programs meant to facilitate 
housing delivery in the country subsidize segregation through several reli-
gion-specific housing cooperatives that restrict individuals of other religions 
or castes from buying or renting there.

Markedly, the phrase “making Delhi like Paris” is usually credited to 
Malhotra during his days as the vice-chairperson of the DDA (Jervis-Read, 
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2010). This slogan is not far from being realized if one compares the product 
to the original city; the scale of evictions is comparable to Haussmann’s 
“cleanup” of Paris itself. Now, more than a decade after the Yamuna Pushta 
evictions, most of the current literature on urbanism, housing, and city 
planning in Delhi is still dominated by discourse on the readily visible class 
disparities, underproduction of housing, and the failure of housing authori-
ties to provide housing for the unhoused in Delhi. It continues to ignore the 
intersections of religion and caste with these issues—in other words, how 
minorities suffer disproportionately more from these problems than do the 
privileged majority. City planners still seek a technical “Band-Aid” or fix for 
India’s woes. 

As Scott’s four-element theory predicts of the carriers of high modernism, 
“once their plans miscarried or were thwarted, [they] tended to retreat to 
what I call miniaturization; the creation of a more easily controlled micro-or-
der in model cities, model villages, and model farms” (Scott 1999, p. 4) This 
miniaturization can be seen in all the hype around the newly declared “Smart 
Cities Mission,” which is going to be the next one-stop solution (Schleeter, 
2014; Kumar and Sen, 2015). Yet what these so-called smart cities really are 
remains to be defined accurately by the government itself, which has only 
identified replicability as one of its prime criteria. I end this application of 
Scott’s four elements to Delhi’s history by simply quoting from Scott’s (1999) 
description of the last element:

A fourth element is closely linked to the third: a prostrate civil 
society that lacks the capacity to resist these plans. War, revolution, 
and economic collapse often radically weaken civil society as well 
as make the populace more receptive to a new dispensation. Late 
colonial rule, with its social engineering aspirations and ability to 
run roughshod over popular opposition, occasionally met this last 
condition. In sum, the legibility of a society provides the capacity for 
large-scale social engineering, high-modernist ideology provides the 
desire, the authoritarian state provides the determination to act on 
that desire, and an incapacitated civil society provides the leveled 
social terrain on which to build. (p. 5)

The focus is on sustainable, and inclusive development and the idea is 
to look at compact areas, create a replicable model which will act like a 
lighthouse to other aspiring cities. 
    — Smart Cities Guidelines, 2015
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Conclusion and the Role of City Planning
International human rights law recognizes everyone’s right to adequate hous-
ing. This includes security of tenure, equal and nondiscriminatory access, 
habitability, availability of services, and cultural adequacy (Fact Sheet No. 
21, The Human Right to Adequate Housing, 2009). It also makes clear that 
the enjoyment of social and economic rights, including the right to housing, 
cannot be considered in isolation from the fundamental principles of equal 
protection and nondiscrimination.

Yet this research and numerous other sources (see Farha, 2016; Thorat et al., 
2016; Bhowmick et al., 2014) indicate that minority groups in Delhi and most 
other metropolitan cities in India are vulnerable to constant infringement 
on these rights. Although individual prejudice and a desire for homogenous 
religion, race, and class environments have contributed to segregation and 
discrimination, these explanations are too incomplete and cannot conve-
niently excuse public policy from responsibility. 

Nevertheless, the words “segregation” and “discrimination” do not even 

Figure 9:  Map created by Department of Urban Studies and Planning students at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology showing the average distance of resettlement colonies 
from city center by time period of evictions. Data source: Housing and Land Rights Network. 
(Data source: Http://mitdisplacement.org/new-page-86)
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exist in most (if any) city planning documents released by the government of 
India (either State or Central). However, according to the Sachar Committee 
(Sachar Committee Report, 2006), Dalits and Muslims are concentrated in 
high-poverty areas throughout the entire country, and these neighborhoods 
tend to have inferior schools; diminished access to employment opportu-
nities; inadequate access to essential infrastructure, banking, and credit 
services; and significantly poorer health outcomes. 

Furthermore, the system of reservations, or affirmative action, has not led 
to any significant progress toward eliminating these inequities or lifting up 
these communities because the discrimination has deep historic roots. On 
the contrary, numerous acts of violence against Dalits are the direct result 
of retaliation and anger of the majority against reservations and affirmative 
action (CERD Shadow Report Housing Segregation, 2014). Thus, the state’s 
obligation to provide equal protection under all laws requires more than 
merely ending the of practices of overt discrimination describedin the 
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe (Prevention of Atrocities) Act of 1989. 
Additionally, the ambiguous (or complete lack of) fair housing and equal 
opportunity laws have reduced the number of avenues available for pursuing 
legal aid for matters of housing discrimination. Similarly, the lack of easily 
available and comprehensive disaggregated data for researchers and con-
cerned institutions poses a hurdle in the process, hindering decision-making 
and policy-evaluation processes. It has been seen repeatedly, as with the 2011 
census, that the Indian government fails to provide sufficient information 
promptly and accurately.  

India, a signatory of the Convention Against Racial Discrimination, is man-
dated by the convention to adopt measures to address past discrimination 
and combat discrimination wherever it exists. Therefore, the government’s 
failure to report this information, which is crucial to minority empowerment, 
is in itself suggestive of a lack of attention to the issue of discrimination. 
Through decades of discriminatory practices like religion- and caste-specific 
housing societies and redlining, India has perpetuated a system of segregated 
housing. Any discussion of the right to adequate housing in the country 

Why does it matter if people of different religions like to live sepa-
rately? How is this [segregated living and housing discrimination] a 
city planning issue? And what can a city planner even do about it?

—City Planner/Policymaker, Delhi Development Authority
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must take into account the implications of these past and present practices 
of discrimination. By declining to dismantle a system of housing that con-
centrates religious and caste minorities in segregated communities with 
substandard quality of life, India has failed (and continues to fail) to meet its 
own constitutional obligations to provide equality, as well as its obligations 
under international law to provide adequate housing.

In summation, this paper asserts that prohibition against discrimination—
whether based on the constitution of India or the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights—is a fundamental principle that permeates many Indian 
laws and much of its public policy. Specifically, because housing discrimi-
nation substantially affects access to numerous other essential services and 
institutions (such as education, health care, employment), protection against 
discrimination in the context of housing is vital. Also, whether through the 
private or public sector, city planning has historically had a direct impact 
(both negative and positive) on segregation and discrimination, as seen in the 
cases of South Africa, the United States, and Singapore, for example. Thus, 
a proactive role of city planning, because of its positionality and role in the 
provision of services and allocation of housing, is crucial to the process of 
fulfilling the fundamental promise of equality and freedom. 
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Perhaps the most industrially intensive site of the Canadian resource 
economy, the Athabasca tar sands, has made the province of Alberta the 
third largest oil producer in the world, behind Saudi Arabia and Venezuela 
(Energy.alberta.ca, 2012). The process of turning bitumen into oil for export 
has famously compromised an area the size of England in northern Alberta’s 
vital boreal forest and has transformed the Canadian economy (Biello, 2013). 
The people who live in this region, many of whom are from Indigenous 
populations (Cree, Dene, and Métis), have seen their territories and lifestyles 
dramatically affected. Traditional economies are under threat, supplanted 
largely by wage labour in the oil sector. The process has been described as 
a “slow, industrial genocide”: “Their ability to hunt, trap and fish has been 
severely curtailed and, where it is possible, people are often too fearful of 
toxins to drink water and eat fish from waterways polluted by the ‘externali-
ties’ of tar sands production” (Huseman and Short, 2012, p. 1; see also Nixon, 
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2011). Indeed, these externalities are extended through the scales of both 
social life and time. Land-use planning helps facilitate this historical pattern 
of development and ongoing resource exploitation in the Athabasca region 
through the systematic settler colonial practice of the dispossession of land 
from Indigenous populations. A major recent expression of continuing settler 
colonial thinking is the 2012 Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (LARP). This 
province-level regional plan has been the Alberta government’s attempt to 
steward industrial growth, and as part of the largest and most comprehensive 
regional land-use framework in Alberta’s history, it has demonstrated the 
degree to which land-use planning has been the handmaid of industry and 
settler colonialism in the continuation of tar sands development. 

This essay will attempt to provide a historical contextualization of LARP and 
an understanding of the plan not simply as a current mode of regional land-
use planning in Alberta, but one with its roots in the practice of and thinking 
around settler colonialism, in particular as a continuation of a project that 
was initiated by the Geological Survey of Canada (GSC), as natural science 
moved west in the 19th century. In this context, then, the land (square 
mileage) and geology (natural resources, what lies beneath the surface) ought 
to be viewed in tandem, suggesting a three-dimensional dispossession (see 
also: Braun, 2000; Brechin, 2006; Elden, 2013; Graham, 2016). Albeit not a 
definitive or singular history of the region, an exploration here is undertaken 
partially through the cartographic collection of the Provincial Archives 
of Alberta, in Edmonton, and partially through a review of literature that 
attempts to reconcile theories of planning with efforts at decolonization. 
As resistance to continued industrial expansion has taken multiple forms, 
two First Nations—the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN) and the 
Mikisew Cree First Nation (MCFN)—are also looking at countering land-use 
policy with an independent response to LARP. I consider these programs and 
then propose means by which radical planning practitioners and academics 
(in particular settlers like me) may be better equipped to counter plans such 
as LARP through a reflexive questioning of the ability of planning practi-
tioners to learn from decolonization movements and understand their own 
complicity in colonization. Referencing Métis scholar Zoe Todd’s (2016) recent 
theory of “refraction,” this paper is ultimately a call for planning practitioners 
and academics to expand their political vocabulary to include concepts and 
language of land-based politics, especially in settler colonial geographies 
where the displacement of Indigenous people has become a prerequisite for 
development.  

Christopher Alton The Lower Athabasca Regional Plan’s Future is History
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Lower Athabasca Regional Plan 
LARP was developed as part of Alberta’s consolidated land-use framework, 
which was introduced in 2008. Of the seven different regional land-use 
plans—each of which refers to a different major watershed in the region— 
LARP is the first to be systematically implemented by the province to date 
(“the plan” from here on referring to LARP in particular). The Provincial 
government enacted LARP in the form of the Provincial Land Stewardship 
Act (2009), which went into effect on September 1, 2012. In the case of LARP, 
the plan pertains to 93,212 square kilometres that cover the lower Athabasca 
River basin and the Peace–Athabasca River delta, the world’s second largest 
inland freshwater delta. The plan includes the industrial projects that rely 
on the Athabasca river waterway for production and sets out an agenda to 
steward the land and resources in this region. LARP’s boundaries are also 
part of Treaty No. 8, an 1899 agreement signed between First Nations and 
Queen Victoria of England, wherein rights to hunt, fish, and engage in 
cultural activities (and share resources) are upheld within the traditional 
territories of 39 First Nations communities. Despite this dynamic cultural 
and historic landscape, this region is more commonly known worldwide as 
home to Canada’s tar sands, where the conversion of heavy bitumen into 
synthetic crude is a carbon-intensive driver of the Canadian economy (Biello, 
2013). The tar sands development expanded greatly after 2003 as a result of 
the commodities boom, as technology and the price of oil increased develop-
ers’ profits; the notoriety of the area has increased along with this growth. In 
a press conference introducing LARP, Alberta’s Ministry of Environment and 
Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD) admitted that “global scrutiny” 
(ESRD Alberta, 2012) facing the tar sands was the reason the province felt 
the need to develop a new framework for the Athabasca region. The ESRD 
promised that LARP would “deliver enhanced environmental management 
and orderly growth in one of the most dynamic economic regions in the 
world” (ESRD Alberta, 2012).  

Supporting growth while pledging to benefit the environment is an irrec-
oncilable trope that appears continually with LARP. For instance, LARP 
touts that it has “set the stage for robust growth, vibrant communities and a 
healthy environment within the region over the next 50 years” (Government 
of Alberta, 2012, p. 2). Several new land-use designations are also proposed, 
including a public land-use zone (PLUZ), recreation and tourism areas, and 
new wildland provincial parks (WPPs). Specific land-use redesignations in 
LARP are substantial, such as the creation of the Dillon River Conservation 
Area, which has been rezoned from a public land-use zone to a WPP. The 
rezoning has increased the size of the Dillon River Conservation Area by 
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27,245 hectares, to 191,544 hectares in total. LARP as a whole seeks to con-
serve more than 2 million hectares in the boreal forest, the largest parkland 
dedication in the region since the creation of Wood Buffalo National Park in 
the 1920s (Government of Alberta, 2012). Importantly, despite these myriad 
conservation areas and rezoning initiatives, the plan does not seek to place 
limits on current or prospective drilling or leasing by the oil and gas industry 
or the urbanization processes that follow extraction. 

It is anticipated that local manufacturing and services will continue 
to expand in support of increasing oil sands development in the 
region. These trends will continue to stimulate development of 
larger and more diverse retail centres, and growing commercial and 
professional services and facilities. . . . Other sectors such as metallic 
and industrial mineral extraction, forestry, agriculture, tourism and 
service providers also contribute to the region’s economic vitality and 
prosperity. Natural gas exploration and development in the region is 
expected to continue. (Government of Alberta, 2012, p. 13)

Indeed, it is through the trompe l’oeil of spatial reorganization that “con-
servation” stands in for industrial appeasement, with little regard for the 
transformation of traditional Indigenous territory into uses not commensu-
rate with traditional economies. For instance, although the creation of the 
Dillon River Conservation Area promises to “[support] Aboriginal traditional 
use and [secure] more habitat for woodland caribou,” (ESRD Alberta, 2012) it 
also exists alongside new recreation areas that provide camping and boating 
opportunities for wealthy Albertans. In the Peace–Athabasca delta, in the 
town of Fort Chipewyan, headquarters of the Athabasca Chipewyan and the 
Mikisew Cree First Nation, there is resistance to recreational activities related 
to boating and camping that may pose additional burdens on a subsistence 
lifestyle above and beyond the harm that has been caused by downstream 
industrial pollutants (Fort Chipewyan residents, personal communication, 
August 2013). An examination of proposed land-use designations in the 
Peace–Athabasca delta reveals the contradictions inherent in the settler 
colonial planning of capitalist extractivism: None of LARP’s supposed 
benefits will compensate for the collapse of traditional economies. New park 
designations leave the door open for recreation to creep north, buoyed by the 
advancement of industrial operations that have moved northward along the 
river as new bitumen speculation and the leasing of areas for new production 
continue. WPPs adversely affect areas surrounding the Peace–Athabasca River 
delta. This designation has a conservation management agenda: “Areas will 
help achieve environmental objectives—especially those for biodiversity—by 

Christopher Alton The Lower Athabasca Regional Plan’s Future is History
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maintaining ecological systems and processes for biodiversity” (Government 
of Alberta, 2012, p. 29). In the delta, Richardson Lake—known to the ACFN as 
Jackfish Lake—is at the heart of the ACFN traditional economy and continues 
to act as the heart of traditional life. Chipewyan 201 is the largest ACFN 
reserve in the Peace–Athabasca delta and is the cultural and economic centre 
of ACFN activity; the practices of everyday life here have developed over 
generations of activity. 

LARP seeks a compromise in its approach to WPPs immediately adjoining 
First Nation reservations. Especially sensitive is the Richardson WPP, which 
specifically differs from the other WPPs. “The Richardson Initiative” consid-
ers the plan’s impact on treaty rights to hunt, fish, and trap, granting access to 
wildlife and fish by encouraging business opportunities for Aboriginal popu-
lations through the recreation and tourism industries. The Richardson WPP 
may be seen as a way to grant entrepreneurial opportunities to those most 
affected by LARP, but this gentrification simultaneously exposes the colonial 
legacy of LARP and galvanizes resistance to the redesignation by those who 
imagine a resurgence of traditional modes of life in the delta. According to 
the ACFN’s Elders’ Declaration on Rights to Land Use: “The lands from Firebag 
[River] north, including Birch Mountains on the west side of river, must 
be protected. Richardson Backcountry is not to be given away—not to any 
government” (Larcombe, 2012, p. 2-2). 

The LARP consultation process is presented as a strategy that would reflect 
“ongoing commitment to engage Albertans, including aboriginal peoples, in 
land-use planning” (Government of Alberta, 2012, p. 2). Despite this, much of 
the local reaction to LARP has been swift and unenthusiastic. In reference to 
LARP, the ACFN and MCFN issued an initial joint statement: “Current land 
and resource use planning and decision-making in Alberta does not analyze 
adequately the direct, indirect and cumulative impacts of development and 
land use on First Nations land and resource use, Aboriginal and treaty rights 
and interests” (King and Lepine, 2010, p. 3). The new land-use designations 
in LARP and the resulting northward industrialization have been met by 
resistance from local First Nations. This industrialization has been docu-
mented in A Narrative of Encroachment, a report by the ACFN that details the 
prolonged and continued incursion from industry into traditional territory. 
Settler industrial regimes have threatened the right to the exercise of rights 
to hunting, fishing, gathering, and trapping. Encroachment, according to the 
ACFN, is demonstrated by the movement of major operations further north 
in the Athabasca basin, especially since the early 21st century. In response, 
the ACFN has identified three homeland zones, defined as “areas of critical 
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importance to past, present, and future practice of ACFN use and rights” 
(Larcombe, 2012, p. 2–5), and three proximate zones, defined as “areas relied 
upon for the practice of use and rights by an increasing number of ACFN 
members living in and around Fort Chipewyan, Fort MacKay, and Fort 
McMurray” (Larcombe, 2012, p. 2–5). This dynamic will be explored later in 
this essay, but first it is important to take a look at the history of land use in 
this region of Alberta, which has deep antecedents in the Geological Survey, 
the settling of the west, and industrial growth.

Canadian orthodox planning is part of settler state colonialism, acting as 
an administrative mechanism. This becomes the history from which the 
profession of planning was born, and it continues to this day. The Town 
Planning Institute of Canada (now the Canadian Institute of Planning) was 
founded by Scottish architect Thomas Adams in 1919, as he sought to formal-
ize related disciplines and promote a new professionalization of planning. 
The practice of planning predates this professionalization: at the time of 
the founding of the Town Planning Institute of Canada, “surveyor” was the 
most commonly represented discipline. One of the leading historians of this 
period of planning in Canada was Kent Gerecke, former chairman of the 
Department of City Planning at the University of Manitoba. Gerecke ties this 
professional emergence of planning to settlement, especially as urbanization 
pushed west. “In the context of Canadian colonial development, the rules 
of colonization represented a far more planned approach to land use and 
development than had been true in France or, later, in England” (Gerecke, 
1977, p. 157). As Gerecke notes, the discipline existed in tandem with the 
Canadian Geographic Society and its legion of surveyors. The “chequered 
plan,” developed in the late 1700s, embedded imperial power relations in the 
planning of plots for the clergy and the Crown; plots in new townships were 
arranged in grids of checkerboard patterns through the 19th century and at 
a much larger scale in sections and quarter sections, as the exploitation of 
resources followed the railroad west and opened new spaces for development. 
Gerecke has called the Canadian prairies one of the most planned regions on 
earth, for “accompanying it was a settlement pattern with towns plopped on 
the landscape at regular intervals, with identical plans, and of course land 
ownership by the [Canadian Pacific Railway] . . . Along with this settlement 
structure is the ubiquitous rural grid of sections and quarter sections” 
(Gerecke, 1977, p. 157).

The cadastral grid “introduced a geographical imaginary that ignored 
Indigenous ways of knowing and recording space, ways that settlers could not 
imagine and did not need as soon as their maps reoriented them after their 
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own fashion” (Harris, 2004, p. 175). Cole Harris, writing of the west coast 
of Vancouver Island, has shown there was a “reconfiguration” of Aboriginal 
space—cleared and replaced “within scientific classifications, industrial 
management strategies, and visions of wilderness” (Harris, 2004, p. 175). The 
history of planning in this region is the administrative registration of this 
same spatial dispossession. In the economy and the practice of everyday life, 
orthodox planning, as seen with LARP, is often unable to reconcile uncate-
gorizable elements of land, elements that do not fit into a grid. As the ACFN 
states in its study of traditional land use, Footprints on the Land: “The concept 
of a boundary is foreign” (Tanner and Rigney, 2003, p. 47). 

Dispossession in 3-D: “What a Vast Storehouse” 
This connection between the survey and orthodox planning practice has not 
been explored sufficiently to date. Understanding the survey and the grid as 
instrumental within planning ought to be part of the discipline in Canada. 
Certainly theories have been developed around the grid, but its connections 
to planning and colonialism can be extended further. In Canada, as Gerecke 
reminds us, “colonization established the location, rate of growth, land 
system, and pattern of Canadian cities. . . . Any understanding of Canadian 
city planning must recognize this part of the history of Canadian develop-
ment and its relevance to today” (Gerecke, 1977, p. 155). A review of literature 
pertaining to the grid within the settler context may help further advance 
planning theory and is an important step in redressing the fact that Canadian 
planning has not kept up with the politics of land, decolonization and settler 
colonialism. 

Planning has been noted for the division between theory and practice 
(Edwards 1995; Hague, 1991; Harvey, 1985; Lefebvre, 1991; Yiftachel et 
al., 2001; Porter, 2011; Holgersen, 2015). Similarly, the abstraction of the survey 
produces a world of binary forms, rendering land “legible,” allowing states to 
operationalize an otherwise complex network of ecological meanings, histo-
ries, and material flows. Through the survey, as geographer Nicholas Blomley 
reminds us, the everyday lives of people become stratified, and space becomes 
a container to be managed. “In the process, space is desocialized and depoliti-
cized. Yet, at the same time, enframing conceals the processes through which 
it works as an ordering device” (Blomley, 2003, p. 127). This fundamental 
reading of the technology of spatial demarcation allows us to read backwards 
from LARP and the current spatial fix of the region to its deep settler colo-
nial roots. Blomley describes survey as an infrastructure of dispossession, 
serving the interests of capital and the settlers of the Canadian west. In this 
interpretation, an ideology of land use is imposed while “the management 
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of dispossession rested with a set of disciplinary technologies of which 
maps, numbers, law, and the geography of resettlement itself were the most 
important” (Harris, 2004, p. 165). The effect of the survey was to lay the literal 
ground for a process of original (or primitive) accumulation, whereas land-use 
planning assumed a role in the service of capital (Dickinson, 1979), continu-
ing to reproduce relations of ongoing accumulation through legislation like 
LARP. The survey has also been described as a form of territorial enclosure 
that dispossesses Indigenous peoples of their land in Canada. According to 
Charles Geisler, the North American context exhibits a “general principle of 
enclosure” (Geisler, 2014, p. 56). This framing helps advance a critical land-use 
analysis that understands the planning regime in Alberta as being motivated 
primarily by speculation and eventual extraction. Along with the demarca-
tion and dislocation necessary to effectively render space legible to the settler 
colonial government, the establishment of geological science—surveyors have 
been infamously described as the ‘point men’ of British imperialism (Edney, 
1994)—became the technology through which colonial order occurs. We 
ought to think of the theoretical relations between enclosure and territory, 
but importantly of planning itself as an administrative mechanism of settler 
colonialism. 

By the end of the 18th century, the fur trade in Canada was declining and 
alternative resources were emerging as vital to the country’s export market. 
In various regions of Canada, fur as a resource was replaced by lumber or 
minerals. In the Athabasca basin, speculation quickly followed a pivotal act 
of enclosure—the signing of Treaty No. 8—and the move from an economy 
of exchange to one of extraction. This order remains, and political scientist 
Todd Gordon has described the Canadian state’s relationship with the First 
Nations as one of “dispossession by treaty” (Gordon, 2010, p. 88). In Laying 
down the lines: a history of land surveying in Alberta, Judy Larmour has noted 
that the signing of Treaty No. 8 effectively legislated a frontier capitalism 
that didn’t previously exist, the setters were now both inscribing and imple-
menting territorial ownership of land for the first time. “Simultaneously the 
survey was a project of extending the Dominion Land Survey while laying 
out reservations for First Nations. . . Surveyors tackled other challenges; the 
most immediate was to mark out boundaries for the first Indian reserves 
in Alberta” (Larmour, 2005, p. 98; see also: Fumoleau, 2004). The Victorian 
era saw the simultaneous enclosure of land in the name of the Crown and 
the registration of mineral and resource potential below. Settlers’ extraction 
of the tarlike substance that seeped from the banks of the Athabasca River 
is not the only mining activity that has shaped the region, which has seen 
enterprises ranging from uranium ore to lead–zinc deposits. Ultimately, 
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understanding the geology-focused motivation behind enclosure allows for a 
multilayered reading of planning’s history in the lower Athabasca. 

Historian Suzanne Zeller has provided a provocative and well-researched 
perspective on the basis of Canadian statehood. According to Zeller, early 
geological survey “helped to structure an imperial-colonial dialogue that 
reflected changing mutual perceptions and relationships” (Zeller, 2000, 
p. 85). Zeller argues that the institutions that facilitated colonialism were 
transformed as geologists set out to interpret Victorian ideology. In Zeller’s 
account, the colonial project is tied directly to the study of geology and the 
exercise of geologic thought as a form of power. Responsible for much of the 
mapping and early settlement in present-day Canada, the GSC worked with 
(and on behalf of) the British Crown to secure access to fur and resources 
and then to survey land for settlement. From 1870 through the signing of the 
treaty in 1899, “missionaries, traders, geologists and geographers” (Zeller, 
2000, p. 85) were relied upon to survey the Athabasca for settlement and 
resource potential while the movement to the north after the Klondike gold 
rush required gaining control of the Athabasca River as it became evident that 
the basin was rich in mineral resources and bitumen. Not only did the GSC 
benefit from this new political arrangement but its existence was justified 
through the survey. The intent was to claim title, and a “rationale for doing so 
became paramount, spurring an assessment of western oil, climate, natural 
resources, flora and fauna, and potential for agricultural development. The 
North-West was hailed as Canada’s Promised Land, where her future lay as a 
nation rather than as a colony” (Larmour, 2005, p. 6). Expeditions during this 
era were the first steps toward establishing Treaty No. 8. The historical record 
reveals the economic impetus and rationale for the signing of the treaty; Jen 
Preston echoes Zeller’s position, pointing out that the regime, as a result of 
early expeditions, came to the table with full knowledge of the area’s resource 
potential: “The Canadian government commenced the treaty-making process 
with the indigenous populations of the Athabasca region in 1870, motivated 
by the [GSC]’s reports that petroleum existed in the area. The trajectory of 
this history has continued to bring the Canadian settler state—and its oil 
industry stakeholders—into negotiation with indigenous Nations over the 
Athabasca tar sands” (Preston, 2013, p. 42). The separation of people from 
their land and the expansion of the west, then, have as much to do with the 
ground as with what lies beneath; expanse and depth. 

When the Dominion of Canada took control of Rupert’s Land from the 
Hudson’s Bay Company in 1870, the GSC—established in 1841—had a wealth 
of untapped area to explore. It was the reliance upon the findings of the 
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GSC that set two things in symbiotic motion in the region: the signing of 
treaties between the Crown and Aboriginal communities and the speculation 
that extraction of vast quantities of oil and minerals necessitated European 
settlement of the basin. The first GSC scientist to visit the region was John 
Macoun, in 1875. He would make five trips to the region during the 1870s 
alone, and he quickly reported on the importance of the area. Macoun’s 
observation of the “novel” strata of the Athabasca basin had immediate con-
sequences. He saw value in bitumen. The sticky and abundant substance was 
used by Indigenous people for various everyday tasks, but Macoun and those 
who followed him understood the resource as one that could spur economic 
development and transform the region. Contemporaries of Macoun agreed. 
Dr. Robert Bell, the “father of Canadian place names” and maybe the most 
prominent surveyor of the time, followed Macoun and for his 1882 survey 
(Figure 1) visited the Athabasca and Peace River areas. Near current-day Fort 
McMurray he noted tar on the banks and 30 feet of petroleum-bearing strata. 
Bell noted 20 feet of petroleum-bearing strata again where the most concen-
trated development is currently occurring. He would note as well the asphalt 
and sands but also developed a theory to explain the seepage he witnessed: 
the tar substance emanating from the banks had been produced from large 
pools below ground in the limestone. “The attitude and conditions of the 
strata are favorable for the accumulation of the oil amongst the limestone 
themselves, and it is therefore to be expected that productive wells will be 
found by boring into these rocks along the part of the Athabasca where 
they may be reached” (Bell, 1884, p. 33). This theory is now long debunked, 
and bitumen would never be as available or easily extractable as Bell had 
hoped—indeed it requires a much more intensive form of extraction than 
does conventional crude. Yet Bell’s theory, faulty though it may have been, 
led the federal government in 1894 to approve its first plan for drilling in the 
Athabasca region; it provided $7,000, largely on the basis of the claims made 
by GSC scientists such as Bell (Province of Alberta, 2016).

Another important CGS surveyor, William Ogilvie, kept field notes that 
describe “limestone exposures with bituminous sandstone overlaying it and 
tar wells” (Figure 2). Now this location is at the heart of the largest industrial 
landscape in Canada, the Suncor Millennium mine. But current production 
belies what was a muddling start. The $7,000 drilling fund produced no oil 
and Ogilvie’s notations from 1883 mirror much of what the fur traders had 
experienced: dependency on the Aboriginal populations. Ogilvie shows that 
the survey posed its own challenges and required Aboriginal guides for trans-
port and supply movement. Rations were often scarce and communication 
with Ottawa difficult (Larmour, 2005, p. 55). Even with these early drawbacks, 
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Figure 1: Dr. Robert Bell’s Map of the Athabasca River, Provincial Archives of Alberta: 1882.

the potential for development had been established. The project of treaty 
making was dedicated to enclosing this region for the state for the purposes 
of mineral development and speculation. In 1899 Canadian nationalist and 
author Charles Mair joined the treaty expeditions, documenting the process 
of bringing Aboriginal people and their land into new legal status. This trip 
took him and several representatives of Queen Victoria through the Peace 
and Athabasca basins, signing Aboriginal communities either into treaty or 
individuals into scrip. Like Ogilvie and Bell before him, Mair could see deep 
into the future and helped to entrench white, European settlement alongside 
resource speculation. The signing would affect 840,000 square kilometres, 
and Mair knew much of it would be worth repeated visits:

We are now traversing perhaps the most interesting region in all the 
North. In the neighbourhood of McMurray there are several tar-
wells, so called, and there, if a hole is scraped to the bank, it slowly 
fills in with tar mingled with sand. . . . That this region is stored with 
a substance of great economic value is beyond all doubt, and, when 
the hour of development comes, it will, I believe, prove to be one of 
the wonders of Northern Canada. We were all deeply impressed by 
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this scene of Nature’s chemistry, and realized what a vast storehouse 
of not only hidden but exposed resources we possess in this enor-
mous country. (Mair and MacFarlane, 1908, p. 121)

 In creating the Department of Mines of Canada, the Geology and 
Mines Act of 1907 described the duty of the department and made clear the 
objective of the instrument of survey: 

The Minister may for the purpose of obtaining a basis for the repre-
sentation of the mineral, mining and forestry resources and of the 
geological features of any part of Canada, cause such measurements, 
observations, investigations and physiographic, exploratory, and 
reconnaissance surveys to be made as are necessary for or in connec-
tion with the preparation of mining, geological and forestry maps, 
sketches, plans, sections or diagrams. (Thomson, 1966, p. 241)

Don Thompson, author of Men and Meridians: The History of Surveying and 
Mapping in Canada, writes that the consequence of the formation of this 
governmental body, and for a period thereafter, was that it remained the only 
federal organization with the responsibility of assembling information on 
natural resources. “Accordingly the GSC turned from its initial concern with 
the broader picture to a steadily growing preoccupation with the needs of a 
prosperous, vigorous and rapidly developing mineral industry” (Thomson, 
1966, p. 250). 

Figure 2: William Ogilvie. Athabasca River Exploratory Survey, Provincial Archives of Alberta: 

1884.

Christopher Alton The Lower Athabasca Regional Plan’s Future is History



141CRITICAL PLANNING 2017

Although speculation in the region had slowed down by the time of the First 
World War (Province of Alberta, 2016), settlement was the logical extension 
of speculation and claims began to be made along the bank of the Athabasca. 
The federal government took active and unprecedented steps to establish a 
settler colonial presence in the region around Fort McMurray. Frank Oliver, 
federal minister of the interior at the time, intervened directly in this process, 
motivated by the potential for a struggle over resource development. Because 
of “the possibility of conflict arising from overlapping claims for tar sands, 
petroleum and quarriable stone,” Oliver handpicked a Dominion land sur-
veyor to plot the town of Fort McMurray. The chosen surveyor, Henry Selby, 
was to survey for lots but also “those of the adjoining lands for which demand 
may be seen in the future” (Larmour, 2005, p. 117–118). Because the end of the 
war coincided with planning’s professionalization in 1919, the role of geology 
was grafted onto methods and techniques consistent with the practice of 
planning; the two were becoming intertwined. To survey was to do planning. 
 Many scholars have argued that early modern surveying emerged 
with capitalism (Thompson, 1968) and in the lower Athabasca, this was 
certainly the case. Through survey, mineral notations become cadastral 
inscriptions and space is emptied of meaning; a tabula rasa becomes a project 
of settlement, the terra nullius of colonial conquest. As described by Nicholas 
Blomley, (2003, 129), “The survey helped facilitate a conceptual emptying 
of space.” In their ambitious study of cadastral mapping, Roger Kain and 
Elizabeth Baigent note that “[T]he survey was one of the most powerful 
instruments available to each of the royal colonies . . . for establishing their 
different political ideals by way of allocating land, their prime resource” (Kain 
and Baigent, 1992, p. 328). Andrew McRae has also connected the paternal 
management of property and people to geological survey, which ran in 
tandem with a paternalistic Aboriginal policy from Ottawa. The grid acts as 
an abstraction between land and social relations; as Blomley describes via 
Timothy Mitchell, “Space is marked and divided into places where people are 
put. In the process, space is desocialized and depoliticized. Yet, at the same 
time, enframing conceals the processes through which it works as an ordering 
device” (Blomley, 2003, 127; see also: Mitchell, 1991). The settlers who were 
moving westward during the late Victorian era became emboldened by their 
perceived legitimacy corresponding to the state’s understanding of its rela-
tionship with land as legitimate and others’ as illegitimate. Settlers, according 
to McRae, understand “the building of fences and the clearing of land as clear 
acts through which land in the New World could be appropriated” (McRae 
in Blomley, 2003: 122; see also: Seed, 1995). The legitimate use of land was 
one that required the ideology of property relations, where land could be 
“held, developed or transferred” (McRae, 1993, p. 333). As Richard Sennett 
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has suggested, the cadastral grid neutralizes space, emptying it of its history 
and conflict. In colonial settings, this geography is perhaps so common as to 
be rendered invisible, but the registration represents forms at the frontier of 
capitalization (Sennett, 1990). 

Figure 3: Department of Mines and Minerals. Athabasca Oil Sands Area, Provincial Archives of 

Alberta: 1952.

In the lower Athabasca, leases became indications of speculative resource 
urbanism. With Indigenous people marginalized from the resources of the 
basin, a land rush was initiated; initial oil leases were granted from the 
province at least as early as 1938, despite the fact that the first commercial 
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production didn’t occur until 1967. The lease maps of this era (Figure 3) 
demonstrate a generation of enclosure that would eventually render the 
region a patchwork of the industry’s who’s who (Including Exxon, the Koch 
Brothers, Shell, and so on.) by the time the commodities boom in the 21st cen-
tury transformed the region into one of the most industrially concentrated 
economies on earth. As Blomley reminds us, “contemporary entitlements and 
inequalities of property still rely on these foundational surveys and the ways 
they facilitated violent deterritorialization and reterritorialization” (Blomely, 
2003, p. 126). LARP is the continuation of this project, an administrative 
violence recognizable in the settler society described by Peter McFarlane, 
wherein Canada “still derives its ultimate legitimacy from the same source: 
brute force” (McFarlane in Blomley, 2003, p. 128).

Planning Outside the Lines 
This historic contextualization of planning’s complicity forces settler plan-
ners (like me) to question the discipline’s relationship to decolonization. 
In this history, wherein orthodox planning has played an integral role, 
any engagement with decolonization theory or practice must be handled 
responsibly and responsively. Planners should seek to act as accomplices to 
other groups in a nonmonolithic practice. But mere equivocation does not 
constitute action, which must take into proper consideration a definition of 
decolonization that engages with a literal politics of land. As Eve Tuck and 
Wayne Yang (2012, p. 8) argue in their important essay Decolonization is not 
a Metaphor, “decolonization in the settler colonial context must involve the 
repatriation of land simultaneous to the recognition of how land and rela-
tions to land have always already been differently understood and enacted; 
that is, all of the land, and not just symbolically.” Planning deals with land 
inherently yet works against radical politics. Cadastral mapping and sin-
gle-use zoning, the type of which is enacted through LARP run counter to 
the life-form of resurgent economies that rely on flows of energy and habitat. 
But whereas planning is inherently embedded in the politics of land use, 
these planning logics are in fact—and counterintuitively—a means of depo-
liticizing land through the grid, as property and boundary are entrenched in 
the ideology of settler colonialism. A nonmonolithic definition of planning 
would allow the practice to step outside of the orthodox and professionalized 
confines under which it operates and counter the hegemonic norms on which 
planning has become reliant. Only then may we entertain the idea that 
planning may itself participate effectively alongside decolonization struggles. 
 The grid is a hegemonic ordering of space; a counterplanning 
practice may emerge in opposition to such conceptions of spatial order. Given 
the survey’s role in “the imposition of a new economic and spatial order 
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on ‘new territory,’ either erasing the precapitalist indigenous settlement or 
confining it to particular areas” (Kain and Baigent, 1992, p. 328), we can allow 
ourselves a reading of planning as wedded to capital through enclosure and a 
Lefebvrian understanding of spatial–historical dialecticism. Geisler describes 
the process of enclosure as it spread across the American west: “Homelands 
became frontiers, and within those frontiers new enclosures of almost 
unimagined variety ‘pulverized’ what they found in their path. Through the 
lens made familiar by Henri Lefebvre, a new geographical space has been 
produced and an old one retired, and not by mutual agreement” (Geisler, 2014, 
p. 74). Stark differences in the American and Canadian contexts notwith-
standing, this similar, general process of enclosure demands a reconciliation 
between urban theory and history. 

Existing theoretical frameworks in planning allow us to imagine what work 
ought to be done in the settler colonial context in order to engage with 
decolonization politics. This engagement will be a reflexive move, similar to 
how John Pløger (2001; 2004) and Clara Irazabál (2009) encourage planners 
to work towards emancipation, with the latter describing emancipation as 
emerging when the planner is reflexively aware of their role in reproducing 
social relations and in turn empowered to change dominant hegemonic 
power structures (Pløger, 2001). According to theorist Faranak Miraftab, 
insurgent planning needs to be associated as much with the practice (plan-
ning) as with the actor (the insurgent planner) (Miraftab, 2009). In Canada, 
reconciling the plan and the survey recognizes planning’s own complicity 
in the historic dispossession of Indigenous lands, and only from here may 
transformed perspectives of a new professional identity emerge. For planning 
to adapt itself as a discipline and to ally with decolonization movements, 
a radical form of planning is required that encompasses both a reflexive 
means of understanding its history and its ongoing complicity in settlement 
through the tools (grid, survey) and instruments available. Although a call for 
planning to address decolonization is bound to run up against contradictions, 
I believe that we, as a profession, ought to ask whether this is possible and, 
if so, how we may aid in this project. Moving away from communicative 
planning theory, agonism, based on the philosophy of Chantal Mouffe (1999; 
2000), is based upon “permanent provocation” (Foucault in Pløger, 2004, p. 
74) and “strife” (Lyotard in Pløger, 2004, p. 72–74). Orthodox planning models 
have relied on consensus-based approaches and rarely resolve disputes, 
instead reproducing power relations (Porter, 2011, p. 478). Agonism takes 
conflict as a given and accepts planning as a political discipline (McGuirk, 
2001, p. 214). Agonism, helpful here in so far as it rejects consensus, ought 
to be seen in productive tension with the related subtheoretical practice of 
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insurgent planning. The insurgent planner directly confronts settler colonial-
ism and capitalist power relations. This form of counterplanning does not 
abandon planning but seeks its understand it in its historical context in order 
to better unravel the accepted epistemological expectations that foreclose on 
discussions of land and decolonization from inside the discipline, in pursuit 
of a nonmonolithic practice that would be better equipped to confront 
the settler state and ally itself as an accomplice alongside decolonization 
movements. 

“Decolonizing our approaches to urban planning and policy requires that we 
consciously decenter ‘Western’ authority over procedural and substantive 
knowledges that dominate and presume cultural neutrality” (Walker and 
Belanger, 2013, p. 196), write Ryan Walker and Yale Belanger in their study 
of Aboriginal planning policy on the Canadian Prairies. And by means of 
“expanding its repertoire” (Walker and Belanger, 2013, p. 196), planning as 
a cultural practice would replace this colonial and extractivist logic, tied to 
centralized state bureaucracies. Australian theorist Libby Porter has worked 
towards radical model of coexistence. According to her, planning with clear 
intentions to promote Indigenous claims “question[s] the foundations of 
Western planning: its conceptualizations of space and place, its understand-
ing of human–environment relationships, and its assumptions about the cor-
rect forms of governance and management of both those things” (Porter, 2013, 
p. 478). Similar to agonism and insurgent planning, coexistence, as called for 
by Porter, is “comfortable with conflict and the possibility of incommensura-
bility. It does not seek to resolve away the tensions inherent in any post-co-
lonial relationship, but sees that as constitutive of this particular social 
domain” (Porter, 2013, p. 291). In sum, these theories recognize planning’s 
contradictions and the conflict that is inherent in the act of planning, turning 
on orthodox models that seek objectivity and, perhaps most importantly, 
deny a monolithic professionalization of planning the fundamental value 
that has historically been ascribed to it. Promoting a nonmonolithic practice 
requires amplifying existing practices based on traditional knowledge and 
an economy of fishing, hunting, trapping, and gathering, which allows us to 
return to the current planning regime in the Lower Athabasca.

The ACFN and MCFN’s Traditional Land Resource Use Management Plan 
(TLRUMP) represents an effort to prioritize knowledge of land over industrial 
development and understand the scope of history from which planning 
regimes have emerged. The TLRUMP intends to offer a means of providing 
information on resources and the rights associated with them, as well 
management and consultation processes with both federal and provincial 
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authorities. In the words of the ACFN and MCFN, the TLRUMP would 
“provide information necessary to understand the land and resource uses, 
interests and rights of the First Nations in Provincial and Federal land and 
resource management planning, decision-making and consultation processes” 
(King and Lepine, 2010, p. 3) and begin to confront that which is missing from 
LARP itself. The very intention of the TLRUMP recognizes the disparity 
between Indigenous and colonial modes of planning. Through this plan, 
capacities could be built that would allow a community such as the ACFN 
or MCFN to more fully and adequately be represented within provincial 
planning processes. “The purpose of the TLRUMP is to provide scientifically 
credible and culturally appropriate information on the land and resource 
requirements of the ACFN for the meaningful exercise of Treaty 8 rights—
now and into the future” (King and Lepine, 2010, p. 3). The development of 
this alternate approach is an important step towards sovereignty. Given this, 
Alberta’s minister of the environment, Shannon Phillips,’ —a member of the 
now ruling New Democratic Party— has recognized the importance of the 
consultation process: “[This] is an opportunity for me to listen to the input 
that First Nations and Métis have when it comes to managing cumulative 
impacts and land-use planning” (Giovannetti and Cryderman, 2015). Although 
the consultation process was emphasized in LARP, the development of the 
TLRUMP and the conflicting interpretations of value around Jackfish Lake 
and the Richardson backcountry demonstrate that the communicative 
strategies developed by the provincial planning authorities are irreconcilable. 
Although the TLRUMP remains one of many tools being leveraged by First 
Nations in opposition to continued colonial development, the ACFN and 
MCFN have made it clear that honoring their rights to land-based economies 
and livelihoods will require not policy reform but a transformation in the 
way settler society lives with, knows, and shares resources with First Nations. 
This is detailed in their letter requesting a review of LARP: 

The Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation submits that the reduction of 
its relationship to its lands to a line on a map, or the square kilome-
tres within said line, is overly simplistic and ignores the cultural real-
ity that different parts of traditional lands are relied on for different 
resources, at different times. It also ignores the Dene cultural reality 
that knowledge about the land is more than simply physical features 
that can be empirically discovered and charted. (Daniels, 2014, p. 4) 

This statement reflects a way of life that is incongruous with cadastral 
mapping and single-use land-use management. The concepts of property and 
boundary are entrenched in the ideology of colonialism, and they become 
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acute during the planning process. In the dynamic that plays out between 
orthodox planning, its history of dispossession, and the methods that are 
used to contextualize and resist the dispossession that arises from these 
regimes, I see an opportunity to remake the practice of planning; much of the 
theoretical work is already being done outside of the planning profession, as 
we have seen with Blomley and others. Building on the work of Indigenous 
legal scholars such as John Borrows (2015; 2016) and Val Napoleon (2005), 
Métis scholar Zoe Todd’s work provides some contemporary and valuable 
insight. Todd’s work is based on principles of ethical relationality, wherein 
colonizers and colonized alike share in the project of decolonization, and of 
theories of principled pragmatism. (For “ethical relationality,” see: Donald, 
2009; For “principled pragmatism,” see: Kuptana, 2014). These concepts 
should have more resonance within planning theory. Todd’s work has looked 
at human–animal relationships, particularly in arctic Canada, which allows 
one to shift away from anthropocentric frameworks and acknowledge the 
plurality of legal orders in Canada. Kinship and relatedness are given as 
examples that often fall outside of the priorities of state planning. “The 
way we build cities and the way we construct cities have largely erased 
those duties and obligations, and have shifted our understanding of how we 
come to be in these places” (Todd, 2016). Orienting practice towards these 
responsibilities, planning needs to be extremely careful to avoid any form 
of incorporation or assimilation, and work towards a means of confronting 
the past while accounting for a proper politics of decolonization. To the 
settler planner, these kinship models may offer a means of working towards a 
different world—and profession. In a recent talk at the University of Toronto’s 
John H. Daniel Faculty of Architecture, Landscape, and Design, Todd (2016) 
described her theory of “refraction” as 

[t]he ways in which Indigenous actors work within and between legal 
orders and knowledge systems in order to operate within the layered 
and embedded structures, institutions, and power relations of ongo-
ing colonialism in Canada. So through refractions, colonial logics are 
scattered and redirected through Indigenous kinship stories, cosmol-
ogies, in order to maintain local self-determination with regards to 
human–environmental and human–animal relations. (Todd, 2016)

Todd’s research on the Paulatuuqmiut of Arctic Canada’s involves “fish 
pluralities”—the multiple ways of knowing fish from within Inuvialuit 
culture—and the non-Eurocentric patterns of economy and social rela-
tions that emerge from this relationship wherein people, fish, and land 
become more enmeshed in social relations and policy (Todd, 2014). As the 
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nonhuman assumes a more centralized role, navigating colonial legal order 
becomes less intelligible without reference to and registration of Indigenous 
knowledge. Todd described her work as “an intervention into imaginaries of 
cities existing without responsibility, and looks to centre the non-human in 
discourses where Indigenous territories are compromised by ongoing colonial 
interventions” (Todd, 2016). To Todd, a new means of thinking through the 
process of resistance to settler models would sit alongside Indigenous resur-
gence, and refraction itself acts as a valuable complement to other strategies 
of decolonization.

In describing the tar sands as a product of settler colonialism, Preston has 
written, “This history of corporate and government alliance, which ulti-
mately functioned to strip Indigenous Nations of their land base, is still at 
work” (Preston, 2013, p. 48). Although there may be a tendency to view the 
environmental violence of the tar sands as a series of passing events or crises, 
a more ecological and sociohistorical account of the region’s development 
necessitates action. As planners concerned with the means by which we may 
confront the settler colonial present, a method of planning must be devised 
that incorporates the flows of energy and history and denies the spatial 
supremacy of the grid. 

Postscript: Meet the New Boss?  
In large part as a result of the resistance by First Nations, including the 
Athabasca Chipewyan and Mikisew Cree, LARP is now under review. 
Requests for a review of LARP came from six Aboriginal groups in total. 
In the summer of 2014, in accordance with the Alberta Land Stewardship 
Regulation, a panel was convened to review and offer advice on determining 
how Aboriginal communities were “directly and adversely affected by either 
a specific provision or provisions in the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan” 
(Province of Alberta, 2014). In May 2015, Alberta’s centre-left New Democratic 
Party (NDP) was elected after 44 years of Conservative party rule. The panel 
was convened during the final months of the Conservative reign and the NDP 
has simply inherited it. In February 2016, an embargoed report to the First 
Nations panel was obtained by Canadian media, running in Canada’s largest 
circulating national daily, The Globe and Mail. What the Alberta government 
intends to do with the findings remain unclear. However, the initial details of 
the report confirm the claims made by Indigenous communities (Weber, 2016; 
Carmichael, 2016). The findings have not been officially released publicly 
but have been shared with the six First Nations that initiated the review. 
In the case of inclusivity, the report is damning, suggesting that the gov-
ernment did not properly integrate First Nations into the planning process. 
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Importantly, the findings reveal an understanding of the consequences of 
continuing without the full integration of First Nations’ knowledge, and the 
panel recommends the development of a “traditional land use management 
framework.” As Eriel Deranger, spokesperson for the ACFN, explains, “Failing 
to implement such a framework leaves industry, regulators, stakeholders, 
governments, and First Nations asking important questions about Aboriginal 
Peoples’ constitutionally protected rights in their Traditional Land Use 
territories, which conflict with future development activities in the Lower 
Athabasca Region” (Deranger in Carmichael, 2016).

The region has seen a series of shocks since LARP was first approved and 
since it came up for review (the review is ongoing), not least of which have 
been the province’s election of an NDP government and the bottoming out of 
the price of oil, which has temporarily halted much of the tar sands produc-
tion; indeed its production is at the slowest rate since its initial boom in 2003. 
These two changes have altered the labour dynamics of the region while 
placing the government in a position to act with a different sense of priorities. 
In addition, in the Summer of 2016, the region’s worst-ever wildfire was a 
reminder of the fragility of orthodox planning. The fires have devastated 
the region, including the major city of Fort McMurray, where hundreds of 
structures were destroyed and entire neighborhoods cleared. That the region 
needs to undergo a massive change in planning has merely been exposed 
through these events. 
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The traditional ancestral land of the Musqueam people, one of Canada’s First 
Nations, has never been ceded. Yet most of this land has been settled and 
developed by others and referred to as part of the City of Vancouver in British 
Columbia (BC), Canada. This has resulted in tension as the ownership and 
rights to protect this land are continuously called into question, especially 
when challenged by ancient claims. Such is the case near the edge of the 
present-day Vancouver city limits, where an ancient Aboriginal city named 
cəsnaʔəm (pronounced ts-uh-na/uh-m) once existed. Located on the banks 
of the Pacific Ocean, it was also the site of a significant burial ground for the 
nomadic peoples of the area. These ancient peoples are the ancestors of the 
present-day Musqueam band who live near the site, and their descendants 
demand protection of their buried family.

This paper investigates whether a modern-day conflict over development on 
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cəsnaʔəm was a turning point for the protection of Aboriginal burial sites in 
BC and Canada at large. The 2011 to 2014 conflict on this site acts as a case 
study into the successes and failures of present-day policy, preservation, and 
media strategies. After a discussion of the relevant history and policies that 
led to the modern conflict at cəsnaʔəm, I explore five distinct questions to 
determine whether the future of Aboriginal site protection has been signifi-
cantly altered by the outcomes of the conflict.

First, a policy analysis is performed to determine whether present legisla-
tion is sufficient for protection and whether it can be applied to sites like 
cəsnaʔəm. I then examine the current relationship between the provincial 
government and indigenous groups: are they able to work well together, and 
are best practices being cultivated? The analysis turns next to the econom-
ics of Aboriginal burial-site preservation and the challenge of protecting 
what has legally become settled, private land. The role of media and public 
relations around the conflict are also considered. Finally, I address changing 
narratives around the site and these stories’ applicability to a collective 
Canadian history.

After analysing these five themes, I conclude that a precedent has been set for 
the successful protection of Aboriginal burial sites, particularly the challeng-
ing subset of sites located on private property in BC. Greater protections at 
the Provincial level are expected for future claims.

Musqueam History
Before analysis on the site’s modern-day conflict is begun, it is necessary to 
provide context, including a history of the Musqueam peoples in this area 
and of the early excavation history of the site. This cannot be done without 
reference to the greater context of Canadian–First Nations relations. This 
relationship is particularly important in the province of BC, where the land 
was never ceded and the majority of the relationships were never codified 
under formal treaties.

To begin, the Musqueam people are the direct descendants of the ancient 
Coast Salish peoples who used the cəsnaʔəm site. There is evidence of Coast 
Salish occupation of the area as early as 9000 BC. The Musqueam are not 
the only descendants: Coast Salish peoples extend from Vancouver Island 
through parts of Washington State (Porter, 1989). The term Coast Salish 
describes groups of tribes in this area using a related Salishan language. 
In more recent centuries, however, the Musqueam tribe members were the 
primary residents of this area and continue to live there today. Their reserve 
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is about 10 kilometres to the west of the site and is home to more than a thou-
sand citizens. The Musqueam people are formally recognized as an “Indian 
band” but the term “tribe” is also appropriate to describe this group.

The Canadian government uses two terms to describe ancient peoples in 
Canada: Aboriginal and First Nations. Canada’s Aboriginal peoples encom-
pass all first inhabitants, including the Inuit and Métis. This term is codified 
in the Canadian Constitution Act, 1982 under Section 35, the article recog-
nizing Aboriginal rights. Specifically, it states “The existing aboriginal and 
treaty rights of the aboriginal peoples of Canada are hereby recognized and 
affirmed. In this Act, ‘aboriginal peoples of Canada’ includes the Indian, Inuit 
and Métis peoples of Canada.” The term First Nations excludes these two 
additional groups and is generally seen as a replacement for the offensive title 
of “Indian.” Thus, the Musqueam are both a First Nations and an Aboriginal 
people. This paper is interested in Aboriginal burial-site protection in BC but 
recognizes that there are also limited Métis and Inuit histories in this area.

Canada’s relationship with its Aboriginal peoples is contentious at best. 
Presently the relationship is moving in the direction of reconciliation, but 
there is a long history of settler colonialism and Aboriginal oppression. The 
scope of this paper is not suited to a full analysis of this record, and those 
unfamiliar with the Canadian Aboriginal context might consult a text such 
as Aboriginal People and Colonizers of Western Canada to 1900 by Sarah Carter 
for additionally history, as well as Edward J. Hedican’s Ipperwash: The Tragic 
Failure of Canada’s Aboriginal Policy, for insight into modern-day conflicts over 
land and government (Carter, 1999; Hedican, 2013).
 
Site History
While the cəsnaʔəm site lies somewhat inland today as a result of silt collec-
tion over centuries, it used to be where the Fraser River, the primary water-
way in the region, met the Pacific Ocean. This location was an important 
and productive nomadic village, used on a recurring basis (Menzies, 1938, p. 
360). Tracing back more than four thousand years, but still in use in the 1700s 
and 1800s when Western explorers reached the Pacific Coast, these village 
grounds were called cəsnaʔəm in the Musqueam language of hən̓q̓əmin̓ə. They 
were an integral hub of the regional network of Coast Salish peoples in the 
area (Roy, 2010, p. 16). 

As former Musqueam chief Wendy Grant said, “The Musqueam nation con-
siders [cəsnaʔəm] to be one of the most meaningful storehouses of the history 
and culture of our people” (Roy, 2010, p. 17). The early Western narrative 
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regarding the site, however, has treated it as “a dump site,” “a campsite,” or 
as “a dumping ground for clam shells and bodies” rather than an important 
nomadic city (Roy, 2010, p. 113). Such denigration is recorded as early as 1884, 
during construction on the site, when two members of the Canadian gov-
ernment “removed ancestral remains and gave them to the Natural History 
Museum of New Westminster” (Smith, 1903). The site was referred to in these 
earliest recorded descriptions as a shell-heap and pile of discarded artifacts, 
with no references to its peoples or relatively recent past as a city. These 
narratives helped to convey the idea that these bodies had been disregarded 
and not properly buried through spiritual practices; in the Western narrative, 
therefore, the land was not considered a legitimate funeral ground. As a 
result of that narrative, the site was allowed to be developed. In 1865, George 
Garypie, a settler who was married to a local Musqueam woman, applied 
to the BC Government to take control of the land on the Fraser river bank, 
including the Marpole Midden, for farming. Even though the cəsnaʔəm and 
its burial grounds had been identified to the Government by this time, and 
should have been protected under the Indian Grave Act of 1865, the land 
request was granted (Roy, 2010, p. 46). The site was not considered a gravesite, 
but instead treated as “forgotten remains” throughout its early history, 
which is how it avoided initial protection under this Act. This was likely a 
deliberate ignorance and oppression of Musqueam claims to further Western 
settler development on the site, as was common in Canadian–First-Nations 
relations.

Anthropologic research formally began in the village of Marpole in the 1880s. 
Continuing the aforementioned narrative, the term “midden” was applied to 
the site by the first archaeologists who studied it. The term midden is defined 
by the Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th edition, as “1: dung hill; 
2a: a refuse heap; 2b: a small pile (as of seeds, bones, or leaves) gathered by a 
rodent (such as a pack rat).” This term referred exclusively to the shell deposits 
and refuse found on the site, and the cultural artifacts or burials were ignored 
(Menzies, 1938, p. 359). The main archaeologist was Charles Hill-Tout, and 
his research on the site was conducted scientifically—each “item” found was 
removed, and its exact position and burial depth was documented (Menzies, 
1938, April, p. 360). 

Because it was not considered a graveyard, there were limited policy resources 
for its protection for many decades after archaeological research began. No 
governmental body was responsible for the protection of “salvage” archaeol-
ogy at dump sites, which these grounds were now considered (Forbis, 1961, 
p. 257). A paper by Richard G. Forbis from 1961 highlights concerns for the 
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erosion of Canadian history resulting from a lack of conservation policy for 
archaeological sites. He notes that the only protection came from designa-
tions under what would become the Historic Sites and Monument Act. 

The Marpole Midden site received that designation in 1933, prior to the 
formalization of the act, under a committee led by Parks Canada. However, 
the initial heritage status of this site came primarily from its archaeological 
significance rather than the Aboriginal history it contains. A local historian 
described the designation as “a scientific memorial” that celebrated man’s 
ability to find “objective truth” from archaeological investigation (Roy, 2010, 
p. 100). The exclusion of the Aboriginal history was made evident by the lack 
of Musqueam presence at the designation ceremony (Roy, 2010, p. 102). The 
status was given primarily as a result of the archeological work undertaken 
rather than its findings or the site’s origins. Designation as a heritage site 
meant only commemoration, not conservation or preservation; it confers no 
formal protections under the law. 

After its designation as a historical site, there is limited academic research 
or media reporting on conflicts over the cəsnaʔəm land until the present day. 
Throughout this uncontested period there were additional policies created 
to protect and restore sites of great importance to the Aboriginal peoples 
who claim them. An overview of those policies at municipal, provincial, and 
federal levels is presented prior to the analysis of the modern-day conflict.

Municipal
The City of Vancouver does not presently have any municipal regulations 
applicable to this case. There is no policy that governs Aboriginal affairs or 
historic site protection in city legislation. There is presently only a designa-
tion for “built heritage” that has architectural significance and is therefore 
afforded protection from demolition without dedicated review and permis-
sion from the city. Although the city did formally acknowledge in city council 
meetings in June 2014 that the city lies on unceded Aboriginal territory, 
providing some precedent for greater protection in the future, that occurred 
after the resolution of the cəsnaʔəm conflict (Meiszner, 2014). 

Provincial
There are multiple policies in place through the provincial government that 
should be protecting cəsnaʔəm. First, the 1865 Indian Graves Act, which was 
replaced in 1867 by an ordinance to prevent the violation of Indian graves, 
was passed to provide protection to Indian (now First Nations) gravesites 
and against their appropriation by new settlers to BC. The ordinance created 
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POLICY

Heritage 
designation

Municipal

Municipal

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Federal

Federal

None

Recognized after 
the conflict

Limited: site was 
not considered a 
grave

Limited: site 
not privately 
owned, funerary 
traditions of 
the Aboriginal 
peoples not 
considered 
monuments

High: all 
heritage sites 
predating 
1846 are to be 
automatically 
protected

Limited: No 
protections 
afforded without 
Crown purchase 
of site

Limited: 
Artifacts 
removed from 
cəsnaʔəm can 
be returned to 
Musqueam

n/a

2014

1865
[1867]

1973

1979

1953

1985

Historic preservation status 
for sites with architectural 
significance; cannot currently be 
applied to historic sites

Recognition that the city lies on 
unceded Aboriginal territory

To protect the appropriation of 
Indian grave sites by settlers—
required provincial approval 
before disruption of any grave

Protections for all cemeteries with 
funerary monuments in British 
Columbia

Protections for sites containing 
archaeological or cultural material

Commemoration of historic sites 
valuable to Canada’s history

Repatriation of artifacts removed 
from sites to their original owners

City council 
ruling

Indian 
Graves Act*

BC 
Cemeteries 
Act

Heritage
Conservation 
Act

Historic 
Sites and 
Monuments 
Act

Cultural 
Property 
Export and 
Import Act

LEVEL DESCRIPTION DATE APPLICABILITY

* replaced by An Ordinance to prevent the violation of Indian Graves

Policy Overview
The table below summarizes relevant policy that could play a role in the pro-
tection of this burial ground, as well as its applicability to the cəsnaʔəm site.
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a fine for the removal or destruction of any object from an Indian grave 
without provincial approval. However, because of the narrative surrounding 
the cəsnaʔəm site, it was not treated as an active grave and was not protected 
under the ordinance.

Specific to cases involving funerary monuments, the provincial government 
has the BC Cemeteries Act. Although it should, ideally, provide protection 
for burial sites, it has tended to be inapplicable to Aboriginal burial grounds 
for two reasons: first, it does not currently apply to sites not privately owned 
(Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs, 2005), and second, as a result of the 
distinctively different cultural rituals surrounding burial at Aboriginal sites, 
which often contain many artifacts, the sites are treated more as archaeolog-
ical remains than as what constitutes a cemetery under the act (Blair, 2005). 
The lack of the funerary monuments one sees in modern Western traditions 
has limited the act’s applicability.

Finally, and most importantly in this case, the provincial government in BC 
has the Heritage Conservation Act of 1979 (British Columbia, 1996). It is the 
most applicable piece of policy to this case. This act codifies the protection 
of sites containing archaeological or cultural material. Here, even with the 
“abandoned” narrative surrounding the site, it should be eligible for protec-
tion. Specifically, it indicates under Section 13(d) that all heritage sites predat-
ing 1846 are to be automatically protected (Blair, 2005, p. 2). It also makes it 
illegal to damage or change anything from a burial site without permission 
and permit from the BC Archaeology Branch, the body that a developer must 
get permits and development permission from to begin construction at any 
site that has known archaeological value, as occurred at the start of the 2011 
cəsnaʔəm conflict.

Federal
The government of Canada passed the Federal Historic Sites and Monuments 
Act in 1953. It was modelled after a similar advisory board that had served 
under Parks Canada authority since 1919. Its role was to commemorate his-
toric sites across the country. Legally speaking, although it has the authority 
to designate sites historic, the board has limited protection authority. It may 
acquire and provide administration and preservation services to historic sites, 
on behalf of the Crown, through purchase (Canada, 1985b). No discussion of 
purchasing the Marpole Midden has been made publicly available, and Crown 
acquisitions are limited.

It is important to note that the federal government has broad jurisdiction 
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over “Indian Relations” in Canada. This can make provinces hesitant to 
engage in Aboriginal policy at risk of overlapping authority. One piece of 
applicable federal legislation is the Cultural Property Export and Import Act, 
which allows for the repatriation of artifacts found at sites such as cəsnaʔəm 
but does not protect the sites themselves (Canada, 1985a). Under the act, any 
unearthed artifacts would be returned to the Musqueam people, but the 
burial site would be disrupted to do so and would not gain protection.

The Modern-Day Conflict
The modern-day conflict at cəsnaʔəm began in January 2011 when a developer 
sought permission to build a five-story condominium building on a private 
site in South Vancouver. As described above, at the time of the permit applica-
tion, the historic significance of the area containing the site was known. The 
developer’s site lay atop a portion of the ancient burial ground, on the des-
ignated heritage site of the Marpole Midden. The Musqueam First Nations, 
who are the most direct descendants of the Coast Salish people who used 
this site, appealed to the BC Archaeology Branch, asking that the burial site 
not be disturbed. Despite this, permits were issued for the developer to begin 
construction. They were issued under the Heritage Conservation Act, as is 
required by the Provincial Government for any site with previously known 
archaeological significance (Musqueam Indian Band, 2011). 

Construction of the condominium building continued without further noted 
protests by the Musqueam, until a year later, in January 2012, when a fully 
intact adult burial was found. The developer again applied for a permit from 
the BC Archaeology Branch, this time to remove the remains and continue 
construction (Musqueam Indian Band, 2011). This prompted renewed protests 
by the Musqueam people. Construction was successfully stopped while the 
Musqueam band entered legal discussions with the province of BC and the 
developer. For four weeks, construction remained halted as these parties met, 
but when no decision was reached, construction resumed (Musqueam Indian 
Band, 2011). Four months later, two infant burials were found and partially 
uncovered on the site (Musqueam Indian Band, 2011). This discovery of more 
human remains led to renewed action by the Musqueam band. Much larger, 
high-profile protests were organized, and a continuous vigil, meant to last 
until construction was permanently halted, began at the site. A large number 
of articles in local and national newspapers covered the protest beginning in 
April 2012.

The Musqueam not only wanted construction halted, they wanted a per-
manent resolution that returned ownership of at least this portion of the 
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cəsnaʔəm site to their tribe. They began negotiations with the city and the 
province. In initial discussions, they proposed a land swap. They advocated 
for the approval of increased density for the developer elsewhere in the city of 
Vancouver, equal to the value of the cəsnaʔəm site. The cəsnaʔəm land would 
then be returned to the Musqueam, and they would create a public park that 
celebrates the heritage of the site (Matas, 2012). The province did not approve 
the land swap, but after more than a hundred days of vigil by the community, 
the developer’s construction permits were revoked (Reynolds, 2012).

Despite the cessation of construction, the situation remained unresolved. 
The Musqueam were in the position to buy the piece of land, with the help of 
the province. They were willing to contribute millions of dollars towards the 
cost, obtained from the sale of other pieces of their land to the provincial gov-
ernment (CBC News, 2012a). The proposal of purchase was deferred for a full 
year until, in October 2013, the land was finally sold to the Musqueam people 
for an undisclosed amount (Cole, 2013). It is important to recognize that the 
ultimate resolution was reliant on Musqueam purchase of unceded land.
The successful resolution of this conflict in favour of the protection of the 
burial site could be seen as a turning point for future protection of Aboriginal 
burial sites in BC. Through the analysis of the policy and tactics used to come 
to a successful conclusion, the legitimacy of this claim will be evaluated.

Analysis
1. Policy Successes and Failures
Although there is substantial policy, especially at the provincial level, that 
should, ideally cover the protection of the cəsnaʔəm site, its application has 
been limited. Because of the early narrative surrounding the site, what should 
be applicable is often made inadmissible. For example, the initial lack of 
application of An Ordinance to prevent the violation of Indian Graves allowed 
the burial ground to become private land instead of being protected from 
development. 

As the narrative shifts toward being more respectful of the site as a burial 
ground, already-codified policies can be applied by the government in pro-
tection cases. The policies are sufficient in theory but need to be applied in 
practice. The Heritage Conservation Act is the best example of this; through 
the act, construction was halted multiple times and eventually ceased per-
manently. Permits had initially been granted, and the province spent months 
determining the degree of the act’s applicability to private lands; cəsnaʔəm set 
a precedent for the applicability of the act to such situations.



164  

There is ample discussion by local academics of how present policy is insuf-
ficient in practice to successfully protect burial sites. The Scow Institute, in 
a 2005 article titled “The Non-Protection of Canadian Aboriginal Heritage,” 
attributes the lack of provincial application of policy to Aboriginal sites to not 
wanting to step on the federal jurisdiction of Aboriginal affairs (Blair, 2005). 
The overlapping legal jurisdictions are a major issue. In addition, the Union 
of British Columbia Indian Chiefs has produced a tool kit for bands to use in 
heritage preservation (Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs, 2013). The 
chapter titled “Village Sites and Burial Grounds” highlights how sites used 
by nomadic groups such as the Coast Salish peoples have consistently been 
neglected under BC policy. Both of these papers generally deem the policy 
sufficient on its face; the policy failure is when it is cannot be applied to 
Aboriginal burial grounds. 

A recent document, titled “Declaration on the Safeguarding of Indigenous 
Ancestral Burial Grounds as Sacred Sites and Cultural Landscapes,” was 
produced by a large group of scholars after the Marpole Midden conflict 
(Anderson, 2014). It called for more robust policy and increased application of 
present policy to Aboriginal cases. The authors cite BC specifically as an area 
for concern in Canada, calling for greater protection of intangible heritage 
and the inclusion of oral traditions as credible evidence toward the need for 
site protection. This recent academic work, done after the cəsnaʔəm conflict, 
has identified specific policy failures in that case that suggest areas for 
improvement in the future.

In this specific case, policy did succeed in protecting the site in the end. It was 
under the Heritage Conservation Act that the BC Archaeology Branch finally 
halted construction. This use of the Heritage Conservation Act set a prece-
dent for future cases that will, it is hoped, allow for quicker times to resolu-
tions and with less need for protest. Improved relations between government 
and Aboriginal groups will allow similar policies to provide protection in the 
future.

2. Government and Aboriginal Relations
The City of Vancouver’s municipal government was firmly in support of the 
Musqueam’s initial plan for a land swap. The mayor of Vancouver at the time 
of the conflict, Gregor Robertson, tweeted “Honoured to support Musqueam 
nation to protect @cusnaum heritage site. B.C. gov’t must enable land swap, 
respect ancestors” (Howell, 2012a). Unfortunately, the role of the municipal 
government in heritage conservation is limited, especially when dealing 
with privately-owned property. The city has a density-transfer program that 
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is similar to the land swap the Musqueam initially proposed; through this 
program, the city encourages developers to adapt and reuse historic buildings. 
The City of Vancouver heritage bylaws only apply protections to built heri-
tage; though it may also identify “Landscape Resources” and “Archaeological 
Sites,” it does not offer them formal protections like it does “Heritage 
Buildings”. (Vancouver, 2015). As of June 2017, the Marpole site is listed as an 
“Archeological Site” on the City of Vancouver’s “Vancouver Heritage Register”, 
but it is designated as heritage status “F,” which “indicates that the site is 
identified by the Federal Government as a National Historic Site. However, it 
is not legally protected unless it also has municipal or provincial designation, 
or a Heritage Revitalization Agreement” (Vancouver, 2017). The municipal 
government had no legal grounds to protect the site. The city called on the 
province to take an assertive role, but without a legal reason not to, they gave 
the necessary city permits for property owners to begin construction. The 
Musqueam have applauded the City of Vancouver for its cooperation, but ulti-
mately its role was limited to swaying the provincial government to negotiate 
(Musqueam Indian Band, 2011).

Much of the policy that is best equipped to provide protection for the 
cəsnaʔəm site is under provincial jurisdiction. Here the relationship is less 
applauded. The Musqueam believed that “the BC Government . . . appointed a 
dedicated facilitator, but [would] not engage in the process” and that coop-
eration between the band and the province did not materialize (Musqueam 
Indian Band, 2011). The weakness of this relationship showed in the struggle 
to come to a resolution. At multiple points over the course of the conflict, the 
provincial government was quoted as saying it did not have enough tools to 
bring to the table in terms of policy. There is too much policy that does too 
little, preventing the government from acting. The province is hesitant to 
come to the table when, in its eyes, it has no usable policy solutions, espe-
cially on private land. A reporter received this response from the province 
when questioning the Musqueams’ rights to the land: “Our government 
recognizes that the Marpole site has great significance to the Musqueam First 
Nation. This situation is complicated in part by the fact that this is private 
land. . . . The Province’s jurisdiction on this matter is restricted to the proper 
administration of the Heritage Conservation Act” (Brauer, 2012). This notion 
of “proper administration” highlights the difference between policy text and 
practice. The struggle to apply Heritage Conservation Act policy has further 
aggravated the relationship between the two parties, who have different 
understandings of the “proper” administration of this policy. The province 
seems primarily to be stalling when it comes to resolving these differences, 
likely because of economic concerns surrounding private land rights.
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3. The Economics of Aboriginal Site Preservation
The initial proposal from the Musqueam band to the province and developer 
was to acquire the land and compensate the developer through a land swap. 
This was outlined in an open letter to the premier of BC and the mayor of 
Vancouver, stating that the Musqueam would contribute several million 
dollars from other projects towards the purchase of the site, and the develop-
ers would receive an additional economic gain of a density bonus on city or 
provincial land (Matas, 2012).

There was certainly an understanding by the Musqueam, when initially 
trying to halt the project, of the need to compensate the developers who 
owned the property. According to the proposed terms of the land swap, 
the primary economic burden, though minimal, would then rest with the 
province. The province, however, eventually sold the land to the Musqueam, 
placing the economic burden back on the Aboriginal peoples. Either way, 
the financial burden was at no point placed on the developer, which set a 
productive precedent for future negotiations. Private land owners should 
not fear financial burden when such sites are claimed or discovered on their 
properties.

That said, the developers have said publicly multiple times that they see a 
ruling in favour of the Musqueam as a threat to private land rights. This is 
despite the land having been purchased, 50 years before, after it had been 
designated as a historic site and its history as a burial site was clearly docu-
mented. Also, the developer failed to undertake an archaeological dig in 2011 
before starting construction, which could have mitigated the issue prior to 
their incurring any construction costs (Reynolds, 2012). After the develop-
ment permits were halted, the spokesperson for the developer was quoted as 
saying, “By removing the permit to alter this site, the province has basically 
said to private land owners, ‘You can’t do anything with your site because 
we believe that there’s some archaeological resources on that site,’” as well 
as, “They have no intention of compensating us,” despite the proposals for 
protection from the very beginning, including compensation for the devel-
oper (CBC News, 2012b, para. 6). The dissatisfaction of the developer could be 
problematic in terms of future projects. The site’s history and the applicable 
heritage designation had both been made clear long before it was purchased 
and development began. The developers could have anticipated a heritage 
claim if they had done their due diligence regarding the initial purchase of 
the site. Although developers should not fear economic burden related to 
unexpected heritage claims, they should also be responsible for exercising 
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due diligence to ensure that any claims are made before they spend money on 
construction, which would minimize overall costs.

There is also the issue of the Musqueam purchasing land that has never been 
ceded, using money from the sale of other traditional lands to the province. 
The Musqueam band had sold a portion of its traditional land for provincial 
road expansion for $4.8 million (Howell, 2012b). However, that site was 
another piece of traditional land the rights to which the Musqueam were 
stripped of, in 1865 when it was allowed to become farmland. The displace-
ment of the Musqueam people from the land in the first place needs to be 
balanced with the private land rights, yet the province moved to “independent 
real estate mediation” (Howell, 2012b). This type of mediation is purely 
economic and does not consider ancestral right to the lands, which should by 
right confer some economic benefit on the Musqueam beyond a market rate.

The provincial government had the opportunity to “overcome the ‘private 
property’ issue,” according to commentary by Celia Brauer, by participating 
in the land swap and returning the heritage site to the Musqueam (Brauer, 
2012). An Aboriginal band being required to purchase unceded territory—its 
own ancestral land—is a common practice; such continuity with previous 
practices shows that there is still a ways to go.

4. Media and Public Relations
The Musqueam employed two tactics on the site that were very effective in 
drawing media and public attention. First was the continuous vigil on the site 
that blocked construction worker access. For more than a hundred days the 
Musqueam maintained a presence at the site, engaging with passing drivers 
on the busy commuter streets, as well as with members of the Marpole 
community. This went a long way toward making the issue widely known and 
was the most successful tactic used by the Musqueam in the resolution of the 
conflict.

Second, the Musqueam used protest tactics, such as blocking traffic on the 
busy, site-adjacent Arthur Laing Bridge. This occurred twice, once in May 
2012 and again in August 2012, with about a hundred Musqueam and sup-
porters marching on the bridge. The protests garnered much media attention 
because of the disruption of traffic, forcing the province into action.

Most of the media covered the protests in a positive light, focusing on how 
the land was ancestral and a long-time heritage site, as well as on how the 
Musqueam were planning to turn the land into a park. However, there was 
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still some coverage of the developers’ view that cast the protection of heritage 
in a negative light, mostly focusing on the economics, as discussed above. 
An article by Rich Hutchings titled “‘Cautionary Tale’ and ‘Game Changer’—
Media Response to Marpole Midden Decision” concludes that large media 
hegemony reinforced the dominant views of contemporary society: opposed 
to preservation and in favour of economic development—even though articles 
may have initially appeared positive in nature (Hutchings, 2012). That was 
especially apparent in some of the articles regarding the Musqueam purchase 
of the site. The province is portrayed as “offering to give” the Musqueam 
money that is already owed to the band per previous agreements from provin-
cial transportation projects on Musqueam land (Howell, 2012b). An editorial 
by Craig McInnes frames the whole conflict as a scathing attack on private 
land rights (McInnes, 2012). Although some media coverage reinforced past 
narratives and neoliberal views on private land rights, most journalists moved 
in the direction of changing the narrative in favour of the preservation of this 
ancient burial site.

5. Changing Narratives
Overall, it appears that there has been a reframing of the conversation around 
the site in the mass media and public eye. The article “How could they do that 
to burial grounds,” by Andrea Woo in The Globe and Mail, shows how pass-
ersby begin to understand the site not as land conflict but as a lack of respect 
for these gravesites (Woo, 2012). The conversation moved from “forgotten” to 
“living” heritage and from “buried objects” to a “spiritual ancient grave site.” 
Public opinion has shifted toward better respect for Aboriginal heritage as a 
living artifact rather than a set of physical objects.

The other important part of this shift in the narrative is that there is greater 
connection with the broader public. Said Musqueam Chief Campbell, “We 
all live here and share the history. I think Musqueam history is everybody’s 
history and I hope people recognize that” (Matas, 2012). The Musqueam 
cəsnaʔəm site was framed as more accessible, as part of Canada’s national 
history. As the public more readily considers Aboriginal history as a shared 
history, protection of sites like this becomes more likely. Thousands of citi-
zens signed a petition to protect the site, and the greater community became 
involved in keeping vigil, with the mayor and other notable Vancouver 
citizens stopping by (CBC News, 2012a). 

The band’s desire to turn the land into a public park also resonated with the 
broader public. Chief Campbell described the area as “a jumbled collection 
of rundown buildings and car lots” and sold the vision of an interpretive 
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park providing a new entrance to the city from the South (Matas, 2012). That 
would require more land being purchased from surrounding sites, although 
the Musqueam had already purchased the Fraser Arms Hotel, located next 
door to the modern-day conflict site, in 1991 (Roy, 2010).  The idea of creat-
ing a park in this space is not new; the “Great Fraser Midden Foundation” 
had proposed something similar in 1957 (Roy, 2010). But with the changing 
narrative and increased respect for the Aboriginal history in this area, it looks 
more likely that the park will finally be built. 

A Turning Point?
A spokeswoman for the Musqueam band, Cecilia Point, sees the resolution 
of this conflict as “precedent setting in giving First Nations equal respect 
with non-natives” (Reynolds, 2012). The province ultimately halted construc-
tion under the Heritage Conservation Act because the “discovery of burial 
grounds on the property changed its heritage value,” and without Musqueam 
consent construction could not be authorized by the province. This was 
precedent setting in that both Musqueam and BC Archaeology Board per-
missions are now required. What the cəsnaʔəm case has really done to mark 
a turning point is its role in changing the narrative for better Aboriginal 
relations. The language has moved in a direction of respect for intangible 
(as opposed to built) Aboriginal heritage, and this is certainly a far cry from 
a century before at the Marpole Midden’s heritage designation ceremony. In 
addition, the Musqueams’ use of effective tactics, such as keeping vigil and 
strategic protest, has created a set of best practices that can be adapted for 
future situations.

However, looking at governmental bodies and their application of policy, 
cəsnaʔəm does not appear to have been a turning point at all. No significant 
changes in policy have been made as a result of the conflict, despite clear 
recommendations. Although the municipal government took a strong stance 
on the conflict, it did not take steps to create any municipal-level protection 
policies. There was also no discussion of adding Aboriginal heritage sites, of 
which there are many in Vancouver, to the local historic register. The munic-
ipal level of government wanted to take action and come to the table, but 
it had no policy through which to do so. On the other hand, the provincial 
government had the policy but wouldn’t come to the table. It also has not yet 
used the resolution as an opportunity to adapt the Heritage Conservation Act 
or to increase the applicability of other policies, such as the BC Cemeteries 
Act. Specific legal tools are still needed for sites that should have Aboriginal 
ownership but are currently on private lands. 
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A big issue preventing changes to policy is private land rights. Economically, 
although innovative measures were proposed, the Musqueams’ purchase of 
the land did not mark a turning point. A solution to this ideological conflict—
ancestral ownership versus what are now private lands—needs to be found, 
and it was not at cəsnaʔəm.

The most measurable way to see if cəsnaʔəm was indeed a turning point 
will be to look at its replicability in similar cases over the coming years. If 
this case proves itself to have guided future Aboriginal site policy, leading 
to easier and more productive outcomes, it will indeed have been a turning 
point. 
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“A space is something that has been made room for, something that is cleared 
and free, namely within a boundary Greek peras. A boundary is not that at 
which something strops but, as the Greeks recognized, the boundary is that 
fro which something begins its presencing.”1 

In recent years, the municipality of Tehran has been increasingly engaged 
in constructing public spaces, including parks and green areas in the capital 
city. Tehran’s Parks and Green Spaces Organization, which works under 
the auspices of the municipality, announced the main objectives of its new 
projects on its website:

1. Heidegger, Martin. 1975. “Building, Dwelling, Thinking.” In Poetry, Language, Thought, 
translated by Albert Hofstadter, Harper Colophon ed, 143–59. His Works Collection. New York: 
Harper & Row, 152.
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Management, development, maintenance, and supervision of public 
open spaces, recreation centers, tourist resorts, parks, and urban 
greenbelts in cooperation and collaboration with the governmental, 
public and civil organizations, and participation of the Tehrani 
citizens according to the rules and regulations of the ratified master 
plan and ratified detailed plans.2 

 

None of these objectives addresses the issue of gender segregation in gen-
eral. However, in 2007, the inauguration of the first women-exclusive park 
called Mother’s Paradise (Behesht-e Mâdarân) in Abbas Abad Hills of Tehran 
caused controversy [Map 1]. This was the first time since the 1979 Iranian 
Islamic Revolution that women were allowed to be present in public without 
a veil. The new gendered zone is highly policed and controlled from both 
inside and outside the fences. It is protected within its walls, which separate 
the inner public space from the outside, creating at the same time an area 
of isolation and freedom. Heidegger’s assertion shows that it is from this 

2.  Taken from the official Tehran Municipality website, retrieved from http://parks.tehran.ir/
default.aspx?tabid=204.

Shahrzad Shirvani Public Spaces of ‘Freedom’

Figure 1: Location of Mother’s Paradise in Tehran. The red arrows point towards the entrance 
gates. (source: Google Maps)
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bounded territory that new problems start to rise. The walled landscape, on 
one hand, initiates and forms a new kind of ‘freedom’ under the repressions 
of the Islamic Republic. On the other hand, it intends to form a new type of 
citizenship based on the conservative government’s desirable coding for what 
they consider “Iranian-Islamic Culture,” an invented legacy that has been 
promulgated extensively by the government in the past two decades. Further 
elaboration on this legacy requires a discussion on the importance of national 
identity in the contemporary history of Iran.

The Iran–Iraq war (1980 to 1988) and the death of the supreme leader 
Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989, plunged the Islamic Republic into a crisis of 
national identity and self-representation. Gradual detachment of the Islamic 
state and the nation, particularly the young generation who were born 
after the Revolution, alerted the conservative government to rethink the 
importance of ‘identity.’3 A few years after the war, Iran’s second supreme 
leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, with the help of the Ministry of Culture and 
Islamic Guidance, invented a legacy of “Iranian-Islamic” culture and lifestyle 
to reconstruct the fragmented social order. The assumption was that by 
changing the urban space, a new generation could be produced. However, 
the embedded duality of ‘Iranian’ and ‘Islamic’ left the combined term 
‘Iranian-Islamic’ indeterminate. In using the term ‘duality,’ I argue that 
the Iranian-Islamic legacy became a mediator between peoples’ nationalist 
mindsets that was remained from the dynastic Pahlavi era (1925 to 1979) and 
the conservative Shi’ite ideologies of the Islamic Republic (Ansari, 2012).4 This 
combination gradually started to produce a new culture of representation in 
architecture and urban design. The legacy thus became part of a larger mis-
sion for the state: construction of a new national identity for a young nation 
that was experiencing an ideological transformation.

3. In the early days after the revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini declared that the Islamic state 
and the nation should stay together to prevent dictatorship. The Supreme Leader’s complete 
speech is accessible on the digital archive of International Affairs Department of The Institute 
for Compilation and Publication of Imam Khomeini’s Works, retrieved from http://www.
imam-khomeini.ir/fa/n22974/. The Institute was first established by Ayatollah Khomeini’s son 
Ahmad and continued its progress under the supervision of Khomeini’s grandson and close 
relatives. See also Abrahamian, E. (1993). Khomeinism: Essays on the Islamic Republic. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. pp. 19-38.

4. Reza Shah’s nationalist views underpinned a political movement aimed at the transformation 
of national identity in Iran. He emphasized the notion of “pre-Islamic Persian civilization and 
culture.” I will elaborate in the Historical Background section, below. A synthesis of his ideas 
manifested in terms of Iranian culture and the Islamic conservative government’s attempts to 
revitalize Islamic culture eventually led to coinage of the term “Iranian-Islamic culture,” which 
contributed to the distinctive nature of Iranian nationalism and Iranian Islamism in a Shi’ite 
tradition.
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In a search for a solid definition of Iranian-Islamic identity and culture, 
I looked to the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance website (www.
farhang.gov).5 The 5th and 12th principles under Content Strategies emphasize 
“the attributes of Iranian-Islamic identity” and “Iranian-Islamic culture” 
without mentioning what those attributes are or how this term should be 
defined. However, the composite expression Iranian-Islamic has been used 
extensively in IRIB, the state-sponsored media.6 This research will further 

5. For more information on the principals see the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance 
website, retrieved from http://www.farhang.gov.ir/fa/intro/duty.

6. IRIB stands for Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting (Farsi term: Sedā va Sima-ye Jomhūrī-ye 
Eslāmī-ye Īrān). It is a large media organization founded in 1979 with the establishment of 
the Islamic Republic regime. Under the Pahlavi regime, the organization was called National 
Iranian Radio and Television (NIRT). According to the Islamic Republic’s constitution, radio 
and television should be “aligned with the course of perfection of the Islamic Revolution and 
serve the promotion of the Islamic culture and to this end benefit from the healthy collision 
of different ideas and seriously avoid spreading and propagating destructive and anti-Islamic 
tenets.”

Shahrzad Shirvani Public Spaces of ‘Freedom’

Figure 2. Borders that territorialize the gender-segregated area of Mother’s Paradise Park from 
surrounding environment. (source: by author)



179CRITICAL PLANNING 2017

examine how this legacy has been used in the women-exclusive park design 
in relation to policies of gender segregation. 

The main focus of this research is on the emergence of women-exclusive 
parks in the capital city, using the example of Mothers’ Paradise as a case 
study. A central goal is to show how public urban spaces, in this case places 
for leisure and recreation for women—become not only a way to live but a 
mode of social resistance. This research, then, will examine the notion of 
‘agency’ within this context. The research is an outcome of two months of 
field study, observations, and interviews with the park participants, whom 
include women users, security guards, gardeners, sellers, and the staff 
involved with the park on a daily basis. In addition, the study is dependent 
on secondary sources like books, journal articles, manuscripts, magazine 
articles, newspapers, online reports and interviews, government websites, 
and personal blogs. In recent years, personal blogs have been popular online 
public spaces for the new generation youth who wish to share opinions and 
ideas freely in public. 

Contextual and Theoretical Framework
The processes of state formation in Iran and the development of gender-seg-
regation policies could be better understood if studied in accordance with 
Foucauldian concepts of governmentality and exception. Even so, we must 
note that Iran, as a Middle Eastern country, presents a sociopolitical context 
that is significantly different from what Foucault describes. The Foucauldian 
framework for experiencing governmentality is concerned with systematic 
and pragmatic regulations of everyday urban practices by liberal govern-
ments in relation to their self-regulated social subjects. As Foucault states, 
governmentality covers a range of practices that “constitute, define, organize, 
and instrumentalize the strategies that individuals in their freedom can use 
in dealing with each other” (Foucault, 1998, p. 300) Aligned with his ideas, 
Nicholas Rose and Mitchell Dean both explore how contemporary Western 
societies are governed with freedom taken as the norm. According to these 
scholars, freedom is central to contemporary regimes because it structures 
contemporary government itself. To this extent, the idea of freedom could be 
considered an antithesis of government. Rose states: 

To be governed through our freedom: the very idea seems paradox-
ical. Freedom appears, almost by definition, to be the antithesis of 
government: freedom is understood in terms of the act of liberation 
from bondage or slavery, the condition of existence in liberty, the 
right of the individual to act in any desired way without restraint, the 
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power to do as one likes. (Rose, 1999, p. 62)

In the Western view, rules of exception can be positively viewed as decisions 
to consider selected populations and spaces as targets of calculative choices 
and value orientation (Ong, 2006, p. 5). Contemporary mentalities of rule 
introduce a new conception of freedom. The notion of freedom and the free 
conduct of individuals, according to Dean, becomes “the principle by which 
government is to be rationalized and reformed” (Dean, 2009, 155). Rose’s 
idea of freedom defines the term not as an abstract ideal, but as material, 
technical, practical, governmental. Freedom has inspired the invention of a 
variety of technologies of governing. According to him, freedom as an object 
of investigation “defines the problem-space within which contemporary 
rationalities of government compete” (Rose, 1999, 94). 

We should be aware that this research applies the idea of governmentality 
to the context of Iran, as a Middle Eastern country. One of the significant 
features of the cities under the sovereignty of the Islamic Republic regime is 
that they are severely controlled. Since the 1979 revolution, public spaces have 
been watched by the Morality Police for “proper” moral behaviors. This has 
affected women and young people in their everyday urban social relations and 
activities.7 What is evident in recent years is that new norms are being created 
both by the government and the people, such as legalizing the unveiling 
of women in particular controlled urban zones (for example, in the case of 
women-only parks); constructing shopping malls where youths can gather 
and mingle; and designing theme parks in central Tehran for controlling the 
youths’ leisure activities, gatherings, and movements. In these cases, urban 
public spaces turn into spaces of negotiation for the experience of a certain 
type of controlled and regulated freedom, which I attempt to explore. This 
paper then becomes a platform for experiences of a certain kind of freedom 
to be observed and identified. These experiences will help readers with a 
Western understanding of freedom to understand the concept in the context 
of a controlled regime of power. According to architectural historian Nezar 
AlSayyad, an ongoing clash of interests, irrespective of religious or cultural 
conflict, between Western countries and Muslim countries leads to differ-
ent notions of democracy and human rights (AlSayyad, 2002, pp. 106-107). 
Understandings of certain values, such as reason, tolerance, and freedom, 
therefore differ according to ideological viewpoints. 

7. The Morality Police, as an organ the president does not directly control, targets women in 
public and even private spaces in order to control their bodies, movements, and behavior in 
general based on strict Islamic codes of public behavior.
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To better explore the concept of freedom in a sociopolitical context, this 
research primarily draws inspiration from the idea of “make-believe” as a 
transition point as well as a threshold space. In Yael Navaro-Yashin’s book 
Make-Believe Space: Affective Geography in a Postwar Polity, the “make-believe 
space” is a social construct that refers not only to space and territory but also 
to modes of governance and administration and to material practice (Navaro-
Yashin, 2012). The make-believe that is discussed as an analytical category 
encompasses both “tangible materiality” and the “phantasmatic” without 
either being favored. Therefore, the material in the making and the phantas-
matic in the believing simultaneously contribute to both imagination and 
reality. This process of simultaneous making and believing invokes practices 
and ideologies in a specific make-believe space. The make-believe therefore 
confers a spatial quality on temporality in a present history. Navaro-Yashin 
argues, “all spaces, when aligned with state practices, have make-believe 
qualities” (Navaro-Yashin, 2012, p. 6). 

This research uses the idea of ‘make-believe space’ to create a framework for 
a new understanding of freedom as a ‘threshold space,’ existing somewhere 
between religious realities and modern global fantasies in the context of the 
Islamic Republic. This space in between reality and fantasy reconfigures 
relationships between governing and the governed. It can be argued that the 
new power relations that emerge in this threshold space produce a specific 
mode of governmentality in the context of the Islamic Republic. However, 
this mode of governance is different from what scholars such as anthropol-
ogist Aihwa Ong refer to in a Western context. It cannot be considered a 
style of reasoning and problematization that is concerned with transforming 
situations of uncertainty. It simply illustrates the effect of an ideological 
transformation in a conservative context of urban design and public spaces 
(Ong, 2006, p. 178). The make-believe will therefore be explored in relation to 
the specific site of the women-exclusive park, an enclosed publicness.

Exclusion: A Mechanism of Limiting ‘Freedom’
An investigation of the dynamic transformation of women before and after 
the 1979 revolution shows how attitudes toward women’s bodies have been 
framed and coded across various domains such as the family, the state, and 
political and religious organizations. According to Minoo Moallem, professor 
of gender and women’s studies at University of California at Berkeley, mas-
culinist narratives of an Islamic ummat, or fraternal community, a modern 
construction based on an imagined Islamic community, “relies heavily on the 
bodies of women and their mediation between the ‘we-ness’ of the Islamic 
ummat and the ‘other’ ” (Moallem, 2005, pp. 25-26) In this process, women 
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turn into ideological subjects, as their bodies become part of the conception 
of identity in the paradoxical context of a modern Islamic city. In this sense, 
the paradoxical desire for the freedom to be “unfree” emerges at a societal 
level (Moallem, 2005, p. 16). Subsequently, the notion of the self becomes 
increasingly dependent upon “the rearticulation of the personal and the 
political” (Moallem, 2005, p. 13).

Under restricted Islamic coding for ‘proper lifestyle,’ a man’s masculinity 
depended—and still depends, to a degree—on his economic power and 
moral authority over his household women. The role of women, however, 
was to develop skills in cooking, childbirth, taking care of children, cleaning 
and organizing domestic domains, and retaining their husband’s interest 
in sexual relations. According to Ong, male protection of female sexuality 
outlined the boundaries between spaces of males and females. This way, a 
woman could be considered her man’s property and controlling this property 
defined the collective identity of men in a traditional Islamic society (Ong, 
1990, p. 261). The patriarchal control of women’s bodies and sexuality is a 
major subject of religious and cultural discourses on how privileging heter-
onormativity in modernized societies creates gendered and sexual citizenship 
“as sites of exclusion and inclusion” (Moallem, 2005, p. 24).

The only way ‘exception’ can be discussed is to weigh the term against what 
can be considered normal in the same context. Ong describes the exception 
as “an extraordinary departure in policy that can be deployed to include as 
well as to exclude” (Ong, 2006, p. 5). This simultaneous colligation of inclu-
sion and exclusion illuminates mutations in the nature of sovereignty and 
citizenship. In spaces of exclusion, the geography of citizenship is reconfig-
ured and citizenship becomes disarticulated. Exception therefore allows for 
a measure of sovereign flexibility to be recognized by the population. The 
political exception is a decision made outside of a general rule and, subse-
quently, the exception itself becomes a new rule (Agamben, 1998). In the case 
of the park, the space of exception regulates a public understanding of how 
an Iranian-Islamic woman is allowed to be uncovered in a limited form of 
public space. This gives the women who use the park a new understanding of 
freedom and of how they should appear in different types of public spaces in 
the city, which eventually becomes a mental law. 

A Historical Background on the Importance of the ‘Veil’ in Iran
Gender is significantly related to the ways in which power is produced and 
mediated within modern culture. In the altering sociopolitical and religious 
context of Iran, veiling (hijab) has been one of the most crucial factors in 
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staging difference and in underlining gender, power, and authority (Moallem, 
2005, p. 28). Before and after the 1979 revolution, disciplinary practices of 
veiling and unveiling in public and the “positioning of the body in the order 
of the visible has been instrumental in practices of freedom”, and women’s 
understandings of the term (Moallem, 2005, p. 70). The dichotomous notions 
of the veiled Muslim woman and the Western woman juxtapose freedom and 
‘unfreedom.’ Moallem argues that “through dichotomous notions of veiled/
unveiled, Islamic/secular, Western/non-Western, and free/unfree, different 
and sometimes oppositional models of femininity are asserted and per-
formed through the consumption of goods and ideas” (Moallem, 2005, p. 16). 
According to her, the secular space is an amalgamation of religion, culture, 
and power. Therefore, any understanding of the term ‘nation’ needs to be 
informed by the issue of religion, particularly in the context of the Middle 
East (Moallem, 2005, pp. 11-14). 

In 1933 and 1934, a Reza Shah instituted mandatory unveiling (kashf-e-hijab) in 
public, along with the encouragement of men to dress in a Western way. One 
of the king’s strategies to rebuild a civilized and secular nation state—part of 
his projects of modernization and Westernization—involved the cleansing 
of religion. ‘Westernization’ in the Pahlavi era, according to Moallem, meant 
“the redisciplining of the body through the process of nation-state building” 
(Moallem, 2005, p. 12). Shah’s imposition of ‘Western lifestyle’ forced veiled 
women to take off their scarfs in public, despite their religious beliefs. 

In this civilizing mission, modernity and tradition were opposing poles. In 
Reza Shah’s conception of tradition, religion was the opposite of modernity 
and modernization (Moallem, 2005). Moallem argues that the revolution, 

Figure 3. The park allows women to take off their Islamic coverings. (source: by author)
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alongside the convergence of seemingly contradictory ideas such as religion 
and secularism and the identities of Iranians and Muslims, enabled the 
emergence of a specific Islamic subject. This revolutionary subject and indi-
vidual self thus transformed by changing appearances of the veil to negotiate 
day-to-day political, legal, religious, and economic obstacles. This marked a 
point of transformation and change in the construction of “civic body” as “an 
abstract body that is made public and politicized in a way that displays the 
connections between individual and collective identities, or that is marked as 
a place of inclusion or exclusion” (Moallem, 2005, p. 28). 

Modernization for Reza Shah was a process of racialization wherein the local 
was the inferior and the West was the superior. Women, in particular, “were 
born among the uncompromising world of binaries in the middle of a cultural 
war” (Moallem, 2005, p. 2). Although modern notions of femininity were 
evolving nationally, traditional families continued practicing patriarchic ways 
of controlling women’s bodies and minds. Women were therefore the subjects 
as well as the objects of this war. In opposition to the ideologies of the Pahlavi 
regime, the new state created various moral codes for the citizens regarding 
how to behave in public. They started to emphasize on Islamic rules of 
morality, particularly for women.

With the 1979 revolution, social norms started to change, but the path was 
not smooth. Mandatory female covering and the act of forced veiling by the 
Islamic state created social disorder and turmoil despite the state’s initial 
promises of ‘freedom of choice’. However, the Islamic government never suc-
ceeded in forming a national understanding of what was considered a ‘proper 
cover.’ Women who were gradually secularized during the Pahlavi era were 
now forced to be veiled and to adopt the traditional and religious ideologies 
of the conservative Islamic state. The dress codes were never constant and 
transformed over the years, even though hijab was a fixed rule for the appear-
ance of every woman in public. 

According to 2011 demographic reports from the Statistical Center of Iran 
(www.amar.org.ir), almost half (49%) of the total population (75,149,699) were 
women. Article 3 of the Constitution of the Iranian Islamic of Iran lists state 
goals, and among them Code 9, the “abolition of all forms of undesirable 
discrimination and the provision of equitable opportunities for all, in both 
the material and the intellectual spheres.” It also states as tenets (in Code 14) 
“securing the multifarious rights of all citizens, both women and men, and 
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providing legal protection for all, as well as the equality of all before the law.”8 

 Women in Iran, however, in their quest for political and gender equity, 
suffered throughout the history, and none of these codes was fully applied in 
actual life. 

It is striking that, in recent years, fashion has become a signifier for social 
modernization, particularly in the case of young women in Tehran. It rep-
resents a silent resistance that operates through women’s bodies in response 
to the coercive acts of patriarchy enforced by the state and by the society that 
has suppressed them for many years. Young women designers (who were born 
after the revolution) are creating their own individual and private fashion 
brands in the country as a form of active opposition against the imposed 
dress codes. Strategically, their secular trend is now redefining ‘mandatory 
Islamic coverings,’ thereby creating a paradox. This form of silent resistance 
was evident during my observations in the park area. What this study intends 
to show is that the construction of women-exclusive parks, despite being 
a governmental strategy and a method (practiced by the municipality) of 
assembling the Iranian-Islamic women citizen, provides a public exhibition of 
the conflict between freedom and control. This mechanism invokes a sense of 
resistance in the form of everyday activities and generates a new understand-
ing of freedom in young women users of the park.  
 
Therefore, throughout the research, a twofold understanding of freedom will 
be employed: a nation-building apparatus in the hands of the conservative 

8. For more information see Iran Human Rights Documentation Center: http://www.iranhrdc.
org/english/english/human-rights-documents/iranian-codes/3017-the-constitution-of-the-
islamic-republic-of-iran.html?p=5.

Figure 4. Fences that control the inside view from the outside. (source: by author)
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government and a ‘nonmovement’ representing a mode of silent resistance for 
the young women. The term “nonmovement,” coined by Asef Bayat, refers to 
“the collective actions of noncollective actors” that embody shared practices 
of ordinary people whose activities trigger social change (Bayat, 2013, p. 15). In 
this research, the nonmovement implies women’s deprival of self-expression 
in public, their struggle to improve conditions of social life. 

A Case Study in Tehran: Mother’s Paradise
On 15 hectares of land in Northern Tehran (District 3), where the view from 
outside is blocked by a number of tall trees, as well as a 13-foot (4-meter) 
iron wall, exists an exclusive paradise for women [Figure 1]. In my view it 
represents a green cage of freedom [Figure 2]. Around a thousand women 
visit the park every weekday.9 The identity of the park transforms one day a 
week—Friday—when the gates open up to all family members. This means 
that women using the park cannot be unveiled on Fridays (Mousavi Khesal, 
2015). On that particular day, women are only allowed to use the park as 
they use any other public space in the city: by accepting the state codes and 
regulations regarding how to appear in public. It is on Fridays, then, that the 
notions of freedom and constraint collide to show how conditional the rules 
of freedom are. 

The first gender-exclusive park in the capital city is a public space where 
women can freely take off their scarves and Islamic coverings and let their 
bodies feel the natural sunlight without men’s interference. The municipality 
defines women’s parks as green public areas that are secure and restricted, 
in order to provide opportunities for social interactions and recreational 
activities for women.10 Tehran Municipality declares the park’s purpose to 
be “a response to women’s ‘real’ needs in accordance with religious values 
and local and national cultures.”11 This shows that because of the existing 
restrictions in other public urban spaces, the park aims to provide a “secure 
and healthy environment for women users to spend social hours.”12 The 
municipality believes that the existence of such spaces is a practical solution 
that achieves two goals: first, it respects Islamic women’s religious ideologies 
and beliefs; second, it is compatible with the Islamic Republic’s laws and 
religious codes. In recent years, Tehran Municipality as a civic institution 

9. Taken from the official site of Tehran Municipality, retrieved from region3.tehran.ir.

10. Translated from Tehran Municipality’s official website. Parks.tehran.ir.

11. Ibid.

12. Taken from Agence France Presse. “Headscarves off in Tehran’s First Female-Only Park.” 
2016. Accessed October 29. https://www.wired.com/2008/06/afp-headscarves/.

Shahrzad Shirvani Public Spaces of ‘Freedom’



187CRITICAL PLANNING 2017

has attempted to reunite the new-generation youths with the Islamic gov-
ernment. Construction of a considerable number of public and recreational 
spaces such as parks, museums, libraries, shopping centers, sports centers, 
and other areas, is a proof of the municipality’s determination. 

During the first decade after the 1979 revolution, leisure and sports were 
considered “unnecessary and un-Islamic,” particularly for women (Shahrokni, 
2014, p. 93). The Islamic government’s broader goal, the production of pious 
mothers who followed Islamic coding of the state, forcefully dominated 
women’s bodies and behaviors in public. According to Nazanin Shahrokni, 
an individual scholar whose work is focused on gendered spaces in Iran, after 
the revolution, between the years 1979 and 2009, the state-imposed religious 
laws and Islamic coding that were related to gender issues, particularly in the 
case of women subjects. According to Shahrokni, it was in the 1990s, under 
the presidency of Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, when the idea of women-exclu-
sive parks first came into being (Shahrokni, 2014). According to the women’s 
magazine Zan-e Rooz, in 1993, the Presidential Center of Women’s Affairs, led 
by Shahla Habibi (Iran’s presidential advisor) pushed Tehran Municipality to 
designate Taleghani Park a women-only park. This was the first time since 
the revolution that the idea of women’s health in public started to become 
significant to the Islamic government, but the project never fully developed. 
However, this started serious discussions inside and outside the country 
regarding women’s issues under the Islamic Republic. Shahrokni argues that 
this change from prohibition to production represented a shift from purely 
ideological expressions of state power to a more practical understanding of 
women’s everyday problems. 

Consequently, questions of women’s leisure and exercise in public spaces and 
public health became crucial to the Islamic government, which resulted in the 
construction of new types of spaces. Moreover, it resulted in new understand-
ings of freedom and control of women’s bodily movements in public space. 
Shahrokni argues that the gradual (re)opening of spaces for women could 
therefore be considered in terms of the story of gradual (re)orientation of 
state power (Shahrokni, 2014, p. 97). Further, she argues, the problem-space of 
‘unhealthy bodies’ of compulsorily veiled women in public justifies the need 
for the opening of women-only parks (Shahrokni, 2014, p. 92). The competing 
power dynamics in this case reflect how various state institutions under 
the Islamic Republic regime need to adapt their ideologies and the so-called 
‘Islamic modes of thinking’ in order to more favorably situate themselves 
in the broader global and transnational context. According to Shahrokni, 
women-only park projects were a state solution to globally recognized health 
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problems in women (Shahrokni, 2014, p. 93).

In 2005 Mahmoud Ahmadinejad became the president of Iran and 
Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf was appointed Tehran’s mayor. They were both 
in the group of conservative politicians. With the help of Ghalibaf, however, it 
signaled the start of a new phase of transformation and ideological change in 
the capital city. In 2007, the opening of Mother’s Paradise reaffirmed women’s 

need for exercise and leisure, which was a public health victory. Women’s 
outdoor exercise in public spaces that was earlier considered un-Islamic and 
unnecessary was now promoted and supported by the municipality. It became 
a state obligation to serve women “as both mothers of the nation (with needs), 
and citizens (with rights)” in public spaces. 

Farangis Najibullah, a journalist at Radio Free Asia, in an interview with 
Sedigheh Ghannadi, head of the National Council of Women, said that 
“even from an aircraft flying over the park, women will not be seen because 
of the special arrangement of plant and trees” (Najibullah, 2008). According 
to Ghannadi, the chosen trees, planted in four rows, form a green wall that 
protects women from being seen from outside. Najibullah noted that some 
women see the park as “an opportunity to act freely” but others complain 
that it discriminates against women (Najibullah, 2008). Nayyereh Tavakkoli, 
an Iranian sociologist, argues that these kinds of gender-exclusive spaces 
can possibly provide women some opportunities. However, they do not allow 
women to experience the same level of freedom in other parks of the city 
(Mousavi Khesal, 2015). 

Shahrzad Shirvani Public Spaces of ‘Freedom’

Figure 5. The park’s women staff are in charge of management, security, gardening, and other 
responsibilities. (source: Islamic Republic News Agency website retrieved from irna.ir)
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The park is monitored for ‘proper behavior’ both inside and outside the 
fences. A team of 15 male security guards controls three main entrance gates, 
in order to stop outsiders from ogling women who use the park. They are the 
only men who are involved with park use. The online magazine Vista News 
Hub reports that a team of 35 women is in charge of control and management 
inside the park area (Mousavi Khesal, 2015). 
 
Fars News Agency reports that the park offers various kinds of facilities, 
including different exercise areas such as roofed and unroofed spaces for 
fitness, swimming pools and saunas, a walking path, an artificial lake, small 
shopping kiosks, an amphitheater, areas for religious gatherings and group 
meetings, a restaurant, and a coffee shop. There is also a place for kids to play 
while mothers are exercising (Fars News Agency, 2015). According to Vista 
Hub News, the park has Yoga classes for women as well as biking facilities 
(Mousavi Khesal, 2015). In Iran, women are not allowed to bike in public areas, 
so women were pleased to hear about biking inside the park [Figures 3-5]. 
However, by the order to the municipality—and for reasons unknown—the 
biking section stopped offering any services to the park’s users.

Women can enter the park once they have been checked by the security 

Figure 6. Upper image: sports facilities and walking paths inside the park; Lower right image: 
Houra Cultural Center; Lower middle image: A kiosk and coffee shop in the park; Lower left 
image: Playroom for kids (source: author’s archive)



190  

guards for cellphones and cameras at the entrance gates. The municipality 
initially did not care if women took photos or shot videos inside, but the pol-
icies changed as a result of moral control and photos and videos were banned 
in the protected area of the park. According to online statistics and officially 
released interviews, even under the repressive rules of the Islamic Republic 
regarding women in public spaces, most women of the lower-middle class feel 
satisfied using the park. 

In my personal interviews conducted on the site with almost 15 young women 
user interviewees of ages between 22-35, eleven claimed that the park is a nice 
outdoor space for women who live in Tehran. They described it a place to 
breathe fresh air and feel the sunlight. Ironically, the air pollution in Tehran 
is one of the main reasons for heart diseases and breathing problems for the 
city inhabitants. Nine women interviewees mentioned that the park provides 
a fresh atmosphere for them to breathe better while doing exercise. Parisa, 
a 24 year-old interviewee, called the park “a valuable award for the polluted 
capital city”. Six other interviewees appreciated the park and found it a safe 
place where drug users and sellers stay away from it. 

The notion of safety was also expressed by The National, a private English-
language daily newspaper published in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates. 
The newspaper article reported on interviews with women users of the same 

Shahrzad Shirvani Public Spaces of ‘Freedom’

Figure 7. Biking area inside Mother’s Paradise. (source: Jamejamonline.ir, courtesy by Tara 
Mokhtar)
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park and showed their satisfaction with the control factor. The interviews 
revealed that the majority of women users found the women-only park a 
safer place than other parks in the city. For them, the safety was a result of 
having women security guards and women staff working in the fenced park 
area (Sinaiee, 2008). In other words, the contradictory notions of freedom 
and control were considered positive factors to mark this women-only space a 
successful design.  

Conclusion: Dispossession of Identity 
Women’s status has been transformed by social and political forces many 
times, and changing relationships, private and public, between men and 
women have consequently controlled the family and the body politic. As Ong 
argues, “in modernizing societies, ‘women’ and ‘the family’ enter into the 
social construction of national politics.” Therefore, the social constructions 
of gender and family are always, in effect, “class specific” (Ong, 1990, p. 272). 

Accordingly, an article in The Washington Post admits that Iranian authorities 
made the case in 2012 that un-Islamic dress is a symptom of Western cul-
tural interference and should therefore “be considered a matter of national 
security” (Rezaian, 2012). In Iran, agency, in terms of autonomy or adherence, 

Figure 8. All cellphones and cameras are banned inside the protected park area (source: by 
author)



192  

differs according to class. Whereas working-class women still pretty much 
accept Islamic rules and religious duties, upper-middle-class women most 
often display their disapproval in silent resistance. As discussed above, this 
form of opposition is more evident in recent years, as young women apply 
fashion to the mandatory style of public hijab in order to appear ‘differently’ 
in public. These attitudes represent women’s opposition to the conservative 
regulations and eventually affect the everyday social spaces and relations. 

Proper dressing as an Islamic cultural coding describes prescribed ways of 
covering bodies—particularly those of women. According to that coding, 
women are not allowed to display their bodies and beauty in public because 
doing so may put their chastity at risk. Since the revolution, and even before, 
during the Pahlavi era, these types of coding that define proper ways of 
dressing and proper appearance in public have been controversial among 
women of various classes, particularly in the modernizing capital city. In this 
regard, codes of proper dressing introduce a ‘mechanism of normalization’ 
by which the Islamic state can appropriate or moderate religious regulations 
in this global era. The word proper also carries with it the aim of stabilizing 
gender norms in a broader political context. This way, desire and law become 
inextricably intertwined. According to Judith Butler, “in this performative 
intertwinement, gender and sexual categories, identities, and fantasies are 
reconstituted and reinvented in unforeseen ways as the law ‘strives’ to pro-
duce, affirm, consolidate, thwart, commodify, or render them proper” (Butler, 
2015, p. 46).

The results of this case study of the park reveal that the make-believe 
constantly creates and recreates itself through fences and walls, inside and 
outside this women-exclusive territory. From these borders of control emerge 
new understandings of the term freedom for a new type of citizen subject 
(object), which is under construction, both inside and outside this inner-city 
partition zone. This way, the individual creates a protected domain in an 
exclusive landscape built by the municipality. I suggest that in the context 
of the Islamic Republic’s capital city, the gendered park is a space where the 
‘Iranian-Islamic woman’—as a postrevolutionary state tradition—legitimizes 
the meaning of freedom for women. It defines the limits of such freedom 
in a bounded territory, in what is called a public space. The park becomes a 
‘threshold space,’ where reality and imagination coincide, engendering qual-
ities of a new social form of living. This territory eventually becomes a place 
where an ideology and a dream can transform into a tangible, solid, material 
space in which “the make-believe is real” (Navaro-Yashin, 2012). 

Shahrzad Shirvani Public Spaces of ‘Freedom’
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This research also raises questions that are not necessarily part of the 
discourse, such as questions regarding Islamic feminism and its sociopolitical 
context, Islamic tradition and its effects on gender, and the greater Middle 
Eastern context. These present areas for further research. The park, its users, 
and the related policies will likely change over time; the situation is dynamic 
and ever changing; such changes, too, will necessitate further investigation 
and field research. 
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Introduction to Neoliberalism in South Korea 
David Harvey (2007) defined neoliberalism as the combination of several 
factors: monetization, globalization, and privatization. The events following 
9/11 and the Great Recession reinforced the totalitarianism of the state in 
pursuing its project of privatization and expansionary war industry (Wolin, 
2008). In South Korea, the continuing frantic pace of urbanization supported 
by the state exacerbates these trends. Following the logic of “primitive 
accumulation” (Luxemburg, 1913) that transcends every stage of capitalism, 
the state exploits the country’s shared resources. The first decade of the 21st 
century saw redevelopment—gentrification—reach its zenith in South Korea. 
Its economic paradigm between 2000 and 2010 encompassed two bubbles, the 
first caused by financial openness and the second by an overheated real estate 
market. As a result, urban lots have increased almost threefold in the nearly 
since 1960 (Cho, 2010). State-led redevelopment provided two million homes 
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from 1976 to 2010, and today the urbanization level tops 90%. However, 
only 8% to 15% of the original residents could settle after the redevelopment. 
Therefore, higher income residents replaced 85% of low-income residents. 
Land prices rose between 48% and 258% after the redevelopment (2004 to 
2008), escalating urban inequity (Korea Urban regeneration total information 
system, 2011). The state continues to invest heavily in urban infrastructure, 
enabling corporations through the privatization of key services, such as 
utilities, health insurance, and transportation systems (Ji, 2011). The quality 
of labor is also getting fragile; half of the laborers are precarious tempo-
rary workers (Korea Employment Relations Association, 2013), and the gap 
between the highest and the lowest income is the second biggest among the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries 
(OECD, 2014).

As equity in South Korean society is increasingly threatened, there are 
countless squats and sit-in demonstrations against these neoliberal processes. 
When the people raise their voices against injustice and inequity, activists 
and civic actors often choose sit-in demonstrations as their mode of advocacy. 
Most of these demonstrations take place on the streets or in open spaces. The 
police permitted more than 12,690 demonstrations in 2014 in Seoul alone 
(Korea National Police Agency, 2014).

Franco Berardi (2012) argues that sit-ins, squats, and the occupation of space 
are inefficient strategies of demonstrations because neoliberal society is made 
of invisible, not physical, capital. If this is the case, then why do South Korean 
activists continue to occupy urban spaces? Even though Berardi’s argument is 
persuasive, sit-in protests remain the dominant tactic of nonviolent move-
ments. There are four hypotheses to explain the persistence of this strategy. 
First, because neoliberal economic systems are strongly connected to real 
estate (Harvey, 2012), privatization of public spaces, and exploitation of the 
Third World’s territories and nature, occupations reveal the hidden foun-
dations of these methods of capitalist accumulation. Second, South Korean 
protesters believe in direct democracy rather than a representative democ-
racy. Third, South Korean protesters have a long history of occupying streets 
and public spaces against colonialism and dictatorship, and the underpinning 
of modern-day protests is a collective memory of gathering in open spaces. 
Fourth, demonstrators can stop the flow of traffic, which hinders the rhythm 
of urban life and subsequently the flow of capitalism; in following this 
strategy, sit-in protesters can expose the existence of the neoliberal economic 
systems to the public. To examine these hypotheses, this article will first 
analyze how the state and corporations have plundered the commons and 
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how civil society has fought for them through sit-ins and squats. 

The “commons” I refer to in this paper are the rivers, the mountains, and the 
wind—assets that cannot be owned by anyone. Michael Hardt (2010: 136), 
writes:

Here it is useful to distinguish between two types of the common, 
both of which are object of neoliberal strategies of capital ([and] this 
can serve as an initial definition of “the common”). On the one hand, 
the common names the earth and all the resources associated with 
it: the land, the forests, the water, the air, minerals, and so forth. 
This is closely related to 17th century English usage of “the commons 
(with an ‘s’).” On the other hand, the common also refers, as I have 
already said, to the results of human labor and creativity, such as 
ideas, language, affects, and so forth. You might think of the former 
as the “natural” common and the latter as the “artificial” common, 
but really such divisions between natural and artificial quickly break 
down. In any case, neoliberalism has aimed to privatize both these 
forms of the common.

Skills of Occupation and Techne of Squatting 
In this essay, I use the phrase “skills of occupation” to denote the methods 
used by the South Korean state in association with corporations to plunder 
the commons as a geographic stratum over the past decade. To avoid con-
fusion, I refer to the methods of squatting a citizen uses, as a form of direct 
action to oppose this current, as the “techne of squatting”. This section 
explores in greater detail the implications of “skills of occupation” and “techne 
of squatting”.  Crucially, the plundering of the commons cannot be reduced to 
a mere economic issue, nor should it be regarded simply as a kind of class con-
flict. It is impossible to understand the frenzy that grips Korea today simply 
through the lens of equal rights in its cities. One of the biggest issues is the 
failure to empathize with the pain of others, an exclusion of one’s neighbors 
that is akin to racism, and the vanishing capacity for empathy, which are not 
traceable simply to inequality. It consists of many levels, including the death 
of art and the humanities, a lack of practical experience with the ecosystem 
and nature, and the absence of a general cultural style of the kind described 
by Henri Lefebvre as an overall culture of living (Lefebvre, 1974).

The reason I focus specifically on sit-in demonstrations—among the possible 
forms of collective behavior—is that they open possibilities for the sharing 
of space, regeneration of actual sense, and experimentation with direct 
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democracy. Making South Korea into a society of entities who are sensitized 
to one another requires long-term, practical efforts to change the community 
sensibility, to protect commonality, and to transfer modes of living. Programs 
like Seoul’s village making are quite popular today, but communes and 
communities are not formed through policy. If we envision a different kind of 
community, if we are to make it a reality, then we have to reflect on the power 
of the voluntary communities that are rising today—and on the meaning 
they hold. We have to understand urban development methodology and the 
land-occupation methods of grassroots movements—as well as the politics 
that inform them—if projects like “eco-cities” and “village making” are to be 
more than gentrification efforts and do more than create new gated com-
munities. It is a matter for in-depth examination, but for reasons of space, I 
provide here a general overview.

Skills of Occupation 
South Korea today faces a number of crises: a democratic crisis, an economic 
crisis, an ecological crisis, and a crisis of human dignity. We find reverbera-
tions of these crises in the suicide rate, which is the world’s highest, and in 
the near-daily occurrence of inhumane, unthinkable tragedies like the April 
2014 sinking of the ferry Sewol, which claimed more than 300 lives (Choi, 
2015). 

The 2003 expansion of the high-speed train network required the boring of 
85 tunnels on the Seoul–South Gyeongsang line alone, depleting Cheonseong 
Mountain, the country’s only high marsh. The Saemangeum Restoration 
Project claimed its largest tidal flat.1 The Four Major Rivers Restoration 
Project, launched in 2009, resulted in the disappearance of 67% of riverine 
wetlands; dam construction resulted in more than 600 km of rivers being 
legally turned into the non-flowing reservoirs, yet the Korea Water Resources 
Corporation now plans to build another 15 large-scale dams. Even after the 
2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster in Japan, Korea plans to build more nuclear 
power plants. These projects are only part of an ongoing parade of massive 
engineering efforts taking place as “state projects”—new cities, golf courses, 
airports, and so forth. The question that emerges is this: how has this society 
managed to rationalize actions that seem to defy common sense?

Antonio Gramsci characterized the modern state as the construction of 

1. “Saemangeum” refers to an estuarine tidal flat in the southwestern part of the Korean 
peninsula. The Saemangeum Reclamation Project was launched as a national project in 1991 to 
reclaim a large coastal area of 401 km2 by constructing a dyke that is 33 km in length. The final 
dyke enclosure in April 2006 has transformed the tidal flat into lake and land (Cheol-Ho, 2008).
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the “imposition of political society and consent of civil society” (Gramsci, 
1971). This process of gaining civil society’s consent to the plundering of the 
commons that I call “skills of occupation” may also be termed “strategies 
of rationalization.” Of the various hegemonic concepts Gramsci proposed, 
this process overlaps most with what he referred to as the “method for 
constructing a system of national governance.” I use the term “occupation” 
here because the plundering of the commons is an extension of the colonial 
system of occupation of non-European states since the 17th century. Colonial 
occupations of Europe and the United States from the 17th to 20th centuries 
became a foundation of today’s global inequality. (Mikander, 2016; Seliger, 
2009) “Occupy” may be the same word that is used in protest movements 
such as Occupy Wall Street, but it is employed in the opposite sense. Indeed, 
a number of people who took part in the Occupy movement raised concerns 
along similar lines. The word is a product of imperialism, and its use in a 
movement for justice and the restoration of public service is itself a contra-
diction. Some of Occupy Wall Street participants were aware of this but were 
unable to find another word to counter it (Blumenkranz, 2011). It suffices to 
say that word choices are crucial to the fate of any movement for justice. In 
this section, I examine some of the chief strategies by which the state, cor-
porate power, and political forces loot the commons. I focus solely on four of 
the strategies: the enactment of supralegal laws, occupying language, turning 
resistance into the homo sacer (Agamben, 1998), and the “gated community 
(Bauman, 2000).”
 
Supralegal Law: The Special Law in South Korea 
“Special laws” enable nearly all urban and nonurban developments in South 
Korea. These laws effectively exist above the law in defiance not only of ordi-
nary laws, environment preservation laws, and cultural heritage protection 
laws that restrict indiscriminate development in the country, but also of con-
stitutionally granted citizen residential rights, property rights, health rights, 
and international agreements such as the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands. 
In the early 2000s, the government was labeled as “democratizing” in prac-
tical terms, but it failed in practice to balance the natural environment with 
the human presence. Former president Roh Moo-hyun’s administration (2003 
to 2008), in particular, enacted some 50 special laws pertaining to special 
local districts, enterprise cities, innovation cities, administrative multipur-
pose cities, and Free Economic Zones for the sake of “balanced development” 
(Jeon, 2003). The following administration, of Lee Myung-bak (2008 to 2013), 
reached the apex of development-oriented special laws with the implemen-
tation of the Electric Source Development Promotion Act and the Special 
Act on Hydrophilic Zone Utilization. The latter legislation, in particular, 
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designated the area around four of the country’s major rivers as “hydrophilic 
zones,” permitting local governments and local public enterprises to promote 
tourism and build leisure facilities, housing, and distribution and industrial 
facilities. Two kilometers of land on either side of a 3,002 km stretch of rivers 
was developed, for an area totaling 12,008 km2, or about 12% of the entire 
area of South Korea. Sixty thousand farmers were forcibly relocated under 
the Special Act on Hydrophilic Zone Utilization, and the available land 
for vegetable farming was reduced by 20% from its 2010 levels (Kim, 2013). 
Farmers tilling the rich soils along the banks were forced out by the special 
law for allegedly “contaminating” the river, but passage of the law made way 
for the building of facilities for tourism, leisure, residential, distribution, and 
industry. 

Occupying Language 
Terms like “green growth” and “eco-city” pose their own problems. Green 
growth does not create a utopia of South Korea but another type of dystopia. 
These days, creators of the “new cities” have sought to counter opposition to 
rampant development by renaming themselves “eco-cities”; we even find that 
name, and “green growth,” applied in cases like Songdo and Saemangeum, the 
building of which relies on the utter devastation of entire ecosystems. 

Skills of Exclusion: Creating the Homo Sacer 
Giorgio Agamben (2005), borrowing a definition from Carl Schmitt, described 
the sovereign individual as the “he who decides on the state of exception”(1). 
He saw the biopolitical meaning of this “exception-hood” as a fundamental 
structure whereby the law seduces the living by suspending its own validity. 
In the early 2000s, the online generation received its information via the 
Internet as it responded to supranational neoliberal governance frameworks 
like free-trade agreements and agreements of the G8 [Group of Eight] coun-
tries that enabled international acts of plunder. States and companies used 
police force as an agent of suppressions, which triggered a major backlash. 
The 9/11 terrorist attacks, however, would offer a new avenue for the state/
corporate governance methodology: security.

Labeling someone a “terrorist” activated a supra-legal authority to deprive 
that person not just of civil rights but of all rights as a human being. The 
blatant methods used to strip people of rights in the wake of 9/11 were almost 
without precedent (Wolin, 2008). Agamben began paying attention to the 
Patriot Act (enacted by the U.S. Congress in 2001) and the internment camp 
at Guantanamo Bay. Individuals became “bare lives”—alive, yes, but without 
any rights. He dubbed the Guantanamo prisoner “homo sacer,” or “accursed 
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man.” Giving the example of Guantanamo, he offered the term as a descrip-
tion of the state faced by one with no rights, someone whose very life was in 
the hands of others (Agamben, 1998). 

In truth, we are surrounded by many prisons without bars. South Korea 
may not have internment camps, but it has adopted invisible “skills of exclu-
sion,” such as when demolition protesters and striking workers are labeled 
“terrorists” and effectively deprived of their status as citizens. The Yongsan 
tragedy in 20092 and the occupation of the Ssangyong Motor3 factory provide 
illustrations of the ways in which the South Korean government deprives 
resisting citizens of their civil rights. In Yongsan, ordinary merchants sud-
denly saw their stores taken away for a redevelopment project, the “Yongsan 
International Business Zones.” Faced with demolition, protesters seized the 
building where they worked and attempted to fight the development.  In 
January 2009, several tenants went up in the structure in subzero weather to 
fend off hired thugs with Molotov cocktails. At around 4:00 in the morning, 
police sent in a commando squad specializing in terrorist threats. For reasons 
as yet undetermined, a fire broke out; five protesters and one police officer 
lost their lives. The police then proceeded to “make off with” the bodies. 
That same year, workers at the Ssangyong Motor factory in Pyongyang took 
it over after abruptly being notified that they were being laid off. Instead of 
trying to resolve the problem peacefully, the government sent in a commando 
squad, which deployed flesh-melting tear gas and tear gas guns to quash the 
occupation; they also named the protesters terrorists. Later, 25 of the workers 
took their own lives. They were confined to their prison without bars not 
just by the police or the authorities but also by the entities that excluded 
them from the community. This phenomenon is what I refer to as the “gated 
community.”

2. Around 5:00 in the morning on January 19, 2009, several tenants and organizers occupied a 
building in the Yongsan redevelopment area in Seoul, South Korea. They fortified its roof and 
stockpiled homemade weapons and supplies, preparing to undergo a long siege by police. At 6:45 
a.m. on the 20th, the brief siege came to a sudden end as police commandoes were lowered to 
the roof of the building in a cargo container. That moment, friction between the iron container 
and the rooftop surface resulted in flames, igniting almost 370 gallons of paint thinner on the 
fortified roof, and the building was quickly consumed in flames. Five protesters and one police 
officer were killed in the blaze (Lee & Anderson, 2010).

3. From May 22 until August 5, 2009, a core of approximately one thousand worker militants at 
the Ssanyong Motor Company in Pyeongtaek, South Korea, occupied the plant and withstood 
a 77-day siege in a failed attempt to prevent mass layoffs. The employers used police, thugs, 
and scabs in a quasi-military attack on the plant, which the workers repeatedly repelled with 
slingshots, crowbars, and Molotov cocktails. The Ssangyong strike was the most militant 
worker action in South Korea in many years. Many workers from nearby factories joined 
the struggle and helped defend the plant. Even though the struggle ended in defeat and was 
followed by major lawsuits and legal action against many strikers, the serious attempt at a 
class-wide strategy breaking out of the isolation of a single factory may spark other struggles to 
expand further (Goldner, 2009).
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Horizontal Violence: The Gated Community
Perhaps the most fundamental and crucial of occupational skills is the use of 
the media and educational reproduction to cultivate human beings who are 
focused on economic value, or corporate individuals who are skilled in self-
help and competition. When several of these individuals come together, the 
result is the gated community. This is not the “vertical violence” perpetrated 
by state or corporate authorities but everyday violence instantiated among 
the citizens of communities and cities—a violence that operates alongside 
the vertical violence, and the type that we must be wary of. Lee Chung-yeon, 
who served four years in prison despite being a victim who lost his father in 
the Yongsan tragedy, pinpoints two areas of focus at the heart of the Yongsan 
issue: the violence of the state, and the battle for survival rights. Six years 
have passed since the tragedy, yet no compensations have been adopted for 
the tenants’ businesses, and the violence by the state has not stopped. The 
most important thing to note here, though, is that even if the state decides to 
apply the “terrorist” label to the Yongsan protesters, that framing would not 
succeed if nobody recognized the frame. The real problem is the “gated neigh-
bor”: the person who saw the protesters, saw the people waging their struggle, 
and had no qualms about calling them “unreasonable” or “a mob.” One time, 
I was riding in a taxi in front of the burned-out remnants of the Namildang 
Building in Yongsan, and the driver looked over at the building before coldly 
saying, “That’s what you get for being unreasonable. It’s their own fault.” I 
encountered similar, equally nonsensical attitudes at the Yongsan District 
Office and on the Internet. I use the term “gated community” to refer specif-
ically to ways in which the people in the city who are seen as posing a poten-
tial threat to our interests are treated: as if they were criminals. It is a bit 
different from the purely geographic sense of the term, but it is also one of the 
most important issues in cities today. As the idea of “community” fades away 
or gets twisted in people’s minds, the gated community is becoming a way of 
excluding those who do not meet the standards of the middle class—those 
who are deemed unqualified, which could be considered a kind of racism. 
(Bauman, 2000)

The people who live in cities strive to gain status by establishing regional 
distinctions in their identity. Housing complex brands stretch from north to 
south across the Han River in Seoul. As residents, we divide and discriminate 
constantly according to the area we inhabit. We create our own ghettos, safe 
and undisturbed, and we express a powerful desire to interact only within 
their confines. We block access between the smaller and larger apartment 
blocks; we put up iron gates to keep the public housing occupants out of 
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the brand-name apartment avenues. Some people “belong”; from others we 
ask for security. Street stall operators have become obstacles on our side-
walks. The homeless have become people without any human rights. The 
Yongsan protesters, then—who opposed a gentrification effort that was an 
act of violence to them—were seen as terrorists rather than neighbors in an 
unfortunate predicament. This horizontal hate is the true shame of the city, 
the thing it tries so hard to hide. And the task that lies before the resisters of 
today is to change this gated sensibility among urbanites, the urban grammar 
that urbanites have internalized, the endless distinctions among “you” and 
“me,” “normal” and “abnormal.”

The Techne of Squatting
For the purposes of this paper, the phrase the “techne of squatting” comprises 
the methods employed in social movements against inhuman neoliberalis-
tic governance. The previous section revealed the thorough and powerful 
workings of neoliberal governance. Together, the state and large corporations 
hold sway over a system that depends on money, the media, and the unwilling 
participation of subordinate subjects who are well versed in exclusion and 
competition. 

It is impossible to cover all the movements in South Korea here, but I would 
like to focus on the candlelight protests of 2008 (the movement against the 
United States–Korea Free Trade Agreement), Yongsan and Duriban (the 
anti-gentrification movement), the Ssangyong Motor workers’ anti-layoff 
movement, and the Hope Bus movement (the 2011 protests against the 
massive layoffs at Hanjin Heavy Industries). Those movements are diverse in 
purpose, but sit-in and squatting were the main tactics used in all. 

The use of the sit-in is common to nearly all the campaigns in South Korea. 
To participants, its use may seem obvious, but they always try to hold down 
spaces that are symbolic in regard to their battles. The Ssangyong Motor 
workers pitched tents in front of the Daehan Gate in downtown Seoul and 
fought fiercely to defend them. Some of protesters climbed cranes, chimneys, 
and transmission towers, even though doing so was dangerous. 

So why choose sit-ins and squats as protest methods? Sit-ins and squats are 
difficult. You have to fight the police and hired thugs. You have to live some-
where that is not your home. It’s exhausting. You don’t have any electricity, 
any running water or bathrooms, when you’re living under plastic sheets; 
you can’t really feed yourself. You don’t have heat or air conditioning, so 
you’re always fighting temperature extremes. Summers in South Korea bring 
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temperatures of 90° to 100°F; in the winter it falls to 0°F. There is very little of 
what one might call “good weather.” The questions I explore in this following 
section are how and why resisters opt for occupation in spite of such extreme 
circumstances, how they still manage to pull people together into one space. 
Why do occupations keep happening, and what kinds of communities and 
politics emerge there? 

Do Sit-In Protests Work?
Berardi argued that the Seattle counter-globalization movements4 never went 
beyond ethical declaration because they had failed to explain how globaliza-
tion and exploitation are linked. (Berardi, 2011: 123) In another essay, Berardi 
criticizes the riots in London suburbs in 2011, when mobs burned banks and 
police cars. He argues that such acts were useless because financial power 
is not located in physical buildings but in the abstract connections between 
numbers, algorithms, and information. (Berardi, 2012: 53)  He writes that 
neoliberal society is built not on physical space but on numbers : 

The bourgeoisie, which was once in control of the economic scene 
of modern Europe, was a strongly territorialized class, linked to 
material assets; it could not survive without relationships to territory 
and community. The financial class which has taken the reins of the 
European political machine has no attachment either to territory or 
to material production, because its power and wealth are founded on 
the total abstraction of digital finance. (Berardi, 2012: 51)

As a consequence, the exploitation inherent in neoliberalism is accomplished 
more through symbols, language, and numbers. The Occupy Movement 
against financial capital was therefore a contradiction, finding its expression 
in the occupation of a physical space: Zuccotti Park and the streets that 
are the locales of power in the bourgeois age. Instead, Berardi finds critical 
possibility in WikiLeaks, the information-hacking movement.  

WikiLeaks has displayed the infinite potency of the collective 
networked intelligence. The unleashing of the creative force of 
the general intellect is the momentous event that Julian Assange 
has been able to orchestrate.  The activation of the potency of this 
connected intelligence, autonomously from its capitalist use, is the 

4. The massive protests at the Third Ministerial Meeting of the World Trade Organization in 
November 1999 resulted from broad and accelerating changes in global social and political 
relations. Many protesting groups had been involved in previous struggles for global economic 
justice that shaped their identities and strategies in Seattle.(Smith, 2001)  
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lesson WikiLeaks has to offer. And the new generation of rebels will 
find in this lesson a way to the autonomization and self- organization 
of the general intellect. (Berardi, 2012: 142).

Here, Berardi explores the possibilities of non-spatial occupation, as exempli-
fied by WikiLeaks, the hackers of Anonymous, and the intelligence leaks of 
Edward Snowden (Berardi, 2012). In short, the single most defining character-
istics of neoliberalism is capitalization, financial power has become deterrito-
rialized, and the “occupation” of algorithms is now a more effective means of 
resistance against financial capital than occupying streets or buildings. The 
Occupy movements in New York and Europe, the 2008 candlelight protests in 
South Korea, and the recent demonstrations in Turkey all fall short of what 
Berardi described as fundamental change.

For all this, collective movements involving the occupation of spaces continue 
all over the world. Although they may have devolved into chaos now, the 
grassroots demands for equality and freedom born of populistic rallies in 
the public squares of the Middle East during the Arab Spring and Tunisian 
Revolution did succeed in changing regimes in Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya and 
in putting pressure on countries. The list of occupation movements around 
the world is too long and diverse to describe. I cannot say those attempts 
are all in vain.  In Direct Action and Democracy Today, April Carter (2005) 
describes the occupation of spaces as one method of direct action, typically 
manifesting as a response to a democratic deficit and a sense of frustration 
among citizens. The “sit-in” as a concept does not lend itself to precise 
dictionary definition; it only came into being as a product of longstanding 
grassroots resistance, and sit-ins vary widely by culture and context. 

The Meaning of Sit-Ins and Squats 
The question remains: why does this form of protest persist in the age of finan-
cial capitalism? There are several possible reasons. 

First, sit-ins expose the hidden foundations of capitalist accumulation. 
Neoliberal ideology does not consist in “finance” alone. Capitalization is 
obviously one of the chief characteristics of neoliberalism, but it doesn’t 
explain everything. As Harvey notes, neoliberalism is an economic, political, 
and psychological ideology that takes on different forms in different coun-
tries and geographic contexts; we find different economic structures in the 
Southern and Northern hemispheres, in developing and developed countries. 
The issue in neoliberalism is one of geographically unequal accumulation 
(Harvey, 2000). In countries like South Korea and China, engineering and 
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construction (based in the looting of the commons) still make up a large 
portion of capital increase as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP). 
In 2009, construction projects accounted for 19.7% of the country’s GDP, the 
highest rate among the OECD countries (K.-W. Park, 2010). This is why phys-
ical-space–based resistance in developing countries like South Korea, or in 
other states with aggressive development, exposes the concealed foundations 
of capitalist accumulation.

Second, sit-ins mean surrendering the “urban body”—the daily life of the 
city. Movements and demonstrations exist to share a message with others, 
but there are actually four parties involved in that message. The first is the 
self. The second is the authority that is being battled. Third is the activist 
community, other practical agents of resistance who may be able to help. 
Fourth, there is the undefined multitude of citizens who might become aware 
of the protest. The conditions of occupation are “anti-urban.” That is to say 
that they are a symbolic rejection of the urban body, the city infrastructure, 
which includes waterworks, electricity, gas, and restrooms. These conditions 
represent and reproduce the suffering of those living the urban life; they 
present images that force others to think. Physical occupation signals that 
the demands are important enough for people to be willing to live in such 
extreme circumstances, which engenders sympathy. One example is Kim 
Jin-suk’s 2011 occupation of the No. 85 crane at the Hanjin Heavy Industries 
and Construction shipyard.  She was a 51-year-old labor activist who pro-
tested 400 job cuts announced by the chief executive officer of Hanjin Heavy 
Industries and Construction, confining herself in the cab of crane No. 85, 
a huge industrial apparatus in Young-do in the Pusan city in South Korea. 
Kim’s protest lasted more than 300 days (Eom, 2011).

Third, sit-ins remind people that land—the commons—is fundamentally 
outside anyone’s ownership. Sit-ins force us to ask who has a right to the 
earth. The greater the number of people taking part in an occupation, the 
more people become aware of the fact that the land belongs not to any one 
person but to everyone. 

I happened to be staying in Istanbul in 2013 and took part in an urban-devel-
opment protest in Taksim Square. Although there were a number of reasons 
for the Turkish uprising, including the desire for democracy and resistance 
against authoritarian Islamist governments and fascist treatment of the 
Kurds, the chief factor was a desire to protect a common space, Gezi Park. In 
short, “Occupy Gezi Park,” as some called it, was fundamentally a question of 
who actually owns space.

Eunseon Park Skills of Occupation and Techne of Squatting



209CRITICAL PLANNING 2017

Fourth, sit-ins encourage contemplation of the meaning of homelessness 
and the separation of humans from the land. The senior citizens of Miryang5 
waged a fierce protest over losing their homes and farmland to transmission 
towers that went up in their hometown. The people of Miryang—and of 
Naesongcheon, a riverside farming village displaced as a result of the Four 
Major Rivers Restoration Project; Dumulmeori, another riverside organic 
farming village displaced as a result of the Four Major Rivers Restoration 
Project; Gangjeong Village, a village located in Jeju island that was destroyed 
during construction of a naval base—force us to consider the attachments 
and nostalgic feelings that we possess toward spaces, things that cannot be 
reduced to matters of compensation or economics. They (the senior citizens 
of Miryang and activists of Naeseong, Dumulmeori, Gangjeong) are subjects 
confronting issues that are fundamentally lost to the urban residents of 
today. Martin Heidegger used the term “Heimatlosigkeit” to describe the age 
in which we live today. The literal translation is “homelessness” or “unhome-
liness” (in the sense of not belonging, of being estranged); it may be that this 
primitive element, land, and the temporary communities that arise there offer 
us a path toward overcoming the limits of our sensibilities.

Fifth, the “sit-in protest spaces” are places for experimenting with new 
politics. They are the products of collective action, attempts to restore the 
occupied land to common hands. Voluntary communities arise out of the will 
of the many who seek to preserve the spaces; sometimes, direct democracies 
emerge within them. We have seen such spaces of liberation in history, and 
in modernity. From large-scale settings like the Paris Commune, in 1871, and 
Occupy Wall Street to the smaller-scale occupations of Duriban restaurant 
squat and Mari Café squat in Seoul—protesters have sought, internally at 
least, to achieve politics of equality and autonomy. Duriban, a small noodle 
soup restaurant, sits along one of the busiest commercial streets near Hongik 
University in Seoul. On June 8, 2011, Ahn Jong-yuh, the owner of Duriban 
and her husband Yoo Chae-rim, reached an agreement with a construction 
company over compensation and relocation (S. Park, 2011). They squatted for 
531 days after the couple was evicted from their restaurant for a redevelop-
ment project on Christmas Eve in 2009. This movement was significant in 

5. About 100 elderly villagers of the southeastern city Miryang, in South Korea, protested 
against the proposed building of 52 transmission towers. The Korean government still wants to 
build more nuclear plants, even after the Fukushima tragedy, which means that the government 
will need more transmission towers to send the electricity to the city from the nuclear plants. 
The villagers’ struggle provided insight into issues surrounding nuclear power to the South 
Korean civil society (Choe, 2013). The towers were finally built in 2016 after 10 years of painful 
struggle. 
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Korean anti-gentrification history because many young artists and musicians 
joined in the squat and held cultural events almost every day to attract public 
attention. 

They also held regular open meetings to welcome new people. Meetings are a 
time-consuming process wherein various opinions must be heard and a sense 
of the collective will has to be extracted from the tangle of views and differ-
ences. If an occupation goes on for a long period of time, meetings become 
part of the daily routine. How to organize a meeting at a squat place is very 
important because it is directly linked to modes of politics. If the meetings 
are hierarchical, the character of the place also becomes authoritative. 

Turning a space of liberation into an everyday space involves a complex 
negotiation of livelihoods, distribution of labor, and collaboration. In the 
process, there are various experiments in how to assign the relevant tasks and 
how people who have withdrawn from their urban life or their factory routine 
are to use their new daily time. Sometimes there are seminars or strategic 
meetings. Sometimes, the new tasks include cooking or perhaps art. 

Art plays a unique role in many of these squatting spaces. People are not 
simply playing the part of the kind citizen, producing wall pictures or made-
to-order images for the sake of spectacle. They serve as agents in the move-
ment, practicing a politics of sensibility wherein distinctions between “artist” 
and “nonartist” don’t apply. 

“Art” in this sense is a kind of public knowledge that serves to restore com-
monality. I am not referring to art in the sense of pure art as formulated by 
the Romantics of the 18th century. Rather, it is life as an accumulation of 
public knowledge that takes possession of the lives and behavior of agents. 
The term “the techne of squatting” can refer to all these techniques. I opted 
to use the Greek word “techne,” rather than “technique” or “art,” because it is 
the origin of “art” as well as a practical term encompassing all experience and 
knowledge. “Techne” also encompasses methods that are shared and experi-
mented with in other spaces once an occupation has ended. For example, the 
different cultural programs attempted at the restaurant Duriban to fight the 
gentrification movement were adopted as part of the Mari Café antigentri-
fication movement in Myeong-dong. And although the Occupy Wall Street 
protesters ended up losing their space in a battle against the winter cold, the 
methods of experimentation and communication they adopted were carried 
on in other cities and countries. Some of the people who joined the Duriban 
and Mari movements became experts on gentrification, and most currently 
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act as antigentrification activists and help each other.   

Conclusion
Berardi argued that “poetic language” and art must become therapeutic if we 
are to forge a process of assigning agency to collective wisdom. “Politics and 
therapy,” he writes, “will be the same activity in the days to come.” (Berardi, 
2009, 220p)  It is not only the spaces of occupation that serve as spaces for 
liberation. The tasks that lie ahead as we develop a collective wisdom will 
involve constant experimentation with culture in small units and the resto-
ration of language, so that these autonomous political models become the 
everyday. The activities of young musicians, artists, filmmakers, and poets at 
Duriban, and the efforts seen in the protests against the Four Major Rivers 
Project and at Dumulmeori, Gangjeong, and Miryang, show possible avenues 
both for resistance and for reviving sensitivity as communities. There is no 
one messianic alternative that solves every problem in the world. Rather, a 
collective sensibility and an ecological sensitivity that resist co-opting—and 
our repeated lessons with autonomous politics within it—are what will aid us 
in our struggle.  

That said, many of the alternative movements in cities today do not fully 
address the fundamental issue—namely, that cities themselves are destruc-
tive to our collective ethos Sabu Kohso describes the masses of today as the 
urban grassroots and defines a number of movements as the right to live in 
the city in a way befitting an urban citizen. It may be that we escape this 
governance the moment we begin to emphasize our right to the city.(Kohso, 
2012) Neoliberal governance has held power only by thoroughly domesticat-
ing the masses with urban infrastructure, and by degrading real contact, 
sensibility, and the joys we are capable of sharing with our neighbors and the 
community to the level of individual competition. What we need is a politics 
of small-scale sensibility practiced in the spaces of occupation—much as the 
Zapatistas maintained their way of life through cooperating with the com-
munity and considering questions of land and language.

This essay is intended simply as a brief introduction to the possibilities of 
sit-in protests and squats. I hope it can help to guide further debate. David 
Graeber (2004) has argued the necessity of “low theory” an applied ethics, so 
to speak, to record the activities and history of the masses, and my hope is 
that this writing can offer a practical example.   
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For more than three decades Dr. Jacqueline Leavitt was an inspiring force 
in the field of urban planning, whether as a professor, a founder of the 
American Planning Association Planning and Women Division, author (with 
Susan Saegert) of the groundbreaking book From Abandonment to Hope: 
Community-Households in Harlem, or as a scholar-activist with a lifelong 
commitment to working with community members toward justice. 

If you were Jackie’s student, then it is likely you spent time during meetings 
taking in the surroundings of her campus office or home: Endless shelves 
of books, artifacts and mementos from travels around the world, her own 
sketches and paintings, buttons and stickers from community organizing 
campaigns, along with ephemera that signaled a thriving existence beyond 
academia -- ticket stubs, art supplies, and museum exhibit pamphlets. For 
me, and for the many decades’ worth of students she mentored, these spaces 
produced a powerful visual history of her life, and her life’s work. 

I often found myself staring at a small, stuffed doll – wavy white lace for hair, 
a body stitched together from blue patterned fabric remnants, and orange felt 
cutouts for eyes. On its torso is a poem, letters typeset on thick white cloth 
and carefully sewn to the front, which reads:

Officials who lay off workers
After raising their own pay
Make us want to hit the ceiling!
Grab this little doll and say
Dammit! Dammit! Dammit All!
Slam this doll anywhich way, 
But don’t forget election day
To VOTE THOSE OFFICIALS AWAY!

Nina M. Flores
California State University, Long Beach

Guest Editor

On Jacqueline Leavitt
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She once handed me the doll on a day when I expressed doubt and frustration 
so I could read the poem, and I cackled. She laughed out loud, a generous 
and joyful Jackie laugh, the kind that told me the doll and those words held 
a thousand memories. I took comfort in the fact that it was a doll – not a 
paperweight featuring a moving quote, not an engraved plaque, not a passage 
drawn from obscurity – but a doll that for me has come to symbolize Jackie’s 
strong adherence to the broader project of centering women as agents of 
change.

The doll now sits on my desk, a handmade reminder of Jackie and her com-
mitments to justice. A reminder of the ongoing need for community organiz-
ing. A reminder about the importance of embracing creativity, and the role 
this played in developing subversive stuffed dolls as a reminder that it’s okay 
to feel the frustration, anger, and hurt that is so often produced in a system 
that thrives on systems of power, so long as you then use your own power to 
push back.    

In the entries that follow, former students and longtime colleagues share 
their reflections on Jackie Leavitt’s career, her contributions to the field of 
planning, and her impact on their lives and trajectories. First, Amy Shimshon-
Santo reminds us of Jackie’s focus on the relationship between the university 
and the city, and her role training folks in what Shimshon-Santo refers to 
as the “magic of public scholarship.” Next, Peter Marcuse writes about the 
deep connections between Jackie’s professional, political, and personal 
work for justice, noting that people played a central role in her life and she 
treated them all with the utmost respect and humanity. Then we hear from 
Dustianne North who shares Jackie’s influence as an activist-scholar, and her 
deep understanding that promoting justice in academia requires supporting 
and nurturing the growth of activist-scholars.

Jackie, may you always rest in power. 

In memoriam: Jacqueline Leavitt
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Some lessons take a while to sink in, but once they are planted they continue 
to bear fruit. Twenty-five years ago Jackie Leavitt taught me a lesson that still 
guides my ideas and actions. I know that it’s been exactly twenty-five years 
because a few months later the city erupted in the LA Uprising. Her lesson 
had less to do with what you might expect — things like data, technology, or 
research design. It had more to do with something amorphous, revolutionary, 
and enduring. Her lesson was about the relationship between the university 
and the city, and the methods and magic of public scholarship.

At the time, I was an urban planning master’s student in a group client 
project Jackie directed with the esteemed community organizer Nora King. 
Ms. King was then Vice-Chair of the Nickerson Garden’s Public Housing 
Resident Council that served 5,000 people in the largest low-income housing 
complex west of the Mississippi. King was a fighter and an optimist. Her 
leadership vision was rooted in hope. “The biggest part for me,” King said, 
“is to give hope to the people. I’m stepping out on faith.” (”Watts”, 1995). Her 
leadership endured for three decades and she went on to become president of 
the Nickerson Gardens Management Corporation that represented residents 
to the Los Angeles Housing Authority.1 

Jackie and King developed this collaboration based on shared experience and 
trust, and we students went to work for the Resident Council as our client. 
We studied a range of issues related to life in Nickerson Gardens — from 
access to Laundromats, awareness of local histories, the logistics of home 
ownership and public housing, and demographic change. Jackie let me focus 
on culture and the arts. This was important to me as an artist and a new 

1. Ms. King was a radiant, friendly, and aspirational leader who touched many lives before she died 
in Lynwood at the age of 70.

Amy Shimshon-Santo
Claremont Graduate University

Teaching Public Scholarship: Jacqueline Leavitt's Living Legacy
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mom in an intercultural marriage (I am from a Jewish family, born to an 
immigrant mother from the Middle East, and my former husband is black 
from northeastern Brazil). Culture and the arts were equally important to the 
Resident Council that wanted to honor local culture and learn to organize 
households with distinct cultures, languages, and faiths. At the time, South 
Los Angeles was experiencing a dramatic shift from majority black leadership 
and families to a resurgence of Latinx families with close ties to Mexico and 
Central America.

Our community-based research was guided, critiqued, and informed by 
Nickerson Gardens residents. Throughout the project, we crisscrossed the 
city. The Resident Council spent time at UCLA. UCLA students spent time at 
Nickerson Gardens. Jackie explained the aim of our team effort to the press in 
this way, “The hope is that we can set a precedent for the school and students 
to become more sensitized to the harsh realities of providing decent housing 
and services.”(“Students”, 1989) Our final report for the Resident Council was 
called “Residents Leading the Way.” The cover photo spotlighted two happy 
children, a black boy and a Latina girl, holding hands as they walked confi-
dently into the future. 

How does the work we did with Jackie differ from other kinds of social 
research? Public scholarship provides a good lens to view her teaching and 
applied research methodologies. Public scholars are committed to applying 
academic expertise to community-engaged research that aims to impact 
social and/or environmental issues. Jackie was a public scholar. Working with 
her inspired me to be one too. Public scholarship cultivates mutualist, sym-
biotic relationships with communities. In my view, public scholarship is also 
shaped by social movements. For example, feminist research acknowledges 
that women and girls know things that matter, asks questions that women or 
girls want to be answered, and uses research to invest in positive outcomes 
benefitting women and girls(Harding, 1983).Much of Jackie’s research paid 
close attention to the lives, experiences, and spaces important to women and 
their families. The notion that researchers can link thought to action has 
been critical to struggles against white supremacy. W.E.B. Dubois believed 
that knowledge alone was not enough.(Dubois, 2000). Creating a better world 
requires positive action. 

Being a public scholar entails forging trustworthy relationships between 
universities and communities, neighborhoods, organizations, social initia-
tives, and policy makers. Public scholars work for the community. This is a 
different vision and lifestyle than an academic who believes they work solely 

In memoriam: Jacqueline Leavitt
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for a board of regents. Public scholarship is rooted in a deep ethical commit-
ment to community well being and is cognizant of historical and institutional 
systems that disenfranchise marginalized groups. It uses rigorous methods 
to ask questions that matter to communities, and invests in action for social 
justice. That is what Jackie wanted us to learn.

At first, Jackie’s lesson wasn’t easy for me to grasp. I was pregnant during 
the time I worked with her and was beleaguered by morning sickness. 
Motherhood was somewhat shunned. There was no respectable term like 
student-parent. Many women scholars of Jackie’s era bypassed motherhood 
in their attempts to break down the glass ceiling in higher education. The 
notion that motherhood could set women back was also dominant off 
campus. One of our community project partners, who was herself a mom, 
pulled me aside during one of our research sessions and said, “Why did you 
do that?” Why work your way through graduate school to sabotage your 
career by becoming a mom? Ironically, our research aimed to serve families, 
and, in particular, women-led households.

Call me naïve. Sure, I was naïve. I didn’t yet realize that the so-called glass 
ceiling was actually a glass house with four walls and a foundation. There 
was, and still are, many obstacles separating mothers from public leadership, 
and marginalized people — women, people of color, immigrants, low-income 
households — from leadership in the university and in our cities. How does 
one break through a glass house? The answer may be with a pickaxe, and by 
learning how to do things differently. Audre Lorde wrote that we need new 
tools to dismantle the master’s house. (Lorde, 1983).We need different tools, 
different knowledge, and different ways. Jackie was a woman with a different 
way. 

When I worked with Jackie I was tired. I innocently imagined myself hiding 
my pregnancy bump under the blue graduation gown, but I was clueless 
about the mega-production going on inside me as I became host to a new 
life. Powerful physiological forces made it difficult for me to keep up with her 
rigorous thesis expectations while juggling my graduate student researcher 
work study job and regular coursework. One day our team was rehearsing for 
a presentation before Ms. King and the Resident Council. I was ill prepared. 
I realized this only once I got in front of our work group to practice the 
material we’d be presenting in Watts. I asked to stop. I would better prepare 
and try again at our next meeting. She wouldn’t permit it. The long minutes 
tick-tocked by in slow motion as I sweated it out. It felt brutal. She didn’t 
let me off the hook. Yes, it was her expression of hard love. From that day 
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forward, I dove head on into my studies. I donned white gloves, immersed 
myself in UCLA’s historical archive, and unearthed an ancient hand-drawn 
map of Rancho Tajauta (the area now known as Watts). I found relics decrying 
Watts as “The Hub of the Universe” in public transit marketing materials for 
the Red Line. I learned about Jim Crow exclusionary housing covenants and 
the racist naming of the area as Mudtown. I studied the musical vitality of 
the Central Avenue jazz scene. I read about Biddy Mason, the black woman 
midwife, nurse, and landowner who founded the First African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in the area. I became grounded in the multi-cultural roots 
of the city I was born in. I never came ill prepared to a presentation again. I 
set high expectations for myself, and my students. I do this because the com-
munity deserves the best, and we won’t experience the epiphanies of learning 
if we don’t make the effort.  

I used to think that getting an argument right, and backing it up with accu-
rate data, was enough to change minds and impact decision-making. I imag-
ined public policy as a kind of Holy Grail and thought good ideas had their 
own inherent power. Since that time, I’ve helped imagine and shape public 
policy at local and regional levels. However, these experiences revealed to me 
that intentions and information are not always enough. We need participa-
tion. Sooner or later, we come face-to-face with power — what folks call “the 
powers that be” — or the ideas, practices, and institutions that continue to 
reproduce inequality. I now believe that we need more than good arguments 
and sound information to spark change. We need to work differently. Jackie’s 
methods of public scholarship provided me a map to do that. Employing her 
strategies in my own teaching, research, and service triggers the immediate, 
tangible, positive impact of inclusion. Committing to inclusion expands 
knowledge, networks, and makes change possible. 

Learning to work with community, for community, has changed my profes-
sional and personal life more than any other academic skill I learned during 
my formal education. I now understand that I am a part of a legacy of ethical 
academic activism that began long before me and will continue after I am 
gone. This has not always made my career path simple, but it has made my 
life meaningful beyond compare. 

With Jackie, I learned the power of steadfast and trustworthy collaboration 
on and off campus. I learned that the community deserves the best from me, 
and from all of us. I’ve enjoyed the thrill of experiencing social impact in a 
personal way and witnessed it in the lives of my students and community 
peers. We are, in fact, slowly and diligently reshaping our worlds. This makes 

In memoriam: Jacqueline Leavitt
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me a more hopeful mother, educator, and intellectual. 

I am now a faculty member in a graduate university. I perform commu-
nity-based research and teach courses with robust civic engagement. I’ve 
coordinated successful community partnerships and public scholarship in 
every post that I have held, and I will continue to do so. My two children are 
grown adults — intercultural, multi-disciplinary artists in Los Angeles. I see 
my own role as a resource for the city, a resource for student learning, a rock 
for my children, and a catalyst for innovation, inclusion, and social change. 

The blessings and challenges of public scholarship were seeded in Jackie’s 
classroom. Twenty-five years later, I still refer back to her methods and 
practices — forged in the fire with Jackie Leavitt and Nora King — as our 
city was poised to erupt from frustration with the gross inequalities that 
hold families back from living a good life. I learned Jackie’s lesson of how 
to generate knowledge that matters to communities, teaching methods of 
ethical and inclusive learning, and collaborating to serve the highest aims for 
livable cities. When we remember Jackie or re-read her body of work, I hope 
we also pause to recall how she did what she did, and helped us all do what we 
do better. 
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What was perhaps most unusual about Jackie Leavitt’s professional and polit-
ical social justice work was the relationship between them and her personal 
life: how she informed her own work by her lived experience with people, and 
drew the lessons of that work for socially concerned planners and planning. 
One of those lessons was that work was only one aspect of life, and should 
not be used as the defining characteristic of people, characterizing them as 
individuals simply by what they did, what role they played in society.  People 
were central for her: central in her life, an amazing set of friends and contacts 
that enriched her life and the lives of those who she touched, and central 
in her work, in which she never treated the people involved as numbers, as 
categories to be dealt with according to their position in one hierarchy or 
another, but as full and unique individuals, to be respected and treated in all 
their diversity and humanity. Her life illuminates both who planners are and 
what planners do. One of the outstanding threads in her life is the focus on 
the humanity of the individuals involved, both in her life and in her work.

For those on the activist social movement and professional planning end 
of her work, Jackie had much to offer.  Rather than bow to the pressures for 
“objectivity” and “neutrality” often encountered in academia and professional 
research, she was clearly politically committed in the best sense of the phrase, 
to the ideals of social justice and how her work might advance that interest. 
Start with her conception of who planners are – and what they are not. They 
are not simply professionals, servants of whoever employs them or contracts 
for their services; they are not simply technicians for hire. Their clients, for 
planners, in their own minds, should be those in need, those poorly served by 
existing societal arrangements, particularly in day to day urban life, those for 
whom a deeply felt and thought-through concept of social justices requires 
priority to be given. 

In memoriam: Jacqueline Leavitt

Peter Marcuse
Columbia University 

Jackie Leavitt: Social Justice as a Calling 
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Further, those priorities are the ones that those in need themselves set, to be 
ascertained by transparent processes in an effective democratic manner. The 
conception goes beyond the advocacy model suggested by Paul Davidoff, itself 
a giant step forward for planners. It requires planners themselves to think 
through and espouse the values needed for the improvement of urban life for 
those ill served by it. Planners—true to the social function they are asked to 
perform—are ethical persons with ethically grounded values that they must 
use in their work.

But planners are technicians as well. They need to know how the urban 
system works, for whom, how, what alternatives are possible, how they might 
be shaped. Jackie recognized the dangers of an over-stress on the work of pro-
fessional planners, the danger that they might become technocrats, seeking 
technical accomplishments as ends in themselves, efficiency as a goal per se, 
isolated from their social and particularly distributional consequences.

Jackie was a teacher all her life, and not by accident. She saw students as 
individuals studying to learn what planning was about, not only how to do it 
but why to do it, for whom, following what principles. In her consulting work, 
she was a teacher as well, not of the techniques of planning as such but of 
how those techniques might be applied in a manner to promote social justice, 
to serve those that most needed help in their own pursuit of social justice. 

As a feminist planner, Jackie had much to offer for those typically on the 
receiving end of what activists and planners do. A large part of it was dedi-
cated to changing the relationship between the two: between the activists 
and professional planners on one side and the intended beneficiaries of their 
work on the other. She wanted to overcome the separation between the two, 
to make the targets of the work participants in it, in its direction, in its imple-
mentation.  Her dissertation, Planning and Women, Women in Planning (1980),1 
provided a critique of “the relationship between the planning profession’s 
impact on women planners and women planners’ impact on the profession 
and its products.”2 

Jackie’s foregrounding the interests of those suffering from social injustice 
was not one that saw the definition of justice as quantitative, defining it by 
the level of inequality or the number of the homeless or hungry or ill. Jackie 
saw the poor, the homeless, the sick also as individuals, as human beings 

1. I was privileged to serve as her dissertation advisor.

2. In the words of a profile in Progressive Planning Magazine (Winter 2008).
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entitled not only to help but to dignity and respect – and indeed to the power 
to speak and act for themselves, to determine their own destinies. That led 
her, willy-nilly (more willy-than-nilly!) into political controversies, to speak-
ing truth to power, and indeed often helping organize others to do the same 
effectively on their own behalf. Much of her research was directly motivated 
by the desire to gather facts and understand processes that would be useful to 
those struggling for their rights. 

It seems to me that Jackie’s view of planning and who planners are and what 
they do, requires a redefinition of planning, to see it not only as a professional 
activity but also as a political one, one serving an actively defined concept 
of the public interest, one rejecting the concept of professionalism as an 
entitlement to make decisions as experts for others. Professional planners 
indeed had a certain technical expertise, but it did not give them the right to 
set public priorities for others; rather, their skills had to be used within the 
political processes to make those priorities truly democratic and responsive 
to the wishes and needs of those most requiring the kinds of governmental 
actions with which planning today deals. The technical expertise of profes-
sional planners needs to be advisory, in a political process in which planners 
can also legitimately be involved as citizens, not as themselves decision-mak-
ers. Their role is to enlighten the political process, not to dominate it.

All of this had consequences for Jackie’s concern with who planners are. 
To the extent that planners’ expertise gives them a particular voice in the 
politics of public decision-making, they should themselves already be a 
democratically constituted and effectively representative group. Jackie’s first 
major research project, her dissertation, cited above, had to do with the role 
of women in planning. Her involvements in various aspects of the civil rights 
movement since then, including the efforts to expand minority enrollment in 
planning schools and in the profession, are well known. 

Those efforts were part of an over-all view of who planning students were 
that saw them, not simply as persons who happened for complex reasons to 
want a degree in some field that looked interesting and would give a decent 
living, but to see them rather as rounded human beings with hopes and fears 
searching for meaning in their lives and exploring a career in planning as one 
option. She understood that they had lives outside of planning, and came into 
the field with some generally held misconceptions of the role of planners in 
society, including in particular their power to “fix what’s wrong with cities,” 
as so many of them had indicated in the applications for admission. And 

In memoriam: Jacqueline Leavitt
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she dealt with them as fully rounded individuals, not as fixed vessels to be 
filled with the accepted verities of a particular program in which they were 
enrolled. I recall faculty meetings at Columbia when we were both teaching 
there in which particular problems of individual students were discussed, 
in which we all looked to Jackie to tell us what the problem was. She would 
know whether there was a split up with a boy or girl friend, or a death in the 
family, or some other particular outside event in their lives that ought to be 
taken into account in efforts to help them with their academic work. She 
knew her students as people. 

The Community Scholars program that Jackie directed for over a decade at 
UCLA seems to me to exemplify ideally what Jackie was about. It took indi-
viduals from the community, non-academics but engaged activists dealing 
with the problems bringing labor and community leaders together with urban 
planning graduate students to conduct applied research projects.  “It embod-
ied her deep commitment to participatory planning, and both brought the 
university into the community and brought the community into the univer-
sity,” commented Chris Tilly, and Professor of Urban Planning.3 

Jackie believed deeply that all men and all women were created equal, 
equal but not the same, equal in deserving the understanding, respect, and 
dignity of treatment by the society, including recognition and respect for 
their astounding diversity, wants, and needs. Her work is full of people: 
taxi drivers, graduate students, undergraduate students, social activists, the 
homeless, local community-based business people, architects, sociologists, 
community researchers, housing managers, public housing residents, grass-
roots women in the third world, immigrants, home care workers – all not as 
objects, but as subjects. People to be interviewed, worked with, learned from 
and taught, individually as well as collectively – and people to be gotten to 
know as persons, with families, experiences, desires, limits and potentials and 
contributions to joint efforts and projects.

Looking back at Jackie Leavitt’s life and work, I think we can draw some 
important conclusions about the educational processes involved in the 
education of planners. They have to do with the value that hinges on the 
human relationship between teacher and student, in which the knowledge 
and experience of the teacher are put at the service of the student, and not 
made the master of what is done. 

3. Taken from UCLA’s draft obit.
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And what conclusions could one draw as to the practice of the profession of 
planning? Professionalism involves a constant awareness of the limitations 
of the knowledge and power of the expert, and requires a human relation 
between the professional and those affected by the their work, a relationship 
of equality and mutual respect in which the ethical values of the profession 
become one of solidarity and collective learning, wherein work is being jointly 
undertaken.

Jackie Leavitt’s life and work offer some shining examples of these conclu-
sions. Her legacy, through her writing, her research, and above all her influ-
ence on the people she worked with and was concerned for, will long endure.  

In memoriam: Jacqueline Leavitt
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As an activist for social justice, a scholar, and a social work practitioner, I have 
often grappled with the complexities and tensions inherent in these multiple 
roles. This has not just been a problem of practice—of how to act in accord 
with the needs of each of these roles when they sometimes conflict. It has 
also been a problem of legitimacy and acceptance: activism is often not highly 
regarded or well rewarded in the academy, nor are academics and social work-
ers often fully embraced in leftist movements. Were it not for the guidance 
and support of just a few wise and brave souls, carving my path through my 
doctoral work and into my subsequent career may well have proved impos-
sible. First among these mentors was Dr. Jacqueline Leavitt, who more than 
anyone taught me what it is to be an activist-scholar.

In 2011, I attended a forum presented by the Luskin School of Public Affairs 
at UCLA in partnership with NYU’s Robert F. Wagner School of Public 
Service, in which we discussed at length how to promote social justice in 
our academic programs. Dr. Leavitt proposed that one important way to 
do this was to better promote the development of activist-scholars. By this 
time, Dr. Leavitt had already shown me by example what the work of an 
activist-scholar looks like. The innovative Community Scholars program she 
developed with Gilda Haas and others assembled graduate students and com-
munity activists to undertake concrete research-driven social change efforts, 
simultaneously giving hands-on training and changing the dynamics among 
scholars and activists in the field. Her focus on participatory research meth-
ods provided a set of tools for empowering unheard voices in research and 
fueling bottom-up social change efforts.  At her side I learned from homecare 
workers, who often come with few marketable skills and little social power 
and yet have managed to unionize and begin to professionalize (North, 2004), 
women taxi drivers who have also unionized and sometimes created all-
women taxi collectives to help combat the sexism and safety issues they have 

Dustianne North
University of California, Berkeley

Jacqueline Leavitt: Activist Scholar
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encountered at work (Leavitt and North, unpublished), and in the classroom 
from low-income residents fighting to preserve their communities and their 
access to housing. Dr. Leavitt not only studied these populations but helped 
them tell their own stories, frame their own needs and arguments, and craft 
their own solutions. She also supported me throughout my dissertation 
process, even as her health began to flag, enabling a study of the sustainabil-
ity and development of social justice organizers (North, 2013). In honor of her 
memory, I thought it fitting to offer a few reflections on her work and some 
thoughts about how to further her call to promote activist scholarship.

In her call for increased support for activist-scholars, Dr. Leavitt made the 
point that activism is often discouraged in scholarship. She suggested that 
to be an activist-scholar, one must be not only a scholar and an activist, but 
must commit to being an activist first; otherwise, the pressures and incentive 
structures of scholarly work often come to trump activist intentions. Piven 
(2010) similarly argued that “in the contest between scholarship and activism, 
the personal commitment to activism must be passionate and paramount if it 
is to survive the tension created by the dual path” (p.808). 

Piven pointed out, however, that this tension is not so much inherently due 
to the need for research to be a dispassionate activity (whereas passion and 
a change agenda are presumed to be central to the realm of activism), since 
“politically relevant scholarship” is commonplace among scholars who fall on 
both the right and the left of the political spectrum. Instead she suggested 
that this tension arises most pointedly when one’s political orientation iden-
tifies with “trouble-making assertions of power by groups at the bottom of 
society, or groups at the cultural margins” (p.807). In other words, it is when 
scholarly work that critiques institutional realities is itself aligned with dis-
ruptive and dissident movements that oppose these realities, that the validity 
of one’s scholarship is most often called into question. To make matters worse 
for such scholars, she noted that this tension is experienced not only in the 
academy but also in the movement. She argued that scholars are not often 
trusted in justice movements, offering at best “uncertain rewards” (p. 809) 
for participation, further adding to the tendency for scholars to seek activist 
goals as side projects only.

Despite such obstacles, several works have highlighted the important 
contributions of activist scholars over the past century. Some have pointed 
to African-American scholars (Collins, 2000; Few, Piercy, and Stremmel, 
2007; Roach, 2004; Sinclair, 2015; Williams, 2001) and other scholars of color 
(Chung, 2009; Grewal, 2008). Piven (2010) pointed to the diversification of 
academic traditions that came from contested struggles both inside and out 
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of the academy during the 1960s and 70s, including the addition to the canon 
of critical theorists like Foucault and Marx and the advent of studies of dis-
ruptive movements themselves (see, for example, Allen’s (1986) address of the 
role of the Marxist scholar). A body of feminist and gender studies has also 
addressed the importance and challenges of activist scholarship (Few et al., 
2007; Grewal, 2008; Staggenborg, 2014; Williams, 2001). A few other inquiries 
have considered the relevance of student activism to both the academy and 
broader social change efforts (Chung, 2009; Whitford, 2011), and the role of 
scientific scholarship in the environmental movement (Kinchy, 2007).

Piven and Leavitt’s respective calls for increased activist scholarship came 
not because scholarly activism aiming at justice goals was by any means a 
new concept, but because they followed three decades during which society 
as a whole (and academia as a part of it) had moved in a decidedly neoliberal 
direction. The unprecedented economic inequality and exploding social 
problems that resulted from this shift in the 1990s and 2000s led to a signif-
icant increase in populist activities on a variety of justice oriented issues. By 
2010, this foment was beginning to spur significant interest among scholars 
in social justice goals and strategies, raising anew questions about the 
importance of activist scholarship and the need to address the challenges that 
can undermine it. 

Leavitt and Piven each posited strategies to make it more possible for schol-
ars to place their activism as central to their scholarly work. Piven focused 
most on individual strategies, such as choosing a less prestigious univer-
sity, which may allow for more choice in scholarly activities, or joining or 
forming scholarly associations with activist orientations. Focareta, Siskind, 
and Sopko (2002) provided support for the value of participation of activist 
scholars in such professional associations in their account of the emotional 
relief experienced by approximately sixty participants in the second annual 
Ohio Progressive Scholars Conference at Oberlin College in 2001. Piven 
suggested that while activist career pathways in academia might not offer the 
same material rewards as pure scholarship, they might at least allow for the 
survival of an activist scholar career. 

Leavitt’s ideas were oriented more toward the need for institutional support 
in the academy for activism. Few et al. (2007) made a similar call: noting that 
Few, an African-American feminist scholar for whom experiences of racism 
and sexism were central to her identity development as an activist scholar, 
asserted together with her department head (Piercy) and departmental chair 
of tenure and promotions committee (Stremmel) that institutions must 
challenge constructions of excellence in scholarship that devalue public 
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service, teaching, and social change work, and must strive for more inclusivity 
and diversity of scholarship orientations. Dr. Leavitt envisioned scholars as 
agents of empowerment of movement member voices, and she did a great 
deal to develop models for alliance-building between scholars and movement 
activists and to create spaces supported by universities in which community 
activists, students, and faculty could work together toward shared goals. Such 
activities may not only provide emotional buffers and motivational value, but 
also guidance in the complex practice of activist scholarship. Focareta et al., 
(2002) noted an array of practice challenges presented by such a role:

How do you do real community work and build real trust when 
you’ve got one semester’s funding to interact with the community’s 
people? How do you explain to a research board that your objectivity 
is not compromised when you attend birthday parties of the same 
people you observe transitioning from welfare to work? How do you 
encourage students to critically analyze the institution that teaches 
them and pays you? How do you present data academia would 
relegate to a dusty bookshelf, but you intend to stir up public policy? 
How do you do research from a place of privilege without becoming 
the colonizer peering into the colonized? How do you rock the boat 
without falling out?

Finney (2002) described the benefits she gleaned from conducting her 
doctoral work in the context of a supportive learning community in the 
Organizational Behavior program at Case Western Reserve University, which 
allowed her to engage in a long-term collaborative project with several NGOs 
invested in global social change agendas and helped her to resolve dilemmas 
such as those described by Focareta and colleagues. 

Writing this piece, I cannot help but reflect on the sacrifices Dr. Leavitt must 
have made throughout her career to keep her commitment to activism. And 
yet at the same time, I am struck by the scholar that she was. Achievements 
such as her prolific body of published works, her stellar performance as 
Senate Faculty at UCLA, as founder of the American Planning Association 
Planning and Women Division, and as a Fulbright Scholar defy the notion 
that remaining committed to activism must necessarily undermine one’s 
scholarship. Perhaps it was the very fact that she had faced those challenges 
over decades that made her such an excellent mentor to students like me. Her 
deep understanding of my work offered guidance when little was elsewhere 
available, and validation where I otherwise encountered skepticism, and she 
helped to impart a willingness to challenge the status quo, which continues 
to serve me today. Were it not for Dr. Leavitt’s example, I may have given up 
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on academia altogether. Were it not for her guidance, I may not have found 
this slim but walkable path through the complexities of the work I feel called 
to do, and were it not for her dedication to supporting activist scholars like 
me, I might find fewer allies in my work. Jacqueline Leavitt is owed a great 
debt of gratitude, and her impact will be felt for decades to come.
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Ed Soja was a leading scholar in Geography, a central proponent of the spatial 
turn and inspiring thinker of the Los Angeles School.  His career spanned a 
half century, beginning at Syracuse University in 1965, and spent primarily at 
the University of California, Los Angeles where he became the Distinguished 
Professor of Urban Planning in the School of Public Affairs in 1994.  His 
life-long fascination with spatiality coalesced first in the publication of what 
remains his cardinal work PostModern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space 
in Critical Social Theory (1989) and culminated with Seeking Spatial Justice 
(2010). These two publications bookended a series of works on the socio-spa-
tial dialectic that provoked a radical shift in geographic thought around the 
spatial turn and amassed a widespread global following – with translations 
appearing in Portuguese, Japanese, Chinese, Serbian, Korean and Spanish.  

As a scholar who, in his own words, “tried to see the world through a range 
of perspective lenses . . . political economic or cultural, or shaped by class, 
race, gender, sexual preference; or screened through discourse, linguistics, 
psychoanalysis, Marxism, feminism,” (Soja 2009:11) he put space passionately, 
assertively, personally first. 

It is fitting perhaps that the compilation of reflections in this special issue on 
Ed’s life are a not a linear unfolding of a life, but study in multiple story lines 
– intensely personal accounts that reveal Ed’s many sides – a “crotchety, crit-
ical intellect,” and yet a “friendly bear of a man” (Dear); a man with a “Zorba 
like sense of hospitality” (Thompson); an encouraging mentor (Purcell); with 
a passion for music, and  sensitivity for reading the world around him in its 
intimate details, who made you see the  liveliness of space “changing con-
stantly before your eyes” (Benach and Albet). 

Ed’s rallying cry for spatial justice is ever more visible in multiple global 
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struggles – whether against the creation of sacrifice zones or around the 
occupation of city centers. And his scholarly legacy will undoubtedly endure 
for many decades to come.  Yet it is still difficult to come to terms with a 
world devoid of Ed’s loquacious and expansive personality, his humor and 
generosity, his way of unsettling and enlivening the world. We will miss you. 
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Ed would have really appreciated this gathering. He loved to be the center of 
attention.1

Ed was in every sense larger than life. He had an imposing physical presence 
and an enormous personality. He was also gifted with an extraordinarily fer-
tile mind that took him persistently to the intellectual frontiers of geography, 
planning theory, and social enquiry generally. His astonishing (one of Ed’s 
favorite words) verbal capacities served him well not only in his written work, 
but also in his more direct interaction with others, from his inspired teaching 
to public debate. His way with words seemed to be virtually inexhaustible and 
sometimes, to be frank, a bit overpowering. I sometimes had the feeling after 
a conversation with Ed that I had lost.

I first met Ed briefly in the mid-1960s, but it was only when I came to UCLA 
in 1980 that we came to know each other well and to spend much time 
together. At that stage in our careers we were both intently focused on 
efforts to re-think spatial theory in terms of Marxian categories. Ed had just 
published “The Socio-Spatial Dialectic,” which marked a crucial turning 
point in his career and, after a rather dry spell in the 1970s, signaled the flood 
of publications that was to appear in the last two or three decades of his 
life. This also initiated his subsequent near-compulsive concern with what 
he called “socio-spatial dialectics,” an idea that subsequently evolved into 
the notion of the “trialectical” relations between geographic space, human 
society, and ideology. He experimented creatively and playfully with various 
theoretical approaches to these issues, including, most importantly, Marxism 
and postmodernism, but always in a highly idiosyncratic and imaginative 

1. Remarks read at Edward W Soja tribute sessions at the 2016 American Association of 
Geographers Annual Conference.
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way. Among the numerous original ideas that he teased out of these materials 
was the concept of “third space,” of which he was inordinately proud. 

Many of you are familiar with Ed’s more recent work and writings, so I want 
to focus here on earlier and less well-known aspects of his career.  

I remember one special day, shortly after I arrived at UCLA, when Ed and I 
took an exploratory trip around parts of eastern and southern Los Angeles 
and Orange County. We made a whole series of weird and wonderful 
encounters including the baroque Mission Inn in Riverside, the Richard 
Nixon Birthplace in Yorba Linda, the new residential development of Mission 
Viejo (with its flock of Olympic swimming champions – a fact that especially 
appealed to Ed’s finely-honed appreciation of the improbable), the John 
Wayne (!) Airport, and the surreal Noguchi Garden in Costa Mesa, to mention 
only some of the highlights. At the time it seemed to us to be completely 
bizarre, though in today’s post-fordist/postmodern times most observers 
would probably take it all in stride. Was it real or was it a simulacrum? Ed 
made much of this question in his later work.

I certainly was taken aback with much of what we encountered that day, and 
Ed too was quite amazed despite the fact that he had already lived in LA for 
several years. What we saw was an urban landscape completely different from 
anything that was described in the literature of urban geography and sociol-
ogy. This was an extraordinary mosaic of mushrooming ethnic communities 
in the suburbs together with enormously wealthy residential subdivisions, 
interspersed with vast swaths of high-technology industry set in manicured 
landscapes, more like upscale financial agencies or day spas than anything 
resembling manufacturing plants. The whole was dramatically different 
from our usual points of urban reference such as Chicago and Detroit in the 
northeastern USA. As our day progressed our conversation became increas-
ingly animated about how our theoretical ideas could accommodate this 
departure from “normal” blue-collar/white-collar and factory-based forms 
of urbanization. In his later work, Ed would return again and again to the 
peculiar sense of strangeness and hallucination evoked by this landscape, and 
of course to the idea of the simulacrum and the postmodern strangeness of 
Southern California.

I like to think that this trip represents the moment of genesis of what later 
came to be known as the LA School. At any rate, in the mid-1980s a small 
group of us at UCLA and USC including Ed, Mike Davis, Michael Dear, 
Jennifer Wolch, Michael Storper and myself came to share in this sense that 
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Southern California heralded something radically new in urban theory. Up 
to then, Chicago had provided the basic model of 20th century urban society, 
and Los Angeles was typically seen as being an eccentric special case whose 
essence could be summed up in terms of sun, sea, surf, and movie stars.  Ed 
was especially forceful in leading this academic discovery of Los Angeles, and 
thus began an intense engagement with the city and the region that lasted for 
the rest of his life.

The UCLA/USC group was also deeply involved in the launch and promotion 
of a new academic journal called Society and Space, with Michael Dear as its 
founding editor. The very title of the journal was an echo of Ed’s socio-spatial 
dialectics idea. One of the earliest numbers of the journal was devoted to Los 
Angeles with its lead article by Ed entitled “Taking Los Angeles Apart.” Here, 
Ed picked up on the Aleph, characterized by Jorge Luis Borges as “the only 
place on earth where all places are.” Ed went on to write that the Aleph/Los 
Angeles functioned as:

… a limitless space of simultaneity and contradiction, impossible to describe 
in ordinary language. Extraordinary language is accordingly experimented 
with in describing Los Angeles as a place where everything seems to come 
together in evocative fragments (1986, 255).

This statement heralds three of the basic elements of the emerging Soja 
brand: an emphatic interest in space as a domain of “simultaneity and 
contradiction,” LA as a place where “it all comes together,” and a focus on the 
use of “extraordinary language.” This insistence on extraordinary language 
evolved steadily over the following years, and helped to project Ed into his 
later postmodern phase marked by an inimitable form of Soja-esque verbal 
exuberance. Ed frequently told me that I had a tin ear in regard to his prin-
cipal intellectual sensibilities so if he happens to be up there looking down, 
he is probably already complaining that I got it wrong all over again. He once 
called my own prose “stiff.” 

In that same issue of Society and Space, Ed and I published an extended 
editorial with the ambitious title “Los Angeles: Capital of the Late 20th 
Century.”  Here we made the provocative case for considering Los Angeles as 
the “paradigmatic metropolis of the world” displacing Chicago as the paradig-
matic model of capitalist urbanization. 

These early publishing ventures laid some of the conceptual foundations of 
the “LA School of Urban Studies” in opposition to the old “Chicago School 
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of Urban Sociology.”  Ed and I then tried to push things further forward by 
organizing a group of some twenty local scholars to write papers on diverse 
aspects of the economic development and social character of Los Angeles. 
These papers were eventually published in 1996 in a book mischievously titled 
“The City” with the subtitle: “Los Angeles and Urban Theory at the End of the 
Twentieth Century.” For a time, this and other work on Los Angeles helped to 
re-orient much of the prevailing debate in urban theory. Indeed, over the brief 
course of its active life the LA School generated considerable controversy in 
urban studies circles, until it was more or less stoned to death by an army of 
hostile critics.

As I have already indicated, Ed’s intellectual commitments continued to 
evolve after the 1980s in a number of different ways. However, his passionate 
interest in Los Angeles and its political-cum-planning problems remained 
prominently to the fore in all this work. He and I remained good friends over 
this later period, though the time of our more intense forms of collabora-
tion were now behind us. Still, I like to believe that that special moment of 
flowering in the 1980s and early 1990s was one that will come to be seen as 
the defining moment of Ed’s career. It is certainly one that I personally will 
always treasure, and it is inflected deeply with the towering presence of Ed 
Soja. 
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Generous. That’s the word that comes to mind immediately when I think of 
Ed. Patient and kind come to mind too, but generous is the word. 
I was a grad student in Geography at UCLA in the 1990s, and my initial 
thought was that I would study the Middle East. But I arrived in Los Angeles 
in 1992—the uprising had just occurred, Mike Davis’ City of Quartz had just 
been published. It didn’t take long before I knew that I was an urban geog-
rapher, and that I was going to study LA. Gerry Hale was my advisor, and 
because he already straddled both worlds, he guided my transition gracefully. 
I started reading. City of Quartz was my most important inspiration polit-
ically and empirically, but Ed’s Postmodern Geographies was my theoretical 
north star. It insisted, along with all of his other work, that space is not an 
epiphenomenon, that space is fundamental. 1

So I emailed Ed, out of the blue, never having taken a course with him, or 
even met him, and I told him how important I thought his work was, and 
how I hoped I could maybe work with him for my dissertation. I am sure it 
was embarrassingly fawning stuff. I couldn’t believe that he even responded, 
much less agreed to be on my committee. That was more or less the nature 
of our relationship for the rest of the time we knew each other: Ed listening 
patiently, reading attentively, advising gently but insistently, and me, star-
struck, trying to soak it all in, never quite able to believe he was doing all this 
for me. But he did. He was always generous with his time – always on that 
crappy balcony appended to Perloff. He never rushed the proceedings. He 
patiently prodded me in the directions he thought I should go. He made my 
work much better, but he did it in an encouraging way, in a way that built me 
up as a scholar. He always did it with a glimmer in his eye: there was always 
a feeling of joy as we worked on ideas, always a sense of hope, or promise, a 
sense that this work – scholarly work – mattered, that it was worth doing, 

1. Remarks read at Edward W Soja tribute sessions at the 2016 American Association of 
Geographers Annual Conference.
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that it could help make the world a better place. 
That’s how I remember Ed. Generous, nurturing, patient, and joyful. I owe 
him an enormous debt that I can never repay. Thank you, Ed. For everything. 
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Ed was a big man with big passions, especially for pickle spoons. I first met 
him in London when I worked for Verso Books, sometime in the late 1980s. 
After the usual preliminaries, he asked if I could help him out with “an odd 
interest.” Verso was and is located in an alley in Soho, two blocks from a 
venerable spanking parlor (for mostly bankers), and around the corner from 
Paul Raymond’s notorious Windmill Theater. There are few interests however 
‘odd’ that can’t be accommodated in the neighborhood. But it turned out that 
Ed was only interested in Victorian cutlery.

So we ended up spending a Saturday afternoon in the Camden Lock Market, 
lustily sorting through hoardings of tarnished toddy ladles, butter knifes, 
crab crackers, preserve spoons, sugar sifters, basting spoons and all the other 
specialized implements once essential to formal dining in an ‘Upstairs, 
Downstairs’ world. Finally, after an hour or so of ransacking the stalls, Ed 
found what he assured me was an exquisite specimen to bring home to his 
wife Maureen. He was triumphant and so we went off to a pub to celebrate 
and talk about the restructuring of Los Angeles. Years afterwards, I’d whisper 
‘pickle spoon’ and he’d laugh. 

When you get to be my age, the landscape of memory begins to look a lot like 
an derelict street in south Chicago, and you have to struggle to recall what 
once stood in each abandoned lot. In my Los Angeles, it was Shelly’s Manhole, 
Papa Bach, the Pan Pacific Theater, Rhino Records, the Glens of Antrim, the 
Midnite Special, the Echo Park newsstand, Papadakis in Pedro, and so on. 
Each gone and thus another reason not to drive north. But LA without Ed 
Soja, without its Karl Marx? An intolerable thought, too painful for catharsis. 
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I first met Ed in the fall of 1983. I came to UCLA to do my PhD with someone 
else, but was quickly fascinated with his approach, his breadth of intellect, 
and he took me on as a student. I had come from Geography at McGill at 
a time when a Marxist orthodoxy had begun to solidify as an important 
and powerful analytic in Geography. In Montreal we were reading Capital, 
Poulantzas, Althusser, Hindess and Hirst, Milton Santos, talking about frac-
tions and factions of capital and the role of the state. It was also a time when 
a debate between the meta-narratives of gender, race and class—sometimes 
fractious, sometimes productive—was beginning to emerge. 

At GSAUP, the Graduate School of Architecture and Urban Planning, Ed 
was a tour de force. We grad students would crowd into his classes. I don’t 
remember any readings actually being assigned to these classes, and perhaps 
there weren’t any! Ed would talk for one or two hours almost non-stop and 
then take questions. These lectures were the basis for his book Postmodern 
Geographies, which I still believe today (in terms of what it has done to and for 
the discipline of geography) is his finest contribution. It was exhilarating, and 
I remember several times as graduate students we would pile out of the class, 
our thoughts stretched like rubber bands, trying to keep hold of the concepts 
and their implications, the socio-spatial dialectic, the spatial turn, before 
familiar pathways of thought would snap back into place.

I remember coming to the AAG for his Author Meets Critics on Postmodern 
Geographies a few years later. It was a midsized room, and in not untypical 
fashion the AAG had seriously misjudged the interest the work would gen-
erate. The room was packed, standing room only, and the audience snaked 
down the hallway trying to catch snatches of the discussion in the room. 
That moment I think was a metaphor for Ed—his person and his work—
always exceeding the space provided for it, pushing the boundaries of thought 
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of that time. The socio-spatial dialectic is now something of a commonplace 
in geography today, and many scholars have pushed in directions well beyond 
it. 

But what was exciting to me at the time was the sheer breadth of the proj-
ect. This was not the working out of a particular analytical framework (be 
it Marxism, Lefebvrianism, or something else) in relation to geography. It 
was nothing less than—as Ed put it—the tracing of “a reconfigurative path 
through the intellectual history of critical social theory from the last fin 
de siecle to the present.” A massive undertaking, which pulled from Terry 
Eagleton, Martin Jay, Michel Foucault, John Berger, Marshall Berman, 
Stephen Kern, Ernest Mandel. I could go on—but the point here is that Ed 
offered a different way to do geographic thought—a rereading, an oblique and 
capacious reading across the western canon that offered new ways of think-
ing. It is not for nothing then that this work inaugurated what we widely call 
the spatial turn, and it is not insignificant that geography has been leavened 
subsequently by a whole series of “turns”—the cultural turn, the post-colonial 
turn, the ontological turn, the affective turn, and most recently the call for 
a Southern Turn, which focused on the global south and with the southern 
U.S. South in the recognition of and engagement with a vibrant anti-racist 
scholarship. 

What Ed gave us was not merely a concept, the socio-spatial dialectic—how-
ever that has intervened in and redirected geographic thought, whatever 
mutations have emerged from it—but the idea and the practice of a ‘turning,’ 
a different way of building geographic thought, a different way to approach 
the act of thinking itself. 

It is this movement I think that has inspired me and continues to inspire me 
in my own turn to and through philosophy.

It is not surprising as well that Ed has attracted a wide range of heterodox 
thinkers, students who worked “within shouting distance of Marxism,” to 
borrow Stuart Hall’s felicitous phrase: Clyde Woods who wrote Development 
Arrested, students like myself working on youth, others on the constitution 
of feminist and queer geographies, and all manners of difference. Ed was not 
“hands on” as an advisor. He left you to your own devices much of the time. 
He was always available to talk should you need it, but he also gave you the 
freedom to chart your own course. At a time in the discipline when the doc-
toral dissertation still followed the orthodoxy of a kind of ersatz science: state 
your hypothesis, develop the literature review, provide your methodology, 
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and explain the case study. He told me: “write your project as a book.” It was 
immensely freeing.

There is much more I could say here. Ed was especially kind around kids. I 
remember bringing my son to a conference in Baltimore when he was just 
past 6 weeks old, a newborn, before the days of childcare at the AAG. I was 
standing next to Ed at the back of a large plenary session with baby in arms, 
and my son started to sigh at a particular flat point in the presentation. Ed 
turned to me and said: “My thoughts exactly.”  I remember Ed reporting 
with a mixture of pride and bemusement the first day his own son Chris was 
attending undergraduate classes at UCLA: Chris had indeed turned up on 
campus but left almost immediately because he couldn’t find a parking spot! 
Ed, I think, saw it as much confirmation of his concept of the socio-spatial 
dialectic as the intransigent behavior of his offspring. Ed was also funny: he 
loved to sing, had a booming voice to match his stature, and sang regularly 
with a chorus, although he complained to me once with some exasperation 
that he had been asked to tone it down. His voice was drowning out the other 
singers. 

I got the news about Ed’s death November 3, 2015. I had no premonition, no 
warning that he was ill, that this was coming. It is still hard for me to grasp 
that he is in fact gone, both because of the new trajectories of thought that he 
instigated in our discipline, and because he was such a lovely presence. Derek 
Gregory, in his lovely tribute, referred to Ed as “a gentle giant.”1 He was in 
many ways a mountain of a man: calm, but not passive. A presence.  

So rather than thinking of him as gone, I prefer to think of him in the way 
that John Berger describes a particular sense of the past in the mountains: Ed 
is past, but a past that is never behind us, will never be behind us, but always 
to one side. A fitting and lyrical description of the way Ed has and continues 
to engage a space-time. Someone who has given and continues to give so 
much of himself and his work to our discipline.

1. On Derek’s Blog, Geographical Imaginations: https://geographicalimaginations.
com/2015/11/04/a-gentle-giant/
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For twenty-five years, Edward Soja visited Barcelona repeatedly, at least on 
six occasions. He was attracted by its urban atmosphere – so very European 
for someone coming from North America – and by the architectural designs 
of Gaudí, which tourists today now visit so avidly. Ed, of course, saw these 
through different lenses. Even more than that, he came to Barcelona attracted 
to its urban planning, which he so greatly admired for its regional and 
notwithstanding human scale. Ed always took advantage of any opportunity 
or invitation to make a worthwhile visit to the city. His stays in Barcelona 
were always special occasions that stimulated us all and taught us to think 
spatially.

We each met Ed in 1990, thanks in large part to connections that Carles 

Núria Benach, Universitat de Barcelona

Abel Albet, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona

Edward Soja in Barcelona: tracks and traces
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Carreras (Universitat de Barcelona) and Maria Dolors Garcia Ramon 
(Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona) had provided. However, it wasn’t until 
much later, in 2001, when we crossed paths. During one of Ed’s visits to 
Barcelona, we discovered that we shared the same perspective on geography, 
which, for the most part, Ed himself had motivated. All of our later work, 
which, to a great extent we have done together, has been inspired by this 
encounter.

In this contribution, we want to retrace some of the moments that we shared 
with Ed that have enhanced our spatial perspective. At the same time, we 
want to show how our recent aims to understand social processes through 
the spatial vision that Ed advocated for throughout his lifetime. 

1. Tracks: things we learned with Edward Soja 
Los Angeles in Barcelona: understanding urban restructuring
Long before anyone began to talk incessantly about the existence of a 
“Barcelona model” regarding urban visions and strategies, those of us who 
studied urban processes did so trying to learn from the “Los Angeles model.” 
As it happened in the past with the industrial city in Manchester and even 

Figure 1. Edward Soja at Núria Benach’s home in Barcelona (2007). 
Photograph by Abel Albet.
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more so in Chicago, the postmodern focus of urban studies at the end of the 
1980s was undoubtedly Los Angeles. The urban scenes in Blade Runner (1982) 
impressed us to such an extent that we saw there the dystopian future in Los 
Angeles, and through that vision of Los Angeles, we saw the future of our 
own European cities.

The magnitude of the metamorphosis of urban spaces was difficult to com-
prehend. The simplicity of the aforementioned examples provided a degree 
of light relief that, after some time, gave way to more complex and elaborated 
reflections that focused on each city’s own particular characteristics. Ed had 
published Postmodern Geographies in 1989. It took us some time to under-
stand what the first part was about (everything seemed so new back then!), 
but the second part, dedicated to Los Angeles, seemed like something that we 
could definitely learn from. 

When Ed visited Barcelona for the first time in 1990—taking advantage of 
an invitation he had received to attend a series of conferences in Valencia 
on the internationalization of cities—his reading of the city grew out of 
long walks during which he observed the urban landscape, being a direct 
translation of his knowledge of Los Angeles. There everything was much 
clearer, he said: the processes of social polarization, spatial segregation, and 

Figure 2. Edward Soja in a helicopter
over Barcelona’s metropolitan area (2001). Photograph by Abel Albet.
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the concentration of capital. But he could also read these processes in the 
small details which people living in Barcelona all their lives easily overlooked. 
Of course, Barcelona was not Los Angeles, and neither could the analytical 
model (in some ways the product of the so-called “Los Angeles school”) be 
applied directly. However, Ed gave us the tools that we needed to read our 
own reality, in the world periphery but at the same time in an intensely 
desired position of relevance in the context of Southern Europe. In this way, 
we were able to interpret the urban transformation of Barcelona, beginning 
in the 1980s, and its progressive focus, into a model that became increasingly 
aligned with the interests of global capitalism. Today, Barcelona’s question-
able specialization in tourism cannot be understood without first considering 
this framework of urban and regional restructuring, and the adaptation of 
cities to meet global demands spatially. 

On the roof-terrace of La Pedrera with Fellini: the spatial imagination 
In his visits to Barcelona, Ed always showed a special fascination for the 
works of Gaudí. We remember him with his mouth wide open, amazed at the 
overflowing spatial imagination which Gaudí demonstrated in the façades 
of his buildings: the basilica of the Sagrada Família almost literally melting 
before our eyes, the Casa Batlló on Passeig de Gràcia with its naturally 
inspired ornamentation or its balconies like carnival masks. On the same 
Passeig de Gràcia, you can also find the colossal Casa Milà, known as “La 
Pedrera,” which in 2001 was bought and restored by the Caixa d’Estalvis 
de Catalunya (a major savings bank), rediscovering the paleness of its wavy 
façade, which had been blackened by pollution. 
For personal reasons, which were abundant on these occasions, we were 
invited to an evening concert on the roof of La Pedrera taking place during 
a cycle of summer concerts, which continue to this day. The rooftop of La 
Pedrera is always an extremely unique space to experience: with its stairway 
exits, ventilation towers, and its chimneys simulating warriors which served 
as inspiration for the helmets of the Stormtroopers in the Star Wars movie. 
On that hot night in July, in this totally unreal space with multiple levels and 
dreamy lighting, a quartet of strings was playing the music of Nino Rota from 
the Fellini films. 
We remember the look on Ed’s face, a glass of Catalan cava (champagne) in 
hand, which seemed to tell us (or perhaps he was telling himself), that this 
was one of the most incredible and magical moments he had ever experienced 
in Barcelona. It seemed that we were witnessing his sensitivity for reading the 
world just as much through what wasn’t real as what was. With Ed’s guidance, 
we learned to transcend the double illusion of transparency (the intelligible 
space that isn’t hidden) and opacity (any given objective space in which the 
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only reality consists of “things”) of which Lefebvre had written, and thinking 
spatially in other terms, with a liberty that our conventional indoctrination 
of geography seemed to have stolen irremediably. 
The “trialectics” of spatiality, the existence of real-and-imagined places was 
not so easy to comprehend. But that day, these cri(p)tical concepts seemed to 
open up naturally in that particular space between Gaudi and Fellini. We are 
not very accustomed to moving—at least in our culture—with ease between 
the sensory and the rational; it is curious that in light-hearted moments like 
those, so far away from a rational and wise viewpoint, one can approach such 
views with the complicity of someone who has also lived them.  

Flight over the metropolitan area: the regional dimension
The helicopter flight was the idea of Eva Serra, a restless architect who then 
worked in the public agency of territorial planning “Barcelona Regional.” The 
agency was headed by the architect José Antonio Acebillo, who was respon-
sible at the time for all public urban planning in Barcelona. Acebillo, a great 
fan of Ed’s work, had invited him to visit Barcelona and to write up a formal 
assessment on the future development of the city. Acebillo’s fascination with 
Ed was not shared by the rest of the architects on his team, who considered 
his work to be rather incomprehensible. This meant that they were perfectly 
happy to share Ed with us, the geographers, with whom he seemed to share a 
common language. 
So, first thing in the morning, we met up at a place where a helicopter and 
pilot were waiting for us, ready to fly over the regional metropolis. Ed boarded 
the six-seat helicopter enthusiastically as if it was something he was used to 
doing. For the rest of the travelers, it was something of a new experience. To 
contemplate the metropolitan area of Barcelona from the air at the same time 
as Ed was to see it in a different way. Of course the noise of the helicopter 
wouldn’t allow us to comment adequately on what we were seeing at the time 
we were observing it. 

There were a number of head-to-head debates between Ed and Acebillo. We 
remember one discussion in particular which occurred in the impressive 
penthouse of the Ziggurat Building on Saffron Hill (London) that Richard 
Sennett and Saskia Sassen had lent to Ed during his semester teaching at the 
London School of Economics. Debates involving Ed and the advisory reports 
he produced never featured any of that (unfortunately all too common) 
arrogance shown by many experts, which, combined with ignorance of the 
context, often results in a type of conceptual colonialism or condescending 
paternalism which renders debates and reports utterly useless and empty. In 
contrast, Ed’s perspective always maintained an enormous respect towards 
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Barcelona’s own reality, as evidenced by his extensive knowledge and fore-
thought (to a surprising level on the smallest of details) and for his willing-
ness to learn and incorporate ideas before attempting to put them forward. 
With principles such as neo-metropolitanism or new regionalism, Ed pro-
posed the idea of treating the whole of Catalonia as one metropolitan reality. 
This is another way of saying that the metropolis of Barcelona should reach 
out to include the entire region of Catalonia. Beyond what would seem an 
easy adaptation of the urban scale of Los Angeles to that of Barcelona, it 
represented the confirmation of a profound knowledge of this corner of the 
European territory, and the validity of the implementation of some theories 
(in other words, of the ability of a real geographer to understand a region, 
based on its essential variables and conceptual filters). 
From the moment Ed put forward this concept, the confirmation of this 
regional-metropolitan reality of Barcelona-Catalonia became an uncomfort-
able truth for politicians from both sides of the political spectrum, and as 
much for regionalist culture as the metropolitan culture. But it also provided 
an optimum vision of opportunity for the Catalonian region, and the way 
in which Ed presented this was typical of his visionary and provocative 
character. 

In the vineyards: the specialized economy of the metropolitan region
In his successive visits to Barcelona, Ed’s mobility began to decline, and pains 
in his feet and knees affected his desire to see the city. During his last visits, 
he enjoyed traveling by car more than strolling through the city on foot. On 
one occasion, he asked to visit the extensive area of vineyards of Penedès. We 
were once again in the month of July, and the vineyards were there to see in 
all their glory before the harvest in September. Though we tried, we did not 
get the chance to visit the wineries or wine cellars (as it was a holiday), but 
we were still able to witness the beauty of the spectacular vineyards, and to 
also attest to the notable presence of industrial zones in the area. “Why has 
Barcelona deindustrialized?” Ed asked. “Haven’t you noticed the change in 
scale of this city?” Well, of course, urbanization has never been an object, 
but rather a process which progressively occupied a growingly specialized 
space. The presence and words of Ed made you see space as being open and 
dynamic, changing constantly before your eyes.
It was where spatial agglomerations act as sparks which detonate changes and 
the continuing processes of selective centralization and decentralization of 
the economic activities as the result. Since Postmetropolis (2000) Ed wrote a 
lot about the generative effects of urban agglomerations. Linking Jane Jacobs’ 
groundbreaking ideas on the economy of cities with Lefebvre’s statements 
on the urban society, Ed developed a powerful argument about the spatial/
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urban causality of all economic development. Arguable as it could be, his 
overwhelming enthusiasm in defending a new geographical perspective based 
on these insights was at least the spark we needed to start thinking anew our 
own metropolitan regions.

Andorra: the urge for knowing the whole world
In the summer of 2007, Ed was invited to Barcelona to give an inaugural 
conference speech at a conference on tourism, and we took advantage of it to 
have a long conversation. To take a break from an intensive work schedule, 
we offered to take him on a visit to the city or to one of the surrounding 
areas. Ed made a surprising request which left us all stunned: “I’d like to go to 
Andorra.” Thinking of the eminently urban character of his intellectual work, 
we racked our brains to understand what interest Andorra could possibly 
have for him. But the answer was personal rather than intellectual. Quite 
spontaneously he declared, “It’s just that I’ve always wanted to go to Andorra 
ever since I was a boy.” 
There wasn’t anything special to do or see in Andorra on that occasion, we 
were just trying to fulfill a desire from the past, filled with the naïvete of a 

Figure 3. “Edward W. Soja. The postmodern perspective of a radical geographer”, by Núria 
Benach and Abel Albet (Barcelona: Icaria, 2010). First volume of the Espacios Críticos series.
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child who discovers a little territory in an atlas, where no one would suppose 
one existed. It was an exhausting trip, back and forth the same day, and 
which didn’t fill any expectations. Or maybe they just didn’t exist. 
Often Ed would simply go with the flow just out of curiosity, expecting to find 
the unexpected, hoping that the space itself would reveal something interest-
ing to study. On a number of occasions Ed would confess, beyond a shadow 
of a doubt and without false conviction, that he had felt like a geographer 
very early on in life. The streets of the Bronx, where he was born and raised, 
constituted a sort of microcosm where all the children’s games seemed to 
have a geographical relationship: baseball (of which he had been a huge fan 
his whole life, following games inning by inning by internet from whatever 
corner of the world he found himself in), “four corners,” marbles, even Bridge, 
which, surprisingly, he would play with his childhood gang. 
But Ed admitted that he was already restless back then, with a real com-
pulsion for knowing what was beyond the microgeography of that sector 
of the Bronx where he grew up. As other geographers affirm having done as 
children, Ed buried himself in the pages of the school atlas fantasizing and, 
moreover, analyzing the information contained in those atlases. “I think I 
was born to spatialize,” he asserted in his autobiography (Soja, 2008). In the 
beginning, it seemed rather surprising to have such a vocation so early on in 
life. Later on, one begins to understand the real meaning of this statement. 
His work on his “theory of critical space” that he had been developing since 
1980 responded to this instinct—as if it were something natural in him—to 
spatialize all social processes. The look of happiness on his face when Ed 
was photographed on the Andorran border may have closed one of the vital 
chapters of those initial microgeographies: after a life of spatialization and 
geographic conceptualization, the space brought back memories of his child-
hood atlas (and of that little smudge of color in the Pyrenees between France 
and Spain), culminated in perceiving such an absolute space as a physical 
reality. 

2. Traces: the Espacios Críticos project 
The initial stimulus
In 2001 Ed had made possible the contact between us, suggesting that we 
share our concerns, which he perceived as being very close. It was in 2006 
when, in an unusually rapid manner, the Espacios Críticos [Critical Spaces] 
project was organized and defined. In one of so many conversations we 
had, we realized that it had already been ten years since the publication of 
Thirdspace by Ed (1996). This was a work that, even though it had stirred up 
great controversy in English academic institutions, had gone almost unno-
ticed in the Spanish-speaking world. Well, maybe not entirely: Ed, after all, 
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was a world-renowned geographer whose name resonated strongly in leading 
academic circles who prided themselves as being à la page. For this reason, he 
was often considered as an essential bibliographical reference.
However, due to the complexity of the work, we suspected that it was simply 
cited more than it was applied. So, we had the daring initial idea of writing an 
article to highlight the principle elements of his work for a Spanish-speaking 
audience. Half an hour of discussion on the difficulties of such a job, however, 
was enough for the concept of an article to be made into a book. This wasn’t 
just about Thirdspace – Ed’s entire body of work was covered, and the book 
included a translation of texts, an interview and a number of essays about his 
work, including an unpublished article that the author would write ex profeso 
for the book (Benach and Albet, 2010). 
We weren’t content with simply translating texts or writing some kind of crit-
ical essay: we wanted to learn more about his life and the intellectual trajec-
tory which gave rise to such intricate ideas to understand the logic underlying 
them all. We needed to talk with the author about the backdrop for these 
theoretic constructions, the places in which he’d worked and the people who 
had influenced him throughout his life. We wanted to portray all of this, in 
some way, in a work that would serve to put a temporal and spatial context to 
ideas, which could be used in some other time and place. It didn’t take much 
time for ideas of a book project to develop into an entire collection, for which 
we even compiled a list of recognized figures of critical thought who would be 
the hypothetical (we wished, at least) protagonists of future volumes. 

The editorial series
We were working on the design of this first book on and off for some time, 
while we thought about which publisher in our environment could be inter-
ested in such a project. We considered the effect of a product of the collabo-
ration between the authors, geographers from two nearby universities which 
in those days had been insisting for years on turning their back to each other. 
After a few frustrated attempts, we finally found the perfect publisher: Icaria, 
a specialized publisher of critical social sciences and essays whose objective is 
to “proportion tools for reflection and transformative proposals of the most 
relevant issues of our present-day world.” There could not have been a better 
fit. 
Icaria welcomed the idea, at first with some caution (due to being bombarded 
by a barrage of ideas which had no concrete structure), and later with 
astounding enthusiasm as the project began to take form. The final result of 
all of this was the editorial collection, Espacios Críticos, a series of volumes 
that can be really described as neither biographies, anthologies, nor strictly as 
critical essays about the authors. “The project achieved these functions, while 
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also striving for a broader vision of connecting complex spatial ideas with 
practice around the world.” 
We purposely avoided the old academic exercise of pointing out the weak 
points of another’s work for the author’s own self-glorification; in this case 
it was the other way around. We were looking to bring out, above all, the 
principal ideas that, in the end, could help us in the job of analyzing our 
immediate problems, and reinforce this spatial vision which contains many of 
his key concepts. 
The first volume was published in 2010 and dedicated, of course, to Ed. New 
volumes dedicated to Doreen Massey, Richard Peet, Francesco Indovina, 
Franco Farinelli, Neil Smith, Horacio Capel, and Neil Brenner followed it. 
Soon, volumes dedicated to Jean-Pierre Garnier, Claude Raffestin, David 
Harvey, and Yi-Fu Tuan will be published, while more are in preparation. In 
each volume, our objective is to analyze ideas that have been useful in their 
particular context, and take from that anything that can be applied to other 
contexts to fulfill its purpose—as a tool—in the service of providing critical 
and transformative spatial analysis. 

The collective project to spatialize our understanding of society
After some time, and with the series being already a consolidated reality, 
Espacios Críticos has become something more than another editorial series. 
All this material about critical space that we considered to be truly useful 
only made sense if it were to be applied to a wider context, and go further 
than just academia. From the beginning, we didn’t want the walls of aca-
demic institutions to represent barriers; but rather the starting point of an 
intellectual project that seeks to connect thoughts on critical space, research, 
activism and public debate about present-day spatial-political questions. 
We live in times of outrageous academic neoliberalism with very little 
attention to debate, and a philosophy of productivity that has little to do with 
critical intellectual work. We believe that only the assertion of an authentic 
spatial perspective, as Ed would put it, can provide us with a critical under-
standing of the global crisis we live in and, therefore, provide us with keys to 
its transformation.
A cosmopolitan personality such as Ed surely had a very special and unique 
relationship with many cities in the world, but in Barcelona he forged a 
number of particularly close ties of friendship. These friendships were the 
fruit of many long conversations at the dinner table, and other even longer 
discussions and confessions that he shared with us during our time together. 
He also made great strides and laid out a clear path which will serve as 
inspiration and a guide for the future. Ed’s legacy will remain for a long time 
to come. 
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Lead Photograph
In 1962 Malvina Reynolds and Pete Seeger sang “I want to go to Andorra, / it’s 
a place that I adore. / They spent four dollars and ninety cents / on arma-
ments and their defense, / did you ever hear of such confidence? / Andorra, 
hip hurrah!”. Like them, Ed was also fascinated by Andorra since he was a 
child: while visiting Barcelona in July 2007, he could finally step on that little 
smudge of color in the Catalan Pyrenees, as shown in his childhood atlas. 
Photograph by Abel Albet. 
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I was one of Ed’s students. Ed was one of my mentors, and I am sad to have 
to? be reflecting in such a way? about a good friend. First, my condolences to 
Maureen, Erica, Christopher, and other members of Ed’s family. 

I am one of the many foreign students who Ed Soja adopted. I would not have 
received my MA had Ed not taken me under his wing and pulled me through 
to completion. His love, care, and support are why I have that MA. For a boy 
who left school and home in England at 15 years of age, you will never know 
how important it was for me to get an MA. Not everyone in England auto-
matically goes to Oxford or Cambridge. Through his tutoring and encour-
agement, Ed personally made sure I was awarded an MA. I suspect I speak for 
many others for whom Ed played a critical role in helping become the people 
we are. 

Others today will speak of Dr. Soja’s intellectual impact on various disciplines 
and so they should. He indeed was a giant. However, for many of us, espe-
cially those born in another country, Ed offered the largest gifts anyone can 
give another person: his home and the welcome of his family. On behalf of so 
many foreign students in particular, I wish to give my warmest thanks to his 
wonderful wife Maureen and his marvelous children Erica and Christopher. 
You are all so richly a part of who Ed was, and our memories of Ed always 
include memories of you. You were the International House of Soja.

I regret that this day has come earlier than it should, because you are the ones 
that will miss him the most. However, when I think of the times many of us 
students had with Ed and Maureen, I think of him as having Zorba like qual-
ities, of the hospitality of him and Maureen, of the laughter, of the singing 
and the lust for life. Ed and Maureen gave us the best of times. Ed will not be 
forgotten by those who knew him. On behalf of the many foreign students 

David Thompson
Neighborhood Partners, LLC
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from around the globe who entered Ed’s orbit, I thank him for who he is and 
what he gave and did for so many of us.

Allow me to close by quoting and paraphrasing from a poem by Dylan 
Thomas entitled:

“Do not go gentle into that good night”

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight, 
And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way, 
Do not go gentle into that good night. 
 
And you, my father friend, there on the sad height, 
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray. 
Do not go gentle into that good night. 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Ed gave us all so much light and love. What an honor to be able to speak so 
lovingly about an amazing human being who was also a good friend. Ed Soja. 
Thank you, thank you, thank you.
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How will I remember Ed Soja? So many words and descriptions come to mind. 
A friendly bear of a man. Belligerent and bloody-minded. Garrulous and 
opinionated. Witty, funny, crotchety, critical. Driven by an itching curiosity 
and a towering intellect. A rascal. When I think of him, I usually return to 
those days when our paths intersected most intensely, in the 1980s and 1990s, 
during the fabled rise of the Los Angeles School. 
1 
I first met Ed in the late 1970s, when I sought him out during a short visit to 
LA. These were the days before he had published his famous ‘socio-spatial 
dialectic’ paper. As always, he was welcoming, generous with his time, and 
verbal. After I moved to LA in 1985, I met Ed’s wife Maureen for the first 
time when I joined the long stream of visitors which were a permanent 
feature of their Mar Vista home.  Maureen was an amazing host with a vivid 
temperament of her own. Together, they could be an intimidating duo, like 
an irresistible tag-team in a wrestling bout. I can never think of Ed without 
Maureen wafting into view with a beverage in hand. 
 
It was no time before I regarded Ed as a friend. He introduced me to many 
sides of LA, and did not let the fact that I was a faculty member at USC stand 
in the way of good conversation. He and Maureen were present at the festivi-
ties when Jennifer and I married in 1987. 

My first real introduction to Ed the scholar occurred when, as editor, I 
was preparing a special issue of Society and Space dedicated entirely to Los 
Angeles. Ed had agreed to publish his soon-to-be famous article entitled 
‘Taking Los Angeles Apart’ in that issue. The journal itself was little more 
than three years old at that time (1986), and the LA issue was my first 

1. Remarks read at Edward W Soja tribute sessions at the 2016 American Association of 
Geographers Annual Conference.

Michael Dear
University of California, Berkeley

Remembering Edward W. Soja and the Los Angeles School 
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self-conscious effort to build a research agenda through the journal. I took 
my editorial responsibilities seriously and offered Ed helpful comments on 
his article. Too soon, he returned the manuscript to me without a single word 
altered! Ed loved his prose, and I had learned that you messed with it at your 
peril.

The rise of the LA school was made possible by a series of authoritative case 
studies on the region by Ed and others during the early 1980s, mostly focused 
on contemporary urban economic restructuring as manifest in Los Angeles. 
This remarkable collection provided an enduring empirical foundation for all 
that was to come. As work on LA intensified and drew in more collaborators 
at home and abroad, its empirical base diversified to include aspects of demo-
graphic diversity, environment, homelessness, etc. We began taking the first 
fateful steps toward the conviction that what was happening in Los Angeles 
could also be observed in other cities of the United States and other parts 
of the world. If not an urban archetype, LA was at least a forerunner of the 
shape of things to come. One of the earliest comprehensive articulations of 
this emerging epistemological consciousness was Ed’s 1989 book Postmodern 
Geographies. Around that time, the idea of a ‘school’ of urban studies based on 
Los Angeles slipped into our contentious conversations. 

All who were present will recall, however imperfectly, a notorious retreat 
convened at Lake Arrowhead, high in the mountains east of LA. There was 
maybe a dozen, perhaps twenty people in attendance. The question was 
tabled: Is there a Los Angeles School of urban studies? Substantive dis-
agreements—and there were many—were swept aside by the fanfare of egos 
around the table. There can never have been a scholarly debate that was so 
hilariously inconsequential. The un-meeting of minds was fondly memorial-
ized by Mike Davis in his book, City of Quartz, where he concluded that the 
still-born ‘Los Angeles School’ was as splintered and amorphous as the city 
itself. But never forget that the city of Los Angeles works; and the LA School 
produced path-breaking scholarship. 

The most effective codifications of the LA School ultimately occurred not 
through the personal contribution of individual members, but in three edited 
volumes. Fittingly, it seems that the transcendence of an edited collection was 
required to accommodate the diversity of opinions and topics. Soja was a key 
figure (with co-editor Allen Scott) in the first of these books, called The City 
(1996), where things began to come together. Ed’s own contribution was a 
masterful synthesis of the historical periodization of LA’s urban development. 
[In case you’re wondering, I consider that the other two edited volumes that 
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synthesized the case for the LA School were: From Chicago to LA (Dear, 2002); 
and Up Against the Sprawl (Wolch, Pastor and Dreier, 2004).]

In retrospect, the rhetorical gesture toward a distinctive ‘LA School’ was a 
necessary first step in gaining attention and shaking loose the dead weight of 
previous generations. The LA School was never a unified school in the sense 
of representing a homogeneous perspective on the region. It was and remains 
more of a loose confederation, whose members shared common ground 
concerning a phenomenal urban object even as they protected their individ-
ual sovereignties. 

It’s been suggested that the LA School is now ‘over,’ but nothing could be 
further from the truth. The ideas and epistemological reorientations encom-
passed by the LA School have been so thoroughly absorbed into urban schol-
arship that it is no longer necessary to rehearse its precepts and assumptions. 
But this is not the same as forgetting or estrangement. The legacy of the LA 
School flowers in the comparative urbanism that is so characteristic of today’s 
academy. There is an intense curiosity about forming analogous schools 
for other cities, modeled after the LA School, as a method and strategy of 
argumentation. And of course, there are the ongoing works of the LA School’s 
original gangsters, including Soja’s own Thirdspace (1996), Postmetropolis 
(2000), Seeking Spatial Justice (2010), and My Los Angeles (2014).
 
The history of the LA School will be written by others, but Soja’s prominent 
place in that history is guaranteed. I just hope future scholars will recall how 
much fun we had during our investigations, discoveries, and disagreements. 
You could say that the LA School discovered a ‘beach beneath the street,’ 
to borrow a phrase from the Situationists. The times we spent in Ed and 
Maureen’s home in Mar Vista, and others’ homes in Topanga Canyon, Venice 
Beach, Santa Monica, and the Hollywood Hills are testimony to the enduring 
friendships and pleasures that bolstered the work.  
 
My last meetings with Ed were relaxed, even though they occurred in a 
conference setting. We skipped some sessions. We were older and our differ-
ences mattered less, if at all. I was struck by how Ed had absolutely no concept 
of ‘retirement,’ of stepping away from his work. His first retirement party at 
UCLA had rapidly degenerated into a lugubrious, gin-sodden Bacchanal (I’m 
speaking solely for myself at this point). It was amusing and touching to see 
Ed confront the recollections and admiration of long-time friends and col-
leagues; he seemed somehow unsure of how to respond to such expressions of 
affection. In any event, Ed paused for fully thirty seconds before he un-retired 
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and returned to his life of reading, writing, advising, traveling, and generally 
being an iconoclast. He had failed spectacularly in the role of being a retired 
person, another achievement that invokes my admiration.

Much more remains to be said and written about Edward W. Soja. He will 
be remembered because he made Los Angeles unavoidable in urban studies, 
and for being the undefeated World Champion of Geography in social theory, 
urban planning and social justice. To say that we will miss Ed is a monstrous 
understatement.
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LANDSCAPES OF 
NORTHERN EXTRACTION

Floating icebergs and melting glaciers are iconic symbols of the 
Arctic, but the region’s built environment is equally impressive. 
During my travels in Norway and Russia from 2013 to 2016, 
I photographed some of the buildings, roads, bridges, ports, 
pipelines, and other structures that punctuate these northern 
countries’ vast and frigid landscapes. Much of this infrastructure 
is designed to make the Arctic more livable for its four million 
inhabitants. Increasingly, governments of Arctic nations are 
also building long-distance infrastructure networks to facilitate 
the export of natural resources extracted from the North for 
consumption in the world’s metropolises lying to the south. Thus, 
global demand for resources as well as a changing climate are 
reshaping the Arctic region. To that end, this photo essay counters 
notions of the Arctic as pristine and unaltered by illustrating the 
hard edges of modernity at the top of the world – a place that, 
though geographically remote, is indelibly connected to the rest of 
the planet. 

Mia Bennett
University of Vienna and University of California, Los Angeles
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Mirny City, Sakha Republic, Russia: the world’s largest open-pit diamond 
mine appears ready to swallow the buildings teetering on its edge. The Soviet 
Union opened the mine in 1955. As workers gradually took up residence on 
the mine’s outskirts, an impromptu city sprung up on the edge of the precip-
itous hole. While open pit operations ceased in 2001, underground mining 
operations at the same site commenced in 2009. Other open pit mines 
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perforate the landscape of the Sakha Republic. Diamond mining enriched 
federal and regional treasuries during the Soviet era and continues to do so 
into the present day, yet it has decimated the environment used by indige-
nous peoples like the Even and Evenki for reindeer herding. 
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Survey roads for oil and gas exploration cut a grid into the landscape of the 
Russian taiga in the Sakha Republic, located in northeastern Siberia. While 
the republic has historically produced over a quarter of the world’s diamonds 
from mines such that in Mirny City, it is slowly shifting into oil and gas 
production for  energy markets in East Asia. As long-distance pipelines are 
constructed to connect the Sakha Republic’s oil and gas fields to China, the 
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republic’s capital, Yakutsk, remains isolated. The city of 300,000 people is 
underserved by the Russian highway and railroad system due to the lack of 
a bridge across the Lena River. In the Arctic, it appears that infrastructure is 
often built with extraction, rather than people, in mind.
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Cod (lutefisk) are hung and dried on wooden pyramidal structures in the 
town of Svolvær in Norway’s Lofoten Islands. This method of processing 
cod has remained relatively unchanged over the past several centuries while 
the global commodity chains shipping and trading these fish products have 
become more complex. Migrant workers from Baltic states are often the ones 
working in the cod industry, replacing Norwegians seeking higher paying 
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jobs far to the south of the Lofoten Islands in cities like Oslo and Stavanger. 
The pieces of cod hanging on these wooden racks are actually cod heads, a 
remnant that Norwegians consider undesirable. Once dry, the fish heads are 
ground up and turned into protein powder for export to Nigeria.
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Whereas cod hang on wooden structures in Norway, at a local market in 
Yakutsk, one of the world’s coldest cities, fish are sold standing up. Seafood 
is one of the Arctic’s largest and oldest export commodities. The Arctic’s oil 
and gas resources remain relatively unexploited, but entire animal species 
have been wiped out over the past several centuries. Beginning in the 1600s, 
foreigners from places including the Netherlands, Spain, and England 
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penetrated the world’s northern seas in search of lucrative resources for 
export, like whales for their oil and blubber. Similarly on land, centuries of 
rapacious hunting and trapping of fur-bearing animals for export rather 
than use by indigenous peoples have decimated populations of creatures like 
minks and sables. Still, despite drastic changes to fish and marine mammal 
populations, many groups in the Arctic continue to rely on its seas and rivers 
for sustenance.
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MAKE AMERICA GREAT?
Bryonn Bain
University of California, Los Angeles

Make America great again?
Or make America shake again?
You want to make America great again?
Or make rape sound great to American men?

Make America great again?
Or take America way back when 
Them suffering the ailment of pale skin 
Come to kidnap and cage great Africans?

Make America great again?
Or make angry lynch mobs castrate again?
Or make women stay stuck prostrate again?
Or make Native Americans displaced again?

Make America great again?
Or make Freedom’s ring a mistake again 
Like she just butt-dialed Justice cell again 
Make life on Earth a living hell until the end
 
Make oceans rise like they never been 
Stand families in a line up single file again 
Bring the nuclear bomb back in style again 
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Make klansmen grab hoods and smile again 

Singing God bless America 
But God damn them Mexicans
Build a fence to prevent their residence 
On this land your ancestors stole from them!

Make America great again?

Make it a manger with no room to take us in 
Make America more anti-trans/gay/lesbian
Swastikas brave enough to wave in wind 
Make concentration camps bake again 

Like any given day with no slave is a mistake
So make abolition madness come to an end
Them niggers and spicks ain’t no citizens 
Make America stop, frisk, detain, deport

Whatever will never ever let you in!

Let’s make America great again?
Let’s make America do 1942 again 
Muslim is the new Japanese, my Friend
Countdown from now til internment begins 

Let’s make America 
So damn 1838 again 
Make the tears of a trail that never ends
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Make over 20,000 Cherokee disappear again 

Let’s make America rewind the times 
Behind enemy lines fine as 1789 again 
Back when Jefferson raped his concubine
At 46 up in Sally Hemings’ 16 year old end 

Make America go back to 1989 
A number sound of the funky drummer
Trumped up tale bout a Central Park runner
Stole childhood from five innocent brothers 

You want to make America great?
Sound the alarm before it’s too late 
Make America face it’s history of hate
Let’s make America open its blind eyes 

Make America read between the lines 
Make America see all the damn lies 
Let’s make America 
Make America 

Let’s
Make 
America 
W  A  K  E
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Interview with Leonie Sandercock1 
Professor in Community Planning, School of Community and Regional 

Planning, University of British Columbia

 Maria Francesca Piazzoni
University of Southern California

MFP: Despite the fact that academics increasingly celebrate 
the politics of cultural difference in theory, the encounter 
with “the other” in the urban realm remains traumatic for 
many people around the world. What role can academics 
play to help the diverse actors involved –or not- in planning 
processes to deal with issues such as diversity, identity, and 
the rights to the city?

LS: Let me give you an example. Recently I received an invitation 
from an Italian Marie Curie fellow based in Poitier, France. She 
is organizing a workshop on the invisibility of the immigrants in 
European cities and the failure of planners to actively create spaces 
that encourage immigrants’ presence in the public space. Although 
I won’t be able to attend that workshop she sent me her paper 
asking for my feedback. The paper focuses on the market of Piazza 
Esquilino in Rome, a public space where the presence of immigrants 
is highly visible and contested, and which has recently shifted 
into the military barracks. Starting the paper quoting Derrida’s 
understanding of hospitality, the Italian scholar did a very good job 
in framing the case study within the literature. And indeed, that 
paper would do very well in an academic setting. However, I said, the 
same paper would not play with planners. The professional practice 
still sees planning as culturally neutral, especially in Europe. Even 
though we increasingly recognize that planning is not gender 
neutral, there is not enough awareness of the cultural bias built into 
every aspect of planning. So, I said, depending on whom are you 
talking to, and what publics you want to reach, you need to change 
your language. When our language gets precious, when it is tied 
up with scholarly jargon, I don’t think we communicate well with 

1. The interview took place at the UCLA Luskin School for Public Affairs on April 26, 2016.
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non-academics. The tiny amount of overlapping among the ACSP 
and APA conferences is a case in point. The former is an academic 
event that gathers intellectuals and academics. The latter is mostly 
conceived for the professional world. There is very little conversation 
among the people who attend these conferences. I try to bridge the 
professional and academic realms with my work at the University of 
British Columbia. I teach an “Introduction to History and Theory” 
course at the master level. Each year the final assignment for my 
students is to shadow a planner for one day. First of all they have to 
decide who is a planner. And even this definition cannot be taken 
for granted. Planning is not only about city building, it’s about 
community building. This opens up a whole new field of actors and 
action. Understanding this, some of the students make fascinating 
choices and shadow unexpected actors. For instance, about a decade 
ago one of my students interviewed Kalle Lasn, the initiator of the 
Adbusters magazine, who also played a key role in the Occupy Wall 
street movement.The student studied the insurgent practice that 
Lasn put into action through his magazine, and how this can be seen 
as planning practice. These radical and anti-conventional forms of 
planning are what interest me the most at the moment. 

I am very intrigued by what actually happens in cities and neighbor-
hoods. The movie that Giovanni Attili and I made ‘Where Strangers 
become Neighbours: the story of the Collingwood Neighbourhood 
House and the integration of immigrants in Vancouver’ (National 
Film Board of Canada, 2007) is a case in point. The neighborhood 
we focused on became what it is now because of the engagement 
of the civil society. The action there was started and run by local 
residents, not by the state, not by the bureaucrats who run com-
munity centers. They developed their own mission about inclusion, 
and figured out their own ways of bringing people together to 
transcend cultural differences. In theoretical terms this actually 
translates into moving beyond the multicultural philosophy to the 
intercultural philosophy. That is, a theoretical shift from the pure 
recognition of difference to the celebration of it. And what does this 
mean in terms of policy?. If that translates into the encouragement 
of separate enclaves of different cultures in cities, then that’s not 
particularly healthy. Even if it doesn’t celebrate rather than deplore 
difference, clustering is still not creating inclusive spaces or society. 
That’s indeed the way in which some European cities have managed 
their growing diversity. Like the Netherlands, or Belgium. Countries 

Interview: Leonie Sandercock
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like France have literally marginalized difference at the fringes of 
cities. For all of the fine words that some of us have written about 
the multicultural city, we are not going to impact the people who are 
making the decisions about spatial management unless we speak in 
more persuasive terms, using both everyday language and creative 
ways. This is why for me is very important to encourage creativity. 
The way we write in our journals is not the way to communicate 
with the people who make decisions. So for instance, when my 
students shadow the planners, they often ask them what theories 
inform the professionals’ work. And, of course, most times the 
planners have no answer for that question. Simply because that is 
not the right question to ask. Observing the actions of professionals 
will tell us what theory, philosophy, or ideology they implicitly refer 
to, and what power relations are in place. 
Ultimately, it is our responsibility to find effective ways of commu-
nicating with politicians and professionals on the national, city, 
and neighborhood level in the planning agencies. I think this must 
involve a shift in the language we use, and more creative forms of 
engagement. 

Emotions --their traces, consequences, and narratives-- are 
crucial to your work. When portraying painful pasts, the 
risk of freezing memories in a melancholic frame becomes 
concrete. Do you see the production of nostalgia as a risk in 
your work? How do you deal with it?

This question makes me think of Howell Baum’s article “Forgetting 
to Plan” (1999), which speaks of the agency of memory in community 
planning. I agree with him broadly. That is, I am convinced that in 
order to move from the present to the future we have to sometimes 
let go of an image of an idealized past. One that might have never 
existed, but it certainly exists in our mind, when we are threatened 
with change. Marshall Berman also wonderfully addresses these 
issues in “All that’s Solid Melts into Air” (1988). There is always, he 
says, an internal contradiction between the nostalgic feelings for 
our own past, and the need to move on. So for instance Berman 
goes back to visit the Bronx, where he grew up. And he does that 
out of nostalgia. Yet he would never go back there to live. This is 
one of the many paradoxes of modernity, one that lies in our souls. 
It is a frictional movement inspired by the desire for change, the 
idea of progress that happens in the intimacy of our daily life, and 
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simultaneously the desire for things to stay the same. Particularly 
for those who come from a working class, those who have been 
liberated through education, like Berman and myself, we have no 
desire to go back to the old neighborhood and some of the values 
that we/they couldn’t wait to get away from. In the end, as Baum 
says, we need to forget to move forward. As Peter Marris argues in 
“Loss and Change” (1974), grieving is a process. Only after you have 
elaborated painful events, you re-interpret them, you come to terms 
with the past. So for instance, Marris makes analogies between 
the structures of the grieving processes of individuals, and those of 
communities. And it is with the pasts of communities that planners 
have a chance to intervene. 

Planners can -and have to- recognize the role of emotions in com-
munities in order to facilitate a process of change. As my friend and 
social planner Wendy Sarkissian suggests, the notion of core story 
is key to manage grieving processes within communities. We all 
have narratives of our past, a core story that we tell ourselves that 
sometimes prevents us from moving forward. Just as individuals 
have to change their core stories to move ahead with their lives, 
so do communities. Wendy has worked extensively with commu-
nities of residents who felt abandoned or betrayed by institutions. 
Individuals who would resist change that they perceived as a threat. 
Those communities where stuck with their own core story. Planners 
can, and must, actively help the community members to reframe 
their own story, to change their narrative of themselves, and give 
them a sense of agency. Helping  community members to feel part 
of the decision process is crucial. A good contemporary example of 
how planners can, or cannot, facilitate change is in the recent story 
of the City of Vancouver. Being only one of the 22 municipalities of 
the whole metropolitan area, the City is the economic engine of the 
whole municipality, hosting the creative hub, IT businesses, and the 
service industry. About ten years ago the Major and the City officials 
thought of responding to the growth needs of the metropolitan area 
through “eco-density”, or densification in an ecological way. This 
concept referred to the implementation of public transportation, 
sustainability, densification around transportation nodes, and other 
unquestionably sensible and rational purposes. But the way in which 
the Mayor tried to implement this idea made the project fail. While 
in the 1990s the city of Vancouver had involved thousands of people 
in each community while operationalizing changeneighbourhood by 
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neighbourhood, this Major simply ignored the agency of people. He 
thought that this was the right way to proceed, he “simply” asked the 
planning officers for plans. When the residents of the low density 
neighborhoods realized that they would see high density urban 
fabrics growing close to their home they erupted, and made the plan 
fail. This was a real fiasco, one that I hadn’t seen in a long time. It 
symbolizes the end of 30 years of good planning. This tells us that 
change must be gradually brought into the community through 
dialogue.  

A good city planning process includes participation with residents, 
explaining the consequences of change. Above all, there must be the 
negotiation of benefits for all the people who are going to be affected 
by change, not only, for instance, the owners of properties, but the 
renters too. That is the only way to facilitate change. 

This issue of the Journal of Critical Planning is on resis-
tance to extraction. Communities often resist extraction 
–of resources, housing, and jobs for instance. In so doing 
they challenge traditional paradigms of dominance, de facto 
creating alternative modalities of citizenship. What are your 
thoughts on resistance to extraction? 

When I hear the word extraction I think of physical extraction. 
Canada and Australia are a good example of economies that highly 
rely on resource extraction. The devastation to both the landscape 
and the local inhabitants that resulted, and results, from extractions 
is a story that remain unfamiliar to too many Canadians. This 
is one of the true stories that I talked about in “Finding our way: 
beyond Canada’s apartheid” (Vancouver: Moving Images, 2010) the 
movie Giovanni Attili and I did looking at two First Nations. In 
1952, one tribe was given 10 days to leave their reserve. The federal 
government had decided to prioritize the industrialization of 
the northern part of the province. Only one member of the tribe 
spoke English. Community members were promised housing and 
land. After walking 40 miles north to what for them was a foreign 
Country, they found out that nothing had been provided for them. 
Stories of forced relocation like this are so numerous, and unfortu-
nately not only related to the past, the flooding of indigenous lands 
for instance is a current problem. The public energy utility in my 
Province, British Columbia, is right now building a mega hydro dam 
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for the Peace River. There are numerous First Nations whose land is 
going to be flooded, along with other settlers’ ranches. Some people 
have been on hunger strike, or sitting outside of the BC Hydro office 
in Vancouver, but with little result so far. This is a good example 
of how public policies around resource and urban development 
have failed to address those who are ‘in the way’. And this is what 
Marshall Berman’s book is about. It is about how people who are in 
the way don’t matter to public policy. 

In the urban realm, the low income and marginalized communities 
are those who are the victims of environmental in-justice. We 
can help people to organize, to negotiate benefits. Organizing for 
resistance is really important because otherwise those people would 
get nothing. Above all, planners have to make choices about whether 
to support those communities and work with them as organizers of 
resistance. The best outcome that can be hoped for is that resistance 
stop processes which seemed unstoppable. Protests stopped freeway 
projects here in LA for instance. We know that a mobilized citizenry 
can turn around certain public policies. But not always. I wonder 
what will happen in Canada with the pipelines’ development now 
that we have a more left-oriented government. For the last ten years 
the First Nations and other communities along the proposed route 
have opposed. They are mobilizing. Almost every house on Haida 
Gwaii, for instance, a First Nation I’m currently working with, has a 
“no pipelines” sign. Although in theory I agree that there should not 
be pipelines, the truth is that we don’t live in that world. I hope that 
our Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and his staff will find ways not 
to make those populations suffer. I think the best outcome would 
be that with more and more resistance the indigenous communities 
negotiate decent benefits, which in British Columbia we call “impact 
benefits agreement”, IBAs. For centuries the settler society has taken 
advantage of everything, people, land, resources, everything. And 
the indigenous people got no benefits at all. They were confined to 
tiny reserves, seeing their resources being abused, and they never 
got anything out of that. So now they want partnership. They 
want to share benefits, and not just a tokenistic pretty little Indian 
logo. They want real equal partnership, jobs and training for their 
people for instance. And of course they want to negotiate around 
the environmental impact. And that means for instance identifying 
sacred sites or salmon-bearing streams and adjusting the pipelines’ 
routes accordingly. 

Interview: Leonie Sandercock
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Not all resistance is going to win. But the next best thing to stop-
ping something from happening is to negotiate the maximum 
possible benefits. And that’s why mobilization and direct action is 
so important. When planners work for the state, they have a choice 
whether to implement what they are told to do -and they have some 
agency there of course- or to find another job, like working for the 
community, writing grants to support themselves while working 
with communities instead of against them. So the agency of the 
professional planner is really making decision on whom she or he 
is going to work for, and at what point to quit. I saw that myself in 
Australia in the 1970s when we had our first progressive govern-
ment which really impacted land and urban policies. When that 
government changed to conservative, all of the young progressive 
planners who had moved to the national capital to work for the 
newly created “Department of Urban and Regional Development” 
no longer wanted to continue there. And the conservatives wanted 
to eliminate that department of radical urban policies anyway. So 
those young planners went to different cities, wherever there was a 
progressive regime. This is a good example of what being a planner 
means. It means to take risks and make difficult, principled choices. 
It means to facilitate change by helping people to organize resis-
tance and negotiate benefits. 
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Line in the Sand
Tomas Borsa
London School of Economics

Back in 2010, ambition got the better of Enbridge, operators of the largest 
network of oil and gas pipelines in the world. Following a series of hasti-
ly-enacted public consultations, plans were announced to supply emerging 
East-Asian markets with a steady supply of bitumen through a proposal 
which it dubbed the Northern Gateway. The project demanded an unprece-
dented amount of planning and capital, and called for the construction of a 
twinned-pipeline 1,177km in length, in addition to a marine terminal capable 
of processing half a million barrels of oil per day. 

As the federal Conservative government lobbied aggressively for the proj-
ect’s approval, debates over the potential displacement of those living in 
the pipeline’s path bubbled to the surface. But as well-founded fears were 
drowned out by the predictably didactic rhetoric of economy versus environ-
ment, an abstracted vision of Northern Canada as uninhabited terra nullius 
took hold. In the process, the thousands of Canadians whose land, cultures, 
and livelihoods were at stake were forgotten, painted into the margins as 
little more than a colorful detail of a remote past. This documentary, Line 
In The Sand, follows the path of one of the most controversial development 
projects in Canada’s history, and engages with the many ranchers, farmers, 
and Indigenous peoples whose very selfhood and identity remains tied to an 
increasingly contested geography.

Over the course of filming Line In The Sand, I came to understand that while 
resource development projects are typically framed in a purely geophysical 
or economic-industrial context, it’s equally as important to consider the 
psychosocial dimension: how place and identity share a visceral linkage, how 
collective histories are mediated through direct experience of land, or how 
the inherently impositional nature of a pipeline weighs on the psyche of its 
host like an uninvited guest. Grassroots resistance has done much to stall 
construction of the Northern Gateway, but a heavy sense of imminence and 
uncertainty still hangs in the air. Alongside direct actions and open resis-
tance, text-based scholarship can do much to elucidate the social and political 
implications of resource development. Still, I’d like to think that film – and 
all time-based media, for that matter – offers an altogether different, more 
affective, mode of commentary that can better accommodate the mundane, 
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the unfamiliar, and the emotional. By committing these stories to film, I 
would hope that we’ve made some small contribution toward expanding the 
conversation around resource development beyond market-driven discourses, 
and to have succeeded in recasting local epistemological outlooks into a place 
of privilege.

Producing Line In The Sand involved two years of field work and editing. 
What began as an online travelogue made up of photo essays and short snip-
pets of writing eventually grew to include a full-length film whose production 
relied on personal savings and crowdfunding campaigns. To date, the film 
has been screened at film festivals in the US, Canada, Australia, Germany, 
and Scotland, and has picked up a handful of awards along the way. The full 
documentary, along with additional interviews and a road-map of our travels, 
is available for free at: www.lineinthesand.ca

Images: Tomas Borsa
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REFLECTIONS on the PHD STUDENT 
EXPERIENCE: Calling for a Dialogue 
on Diversity, Labor Practices, and the 
Future of Social Justice Scholarship
Lisa Berglund, University of California, Los Angeles
Emily Erickson, Alabama A&M University
Hugo Sarmiento, University of California, Los Angeles

Author’s note: Since the findings of this report were first discussed new 
developments, from the Trump administration’s immigration policy to 
Charlottesville, add a sense of urgency to these comments. The productive 
discussion generated among students and faculty also gives us a sense of hope 
and confidence in how we are working to confront these issues.

As doctoral students in Urban Planning at UCLA we celebrate our depart-
ment’s unique role in the production of critical and engaged planning knowl-
edge and practices. This understanding is founded on a vision of planning as 
a powerful tool for building more socially just and empowered communities. 
A mission like this cannot be taken lightly as it implies imaginative resistance 
to dominant paradigms of planning knowledge production. Throughout 
its proud history of critical scholarship, UCLA Planning has formed its 
academic identity on the basis of this mission. Themes and values such as 
socio-spatial justice and empowering historically marginalized communities 
are understood as axiomatic truths in our program. Unapologetically bold, 
creative thinkers such as Jacqueline Leavitt and Edward Soja helped define 
UCLA Planning’s leading role within the discipline. Through their work, 
they advanced the notion urban planning as a field rich in scholarship and as 
a means of activism responsible for telling the stories of the marginalized, 
resisting oppression, and pushing planning conversations outside of the 
assumptions of capitalist discourse. Beyond their own influential scholarship, 
they tirelessly positioned themselves to defend our ability to broaden the 
horizon of planning thought and practice. This tradition continues today in 
the work of research centers within and connected to our department that 
promote the study of socio-spatial inequality, displacement, labor and social 
movements from both a local and global perspective. 
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What we assert here is that planning doctoral students have played a role in 
this project, and that today UCLA’s planning legacy of critical scholarship is 
challenged by structural changes within the academy. Moreover, the current 
political environment demands that we reflect and consider how we are 
confronting these challenges both within our department and externally 
through our research and practice. As the dominant political regime solid-
ifies the position of cities as sites of worsening social disparity, the field of 
planning and its scholarship must focus its research agenda on the task of 
dismantling systems of oppression that support urban poverty and racialized 
state violence. Further, the Trump administration’s unwillingness to force-
fully denounce hate groups is counter to the social justice aspirations of the 
faculty and students of the UCLA Department of Urban Planning. 

The intention here, then, is to engage in a reflexive exercise, one that helps us 
evaluate where we, as a program and department, find ourselves in this proj-
ect to dismantle such systems. To this end, we conducted a survey of doctoral 
students in our department to understand their experiences as key agents in 
continuing the mission of creating critically-engaged scholarship concerned 
with the creation of just cities.  We understand this as the opening of one 
of many windows into the internal workings of our program as a means of 
engaging the structural and systemic challenges to production of socially 
engaged and justice oriented planning theory and practice. Though UCLA 
in its legacy of justice oriented planning serves as the case, the concerns 
discussed here are quite universal. As such, we hope that these observations 
will help begin conversations beyond the department, to the many other 
institutions facing similar challenges.

THE REPORT on the PHD EXPERIENCE
As doctoral students, we are an integral part of the research and teaching 
environment in the urban planning department at UCLA.  We know that 
our knowledge and skills are invaluable. We support the work of faculty 
and research centers at UCLA as graduate student researchers and teaching 
assistants. Though essential to the capacity of practically all facets of this 
teaching and research institution, at times our roles are not valued as such. 

Many doctoral students discuss the challenges of their programs, and share 
concerns about wages, workload and stress - often in confidence. But often, 
we don’t hear much about these issues. It seems to us that the lack of commu-
nication and information about key challenges we face as doctoral students 
is a barrier to supporting each other as a community. We imagine that this 
is in part due to a broader academic culture that does not accept uncertainty 
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and insecurity as responses to the difficult and unusual environment we are 
confronted with. 

In a changing political and economic environment where funding for our 
program has decreased, and job opportunities are fewer, we worry about the 
effects of these trends on our friends, our colleagues and ourselves. We are 
also concerned by the limiting effect in terms of diversity and fair labor prac-
tice.  We know this changing environment potentially threatens the inclusion 
of historically underrepresented groups in our program, and by extension, 
impede the tradition of social justice scholarship at UCLA. 

Concerned with the effects of this changing environment felt by institutions 
across the country, we conducted an anonymous survey to better understand 
the challenges that doctoral students face in several areas, most notably fund-
ing and labor practices.1 In a telling moment of the doctoral program’s lack 
of diversity, the race of participants was not able to be included in the ques-
tionnaire, since questions about race would compromise the small portion of 
non-white students’ anonymity. While we don’t believe the lack of diversity 
to be the result of discriminatory admissions practices on the part of indi-
viduals, we understand funding shortages of public institutions to exclude 
financially disadvantaged groups. This exclusion then becomes racialized by 
definition. The results of the survey suggested unequal and inadequate fund-
ing opportunities among students. They also pointed to feelings of alienation 
related to lack of race and class diversity. Further, it posed concerns about the 
lack of open and honest discussions regarding the intersection of diversity 
issues and financial burdens of a doctoral education. 

The report found that the doctoral program presented significant financial 
challenges for students. Seventy percent of doctoral students find that their 
initial funding offers are inadequate to support their tuition and living 
expenses.2 Compounding this issue, when asked about the strength of their 
social safety net only 25% of students responded definitively that they could 
rely on friends and family for financial support. For the 40% of doctoral 
students who have financial dependents, 92% can not uphold their obligations 
to their loved ones. Despite what many students described as a “collaborative” 

1.  Twenty six of 36 doctoral students were able to participate. These participants were split 
about evenly among males and females, and about 20% of participants were international 
students.

2. These funding packages are an initial baseline. Depending on the specifics of the funding, 
students are expected to enhance that income through paid positions that are often available, 
but not guaranteed.
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and “positive” relationship with their advisors and employers, 41% of students 
working as teaching assistants and 18% of graduate student researchers (GSR) 
report getting paid for fewer hours than they work. We do not believe the 
underpayment of graduate students is the result of intentional exploitation. 
On the contrary, we know many faculty members who have expressed deep 
concern about fair compensation for hours worked. Instead, this is a likely 
consequence of academic culture that does not openly address such issues, 
making it difficult for students to communicate with their supervisors about 
work load. In fact, about one third of students reported that they would find 
it difficult to refuse additional work requested by their advisor. The steep eco-
nomic challenges here rooted in academic culture are not independent of the 
lack of race and class diversity that some students mentioned in their surveys. 
Several students felt that there was an obvious lack of support for students 
from historically underrepresented communities, and that the culture of the 
program felt “hostile towards students of these backgrounds”.

These findings paint an image of the burdens of financial strains and 
emotional stress caused by a doctoral program.  One student described the 
lack of financial opportunity: “There is quite simply not enough internal or 
extramural funding to cover the costs of research, writing, and a basic life”. 
Other students noted restrictions on funding that limit income by design, 
such as limits on total income enforced by the Graduate Division and funding 
restrictions for international students. Consider the difficulty this poses for 
students with financial obligations beyond cost of living for one individual, 
such as the considerable portion of students we know to have financial 
dependents, a double burden for international students with visa restrictions 
on family members’ ability to work in the United States. Further, research and 
teaching positions that are 25% (10 hours/week) appointments or more require 
the employer to cover the fees and health insurance of the student ($5,146 
quarterly). About two thirds of teaching positions offered to urban planning 
doctoral students are only for 7 hours/week, costing students compensation 
in lost wages, fee remissions and health insurance. 

To reiterate, these conditions are not likely unique to UCLA, nor the result 
of actions of individuals; they are a look at the broader processes of disin-
vestment in public institutions and the reliance on donors and other funding 
institutions under increasing fiscal distress. The challenges discussed here 
are not because of lack of concern or faculty support, but in fact they are in 
spite of it. Doing what they can to assist students financially through funding 
and work opportunities, many faculty members are gravely concerned about 
the economic realities faced by doctoral students. The report has already been 
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met with concern and support by many faculty members, as well as suspicion. 
Thus far, it has sparked conversations between students and faculty. We hope 
these discussions will continue with the aim of engaging these challenges in 
an honest and supportive way, while reflecting on our departmental identity. 

IMPLICATIONS for PLANNING EDUCATION and PRACTICE
As integral parts of the academy under a time of increasing fiscal stress for 
public institutions, low wages for graduate students become commonplace, 
and are accepted as essential to the bottom line. These labor practices are 
normalized and worked into the bureaucratic fabric of educational institu-
tions and framed as rights of passage rather than low road labor practices. 
As a response, across campuses, graduate students have formed unions and 
organized around similar issues to those raised by the questionnaire, from 
wage theft to loan forgiveness. However, these unfair practices are normal-
ized as an acceptable status quo for graduate students. If this is the case, then 
perspectives from this study indicate that it is one that is increasingly hostile 
to students of color, students of working class backgrounds and women, all of 
whom have traditionally been excluded from higher education. 

Although we were unable to collect self-reported racial demographics of the 
doctoral students due to the previously mentioned concerns of anonymity, 
we can observe that the doctoral students are far less racially diverse than 
even the undergraduate student body that has raised some eyebrows in recent 
years for its lack of diversity, despite UCLA touting a progressive reputation3. 
By quickly perusing the PhD profiles on the websites of other highly ranked 
planning programs, it would appear that they’re not doing much better on the 
diversity front4. 

What does race and class bias in the academy mean for the planning profes-
sion? What does it mean for our cities? What does this mean for the creation 
of planning knowledge, and who is allowed to take part in it? Though an obvi-
ous lapse in education accessibility afflicts higher education in general, the 
implications for these findings reach beyond the academy, sewing exclusion 
into the urban fabric they aim to mend. If, as the reputation of UCLA plan-
ning suggests, the department is strongly influential in terms of scholarship 

3. http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=5563891

4. It should be noted that the lack of racial diversity in the program implies an entirely separate 
set of challenges for members of historically underrepresented groups that weren’t able to be 
questioned, since they couldn’t surpass the systemic  hurdles to take part in the program in the 
first place. This questionnaire by definition also omits perspectives from students who quit the 
program for various reasons.
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C O N T E X T
Over our time at UCLA, many doctoral students have discussed the challenges of the program, 
often in confidence, and have shared concerns about wages, advisors, workload and stress. But 
most often, we really don’t openly hear much about these issues at all. We would guess that this is 
in part due to an academic culture that does not accept uncertainty and insecurity as responses 
to the difficult and unusual environment we’re confronted with as doctoral students. It seems to 
us that a large barrier to supporting each other as a community is the lack of communication 
and information about key challenges we face as doctoral students. Furthermore, the inability to 
recognize and discuss the routine confrontation of failure endemic to many aspects of academic life 
only weakens our support system. For this reason, we have compiled an anonymous questionnaire 
to gather data about some of these difficult to discuss issues in hopes that a realistic picture of 
doctoral student life can be painted. We feel that it’s time to begin an open dialogue about the 
realities versus expectations for students in our program in four main areas: funding, publishing, 
work opportunities and emotional and psychological well-being.

As integral parts of the research and teaching environment in the urban planning department at 
UCLA, we are aware that our knowledge and skills are invaluable. We support the work of the 
faculty and centers at UCLA as graduate student researchers, readers and teaching assistants. 
Furthermore, we have played an important role in the recruitment of both students and faculty.  As 
you will see in this questionnaire, student work has largely benefitted from partnerships that have 
allowed us to grow through the knowledge and support of faculty members and the department. 
At the same time, tuition and cost of living are at an all time high, funding is extremely competitive, 
and many of us find ourselves unfairly compensated for the long hours this program demands.  The 
findings of this report highight several key contradictions for a program that prides itself on its social 
justice mission:

| Inequality in funding across students and inadequate compensation for work vital to the 
department

| Severe lack of diversity among doctoral students 

| Lack of key discussions concerning the general welfare of doctoral students of all backgrounds

We hope that we can work together to advance our quality of life and our work in the doctoral 
program in a way that more accurately reflects the goals of the department. 

3

P A R T I C I P A N T S
| There are currently 36 students enrolled in the doctoral program in urban planning; 26 of them 
participated in this questionnaire (this does no include doctoral students on a leave of absence)

| 46% (12) of the participants were male, 46% (12) were female and 8% (2) preferred not to 
specify

| 21% of participants were international students

| Data on race was unable to be gathered. Due to lack of diversity in the program, asking for 

racial identity would have compromised the anonymity of participants 
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S
| 70% of doctoral students find their initial funding offers inadequate to support their tuition and 
living expenses

| For doctoral students that have financial dependents (parents or caretakers), 92% can not uphold 
their obligations to their loved ones with their funding offers

| One third of doctoral students have taken out loans to support themselves during the program; 
the average amount of debt accrued for these students while in the program is $28,571

| Only 47% of students working as a GSR have a resulting publication 

| Only 33% of students have published with other students

| 18% of GSRs, 37% of TAs and 46% of readers get paid for fewer hours than they work

| 63% of students experience physical symptoms of stress associated with the program

| 59% of students have sought help from CAPS or other mental health professionals as a response 
to stress and other concerns regarding the program

| Lack of diversity in the department was found to negative impact the success of students

| A fragmented culture in the department prevents students from feeling supported and being able 
to pursue research opportunities outside of their main advisors or with other students

| Lack of funding presents a large physical, mental and financial obstacle to complete the program, 
particularly for students in their third year and beyond

6

FELLO
W

SHIPS AW
ARDED AN

D REJECTED

0
2

4
6

8
10

12
14

O
ther

Ford Foundation D
issertation Fellowship

Foreign Language Area Studies (FLAS)

Lincoln Institute of Policy fellowships

Eisenhower Fellowship

Fulbright-H
ays D

issertation Fellowship

G
overnm

ent funding from
 your hom

e country

H
aynes D

issertation Fellowship

Cota-Robles Fellowship

N
ational Science Foundation

Privately endowed fellowships from
 UCLA G

raduate D
ivision

D
issertation Year Fellowship

Awards from
 UCLA departm

ents and research centers not m
entioned

G
raduate Research M

entorship (year long)

G
raduate Sum

m
er Research M

entorship

Students

Rejected
Awarded M

ore Than O
nce

Awarded

7

5

4

3

2

1

0
20k 40k 60k 80k 100k0

++

+

+ ++

+

+

+

++ +

++

+

+ +

++

+ ****

Male
Female
Did not specify
Cota-Robles
Only department funding

*
+

YEARS FUNDED VS. 
TOTAL VALUE OF NON-TUITION PORTION OF FUNDING OFFER

Ye
ar

s

Dollars

IS YOUR INITIAL FUNDING OFFER 
ADEQUATE TO COVER TUITION AND 
LIVING EXPENSES?

Yes
30%

No
70%

IF YOU NEED MONEY, CAN YOU ASK 
FRIENDS OR FAMILY FOR HELP?

Yes
25%

No
46%

Sometimes
25%

I don't know
4%

8

| DOCTORAL STUDENTS WITH FINANCIAL DEPENDENTS

ARE THERE PEOPLE 
WHO DEPEND ON YOU 

FINANCIALLY?

DO  YOU FIND IT DIFFICULT 
TO FULFILL YOUR 

FINANCIAL OBLIGATIONS 
TO DEPENDENTS? 

| STUDENT DEBT

OF DOCTORAL STUDENTS HAVE TAKEN OUT LOANS 
TO SUPORT THEMSELVES DURING THE PROGRAM1/3 

THE AVERAGE TOTAL DEBT 
AMONG PARTICIPANTS 

REPORTING STUDENT DEBT IS $46,535 

FOR THE 1/3 OF STUDENTS 
THAT ACCRUED DEBT IN 

THE PROGRAM,  THEIR DEBT 
INCREASED ON AVERAGE $28,571

Yes
41%

No
59%

Yes
92%

No
8%
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UTILITY OF GRAPES AND URBAN PLANNING FUNDING DATABASES

| OTHER FUNDING DATA
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| PERSPECTIVES ON FUNDING 

| Unpredictability and uncertainty of funding poses difficulties for financial 
planning

| Initial funding offers are largely inadequate, even 
after applying for other funding

| Students are thankful for the funding they have 
received, but have not found it to be enough to live 
on

| Tuition and fellowships are taxable income in some cases, and pose problems 
when large amounts are owed when filing taxes

| Awareness that funding in the urban planning 
department at UCLA is inferior to offers made to 
doctoral students in other departments

| Use of credit cards to fill funding gaps creates debt 
cycle

| When funding for tuition is promised by multiple 
sources (that include the urban planning department) there are no opportunities 
to use extra funding later ; the funding dissapears

| The difficulty of pursuing adequate funding in later years after departmental 
funding is gone is inaccurately portrayed in funding offer

“My initial funding offer was 

not enough. I generally feel 

that the department is pretty 

unsympathetic to how little 

funding they have given me.”

“There is quite simply not 

enough internal or extramural 

funding to cover the costs of 

research, writing, and a basic 

life.”
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P U B L I S H I N G
| NUMBER AND TYPE OF PUBLICATIONS
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| CO-AUTHORING AND RESEARCH PARTNERSHIPS

OF STUDENTS HAVE 
PUBLISHED WITH THEIR MAIN 
ADVISOR(S)56%
OF STUDENTS HAVE PUBLISHED 
WITH FACULTY MEMBER THAT IS NOT 
A MAIN ADVISOR43%
OF STUDENTS HAVE 
PUBLISHED WITH OTHER 
STUDENTS33%

OF STUDENTS THAT HAVE 
WORKED AS A GSR HAVE 
PUBLISHED AS A RESULT47%

| PERSPECTIVES ON PUBLISHING

| Many students feel that their advisors have done 
a good job of helping them navigate the publishing 
process

| Many students also feel a lack of support from their 
advisors in terms of publishing

| Lack of emphasis on how to publish in non-academic 
publications, and little encouragement to do so

| No real strategy in place to educate us on how 
to publish and where; instead the responsibility is 
squarely on students and advisors

| Difficult to collaborate with faculty members 
outside of committee

“My advisors have been very 

helpful in advising me about 

the publication process.”

“As students at a public 

university, if we’re not sharing 

our work with the public in 

a way that is meant for the 

public to consume, then we’re 

doing something wrong.”
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| FAIRNESS OF COMPENSATION
GSR HOURS WORKED COMPARED TO PAY

TA HOURS WORKED COMPARED TO PAY READER HOURS WORKED COMPARED TO PAY

| TEACHING EVALUATIONS

I get paid for 
fewer hours than 

I work
37%

I get paid for the 
number of hours 

I work
63%

I get paid for 
fewer hours than 

I work
46%

I get paid for the 
number of hours I 

work
46%

I get paid for 
more hours than I 

work
8%

I get paid for fewer 
hours than I work

18%

I get paid for the 
number of hours I 

work
68%

I get paid for more 
hours than I work

14%

Yes
50%

No 
25%

Never 
Looked

25%

HAVE EVALUATIONS HELPED YOU 
ENHANCE YOUR SKILLS?

DO YOU THINK EVALUATIONS WILL HELP 
YOU ON THE JOB MARKET?

Yes
60%

No
30%

Never Looked
10%
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| PERSPECTIVES ON WORK

| Many students feel that faculty generally care about 
fairness of hours paid compared to work done

| Experiences where the professor is doing an 
inadequate or careless job with the class that reflects 
poorly on the TA or reader

| Many students are frustrated with 7 hour/week 
reader positions that are inadequate pay for the 
work required and don’t allow for fee remissions

| Limited and inconsistent work opportunities 
make financial planning difficult, which is especially 
a concern for students with children or others that 
depend on them

| Little emphasis on developing teaching skills

| Department shows lack of initiative in gathering 
teaching evaluations, which are vital to doctoral 
students on the job market

“I am very surprised how 

poorly the department focuses 

on developing teaching skills 

and a diverse set of teaching 

experiences during the PhD 

program. Clearly we’re not 

all going to end up at R1 

institutions. So why train us 

that way?”

“Other departments have 

been more inviting and 

interested in supporting my 

work.”
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W E L L - B E I N G
| ADVISORS

CAREER GOALS
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WORDS USED TO DESCRIBE RELATIONSHIP WITH ADVISOR(S)
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FEELINGS OF EQUAL QUALIFICATION TO PEERS IN PROGRAM

FEELINGS OF PRIDE IN WORK DONE IN THE PROGRAM
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OF STUDENTS HAVE EXPERIENCED 
PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS OF STRESS 
RELATED TO THE PROGRAM63%

OF STUDENTS HAVE SERIOUSLY 
CONSIDERED LEAVING THE PROGRAM22%
OF STUDENTS HAVE SOUGHT HELP 
FROM CAPS OR OTHER MENTAL 
HEALTH PROVIDERS IN RESPONSE TO 
STRESS

59%

| STRESS
PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS OF STRESS RELATED TO THE PROGRAM
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Anxiety/Stress

Other

Students

OF STUDENTS FEEL THAT THEY CAN NOT SAY NO 
IF THEIR ADVISOR ASKS FOR ADDITIONAL WORK; 
15% SAID THEY WEREN’T SURE IF THEY COULD 
REFUSE AND 50% SAID THEY COULD REFUSE35%
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| PERSPECTIVES ON IDENTITY

| Some female students feel that their work is not 
taken as seriously as their male counterparts’ work

| “Mansplaining” of complex social issues is prevalent 
in many contexts of doctoral work; students feel this 
is supported by the culture of the department

| Female students voiced concern over different 
standards of how to look and act in the program

| Lack of diversity in the program creates a hostile 
environment for students of underrepresented 
backgrounds and women

| Lack of diversity negatively impacts the success of 
students in the program

| Culture of program makes some students feel 
limited in how they are able to express their identity

| Students from overrepresented groups felt that 
their success was not limited as a direct result of any 
aspect of their identity

| Feelings of alienation for international students

“The fact that I’m a mother 

comes up too often in 

situations where it should 

not matter.”

“Racism is an obvious 

problem in our program, 

there are few working class 

students of color, the culture 

of the program is hostile 

towards students of these 

backgrounds.”

“I feel that the fact that I 

was an “alien” from [another 

country] was considered 

as a “not-enough” or “not-

coherent” fit for the LA, 
California or US-based 

planning projects.”
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| PERSPECTIVES ON WELL-BEING
| Lack of funding and fnancial stress greatly contributes 
to feelings of depression, anger and frustration

| Physical health deterioration due to financial stress

| Stress of the program makes problems in personal 
life more difficult to cope with

| Culture within the department and among students 
contributes to feelings of isolation and imposter 
syndrome

| Several students report taking anti-anxiety medication 
to cope with the stress of the program

| Imbalance between supportive critique of work and 
what feels like antagonistic critique of work is a cultural 
problem

| Very little recognition of acomplishments outside of 
students working in certain subject areas and methods

| Some students struggle with a lack of social support 
that comes with being far from home and family

| Despite stress and challenges of the program, many 
students are proud to be part of the urban planning 
department at UCLA

“This experience has done 

more to tear me down that 

build me up. While all of 

academia is focused on 

critical critique, there seems 

little that the department 

does to create a safe space for 

students to be both critiqued 

and encouraged.”

“It cannot be defined as well-
being, it’s more of a continuous 

struggle.”

“I really wish I was better 

heard and given a better 

opportunity to prove myself in 

the academic life at UCLA.”
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F U N D I N G

| INITIAL FUNDING OFFERS

DID YOU RECEIVE AN 
INITIAL OFFER FROM THE 

DEPARMENT?*

DID YOU HAVE TO WORK 
FOR THE FUNDING IN YOUR 

OFFER?

*This includes international students, who generally reported that they did not receive 
departmental funding

Yes
85%

No 
8%

No, International 
Student

7%
No, I received my 

living stipend 
without required 

work
35%

Yes, I had to work 
for some of it

46%

Yes, I had to work 
for all of it

19%

10

| CHALLENGES FOR FUNDING ELIGIBILITY

DID YOU OWE MONEY TO THE IRS FOR THE 
2015 TAX  YEAR?

No
52%

Yes, I owed less 
than $1,000

15%

Yes, I owed 
more than 

$1,000
33%

| GSRM limits summer funding beyond the award

| Some fellowships limit the amount of GSR, TA or reader work that can be 
done concurrently

| Graduate Division caps annual income from fellowships, GSR, TA and reader 
work

| Limitations on co-funding fellowships has required funding to be returned

| International students are disqualified from many opportunities due to 
citizenship requirements 

| International students face challenges with funding stipulations from their 
home countries
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W O R K

OF STUDENTS FEEL THAT 
THEY HAVE HAD ADEQUATE 
OPPORTUNITIES TO WORK AS 
A GSR50%
OF STUDENTS FEEL THAT 
THEY HAVE HAD ADEQUATE 
OPPORTUNITIES TO WORK AS 
A TA OR READER

62%
OF STUDENTS HAVE PURSUED 
TA OR READER POSITIONS IN 
OTHER DEPARTMENTS38%

These departments include Architecture and Urban Design (AUD), Institute of the Environ-
ment and Sustainability (IoES), Social Welfare, Anthropology, Geography and the International 
Institute.

| WORK OPPORTUNITIES

20

| CONFIDENCE

CONFIDENCE THAT ADVISOR CAN ASSIST WITH CAREER GOALS
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C O N S I D E R AT I O N S
| Graduate Student Researchers, Teaching Assistants and Special Readers earn $30.21 hourly

| Fee remissions are given to students who work 25% time; of the reader and TA positions in the 
2015-2016 academic year, 23 positions at 17% (7 hours per week) and 13 at 25% (10 hours per 
week) were available to students

| This report shows that readers and TAs are considerably under paid; based on the above 
positions, the use of 17% appointments instead of 25% appointments costs doctoral students 
$141,310 annually in lost wages and fee remissions

| Fellowships often stipulate limits to the percent of time students are allowed to work while under 
its terms

| The Graduate Division caps annual combined earnings from fellowships, teaching assistant 
positions and research positions at $35,889*

| The Graduate Division limits the number of terms you may work as a TA to 18 quarters

| The MIT Living Wage Calculation for Los Angeles County is $25,878 annually for a single person+

* https://grad.ucla.edu/funding/financial-aid/maximum-limit-of-merit-based-support/
+ livingwage.mit.edu

| LIMITATIONS TO DOCTORAL FUNDING
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| TEACHING ASSISTANT VERSUS SPECIAL READER POSITIONS

 
Anyone with an ASE appointment (reader, special reader, teaching assistant) that works at least 25 
percent time (10 hours per week) is entitled to fee remission, including health care.  
 
As an ASE, fee remission includes:  
   Health Insurance:  $1,066.83 
   Fee Remission 1:   $3,740 
   Fee Remission 2:   $340 
   Total:    $5,146.83 
 
As the table below indicates, the inclusion of fee remission bumps the effective10-hour ASE hourly 
rate up to: $78.13/hour.  
 
   Net Pay 7-hour versus 10-hour ASE 

 7-hour ASE 10-hour ASE1 

Hourly Rate  $30.21 $31.35 

Quarterly Salary  $2,326.00 $3,448.00 

Fee Remission  $0 $5,146.83 

Total  $ 2,326.00 $8,594.83 
 
 
When Urban Planning doctoral students are asked to work 7-hour ASE we are taking a massive 
pay cut. Not only do we lose three hours per week of salary, but the loss of fee remission means 
we earn only 27 % of what we would earn with an additional three hours per week.  
 
 

Upgrading 7-hour ASEs 
Based on the 2015/16 Call for Applications to TA positions 

 
Total number of 7-hour ASEs:  23   Total number of 10+hour ASEs:  13 
 
The cost to upgrade all 7-hour ASEs to 10-hour ASEs is: $6,143.93. This includes three additional 
hours pay ($90.63) plus fee remission ($5,146.83).  
 
To upgrade all 23 7-hour ASEs to 10-hour ASEs it would cost $141,310.39, annually.2 

                                                
1 Based on public UCLA documents and E. Erickson’s offers for two UCLA UP appointments for the fall of 2015: (1) 
10 hour TA appointment for UP 120 and (2) 7 hour SR appointment for UP 217A.  
2 This figure may be reduced if a students’ fees are covered by other grants, fellowships, or departmental funding 
packages.  
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| FUNDING OFFERS FROM COMPARABLE PLANNING PROGRAMS

The following offers are basic packages from comparable planning programs. These offers reflect 
the baseline offers that are given to all students independent of advisor. 

UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN
| Four years of tuition
| $19,000 per year stipend for four years with no work obligations for the first two years

NEW YORK UNIVERSITY (NYU)
| Four years of tuition
| $26,000 per year stipend for four years

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY
| Five years of tuition
| $26,000 per year stipend for five years

MASSACHUSETTS INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY (MIT)
| Five years of tuition
| $35,000 per year stipend for five years

UNIVERSITY OF SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA (USC)
| Four years of tuition
| $23,000 per year stipend for four years with no work obligations for the first two years
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and policy guides, then surely some repercussions of this disparity are being 
felt in our cities and the knowledge used to shape policy discourse. 

As an inherently political endeavor, the framing of urban problems ripe for 
scholarly and practical exploration can not by definition produce socially 
just practices when they exclude the voices of people of color and discourage 
the participation of those with economically disadvantaged backgrounds. 
When planning knowledge is biased through its continual shaping by an 
elite, privileged social and racial class of intellectuals, it becomes difficult to 
argue that the scholarship it produces is rigorous in its own right. Further, 
when the strain of doctoral education excludes some from the development 
of planning knowledge, certain communities repeatedly become pathologized 
as the objects of study and critique, instead of regarded as actors who possess 
the necessary expertise to negotiate the difficult terrain of equity in our 
cities. In their ability as scholars that inform policy, educators that shape the 
worldviews of future planners and practitioners themselves, the diversity of 
and support for doctoral students is crucial to the fight for just cities. The 
resources available to current and potential doctoral students simply do not 
provide the necessary support for students from disadvantaged communities 
to demand socially just scholarship and practice in earnest. 

The selection of planning issues that merit scholarship and whose agenda 
they represent, when repeatedly defined by privileged members of society, 
reproduces the policies that stratify our cities along race and class lines. 
What the bias in academic culture revealed by these findings imply is that 
as doctoral students, we are structurally constrained in our ability to select 
and determine the shape of research projects in which we invest our physical 
and intellectual labor. Must we be limited to the trend-conforming and 
capital-driven projects favored by foundations and funding agencies? Or, for 
example, are we free to consider how housing and economic policy continues 
to produce the racist, spatial segregation which contributes to the oppres-
sion of Black and immigrant communities in American cities? Are we free 
to determine how we study and interact with these communities? Are we 
limited to superficial interventions because the funding limitations drive our 
fleeting interests, or are we making meaningful engagements, sustained over 
time? It is in these questions that the financial and cultural deficits of the 
doctoral program begin to threaten the future of critical and justice oriented 
scholarship at UCLA. 

PLANNING for the FUTURE of CRITICAL SCHOLARSHIP
However easy it may be to harp on the problematic implications for the 
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findings of this report, the way forward is considerably more tenuous and 
is both internal and external to the workings of the department. Internally, 
faculty members observed that both departmental budgets and the lack of 
viable external fundraising have resulted in lack of opportunities for doctoral 
students. Further, at a macro political and economic level, the tightening of 
state budgets and the difficulty of funding education more generally present 
significant obstacles to rectifying some of the issues that have long existed 
but come to light more vividly in this report. In terms of affirmative action 
type programs that aim to boost enrollment for historically underrepresented 
groups, California, along with a host of other states has outlawed such poli-
cies. With these restrictions in mind, along with the admissions process and 
funding arrangements that often occur between individual applicants and 
faculty members, we call for increased transparency and student involvement 
in the doctoral admissions process. It is also clear that the criteria for admis-
sions at graduate institutions everywhere must be seriously reevaluated, and 
that departments must carefully take stock of the students they aim to attract 
beyond GRE scores or degrees from prestigious institutions prioritized over 
their ambitions of justice and inclusivity. When we focus on such things, we 
abandon the spirit of justice in favor of inter-university competition, homo-
geneity and elitism. The path dependency implied in perpetuating values 
that have allowed certain groups to dominate the production of planning 
knowledge does little for the pursuit of critical and progressive scholarship 
foundational to the urban planning department at UCLA. 

In terms of the challenges presented regarding the trend of labor exploitation 
in the doctoral program, a deep cultural shift must take place. The issues of 
wage theft and uneven funding opportunities are not wholly separate from 
the issue of exclusionary admissions practices. If, as many believe, financial 
hardship comes with the territory of being associated with education at an 
elite institution, then participation in such institutions is by definition a 
race and class biased position. When getting underpaid for work done and 
under supported in terms of tuition becomes the norm, we also consent to 
the exclusion of groups too financially burdened to overcome such obstacles 
through their education. A competitive academic culture where students are 
perhaps overly eager to publish and to remain professionally amicable with 
their advisors further discourages open conversations about financial stress. 
We are hopeful that the release of this report to faculty and beyond will 
continue to encourage concerned and mutually supportive dialogues between 
individual students and their advisors. This is just the beginning of a cultural 
shift in reframing the current expectations of doctoral student labor prac-
tices. In beginning this dialogue, we hope that we may continue the legacy of 

Berglund, Erickson, Sarmiento  Reflections on the PhD Student Experience
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critical and inclusive scholarship of UCLA urban planning both for the future 
of our cities and in memory of the scholars that have inspired us to do so.
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Book Review: 
Desmond, Matthew. (2016). Evicted: 
Poverty and Profit in the American 
City. New York: Crown Publishers.  
Luis Flores
University of Michigan

“Exploitation. Now, there’s a word that has been scrubbed out of the poverty 
debate,” writes the Harvard sociologist Matthew Desmond in his bestsell-
ing ethnography of eviction in Milwaukee. “It is a word that speaks to the 
fact that poverty is not just a product of low incomes. It is also a product 
of extractive markets” (Desmond 2016: 305). Desmond’s Evicted: Poverty 
and Profit in the American City is a deeply important contribution to urban 
poverty scholarship and ethnographic methodology—its engrossing style 
concealing the depth of its research that included the study of court and city 
documents, two representative surveys, and Desmond’s “relational ethnogra-
phy” (Desmond 2014). The praise for Desmond’s timely book is appropriately 
widespread; rather than reiterate that praise here, this review interrogates 
the contributions and limitations of Desmond’s characterization of evictions 
as symptomatic of exploitative markets—what form of exploitation and what 
kind of markets does Desmond conceive of, and how does this inform his 
advocacy for a universal housing voucher program?

Evicted follows eight families living in Milwaukee as they experience housing 
vulnerability under one of two landlords: Sherrena Tarver, the former school-
teacher who bought her first rental property in 1999 and came to oversee 36 
rental units in addition to operating a credit repair and investment business 
and a bussing enterprise connecting women and children to nearby prisons. 
Then there is Toby Charney, the second-generation slumlord operating one of 
the city’s largest mobile home parks, populated by poor whites—which at the 
time was targeted by city officials as a health hazard. Desmond foregrounds 
the relational character of exploitation in local rental markets; evictions are 
mediated by informal contracts (Sherrena often allows tenants to perform 
repairs on properties in lieu of rent, even if the value of the labor was hotly 
contested), affect, and often, physical coercion (according to Desmond 48 
percent of evictions occur “off the books” as “informal evictions”). As he 
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demonstrates, “the relationship between nonpayment of rent and the eviction 
was anything but straightforward” (2016: 128). 

Desmond’s book is packed with insights, even if these are not always formally 
elaborated. Desmond shows how macro-economic or state institutions and 
legal procedures structure the interpersonal relations of exploitation he 
vividly depicts. In an attempt to justify her actions against a tenant, we see 
Sherrena discuss own debts; as Desmond shows, 23 percent of forced evic-
tions (equal to the proportion of “formal” evictions) occurred due to landlord 
foreclosure. This is a reminder that Sherrena is partially a conduit, securing 
the revenue streams that lead to the world’s financial capitals. We see how 
the court system burdens tenants with two types of lawsuits: one for debt and 
the second for property. With tenants often unable (or unaware of the first 
court date) even fewer contest alleged property damage. Uncontested prop-
erty damage debts are added to the total money judgment that grows at an 
annual rate of 12 percent, and haunts tenants as they apply for housing years 
after. Even in the cases where tenants attend court dates, 90 percent of them 
go unrepresented by an attorney while 90 percent of landlords have legal 
representation. Desmond’s book relates shelter instability to other elements 
of a person’s life: family, work, and community. Childbearing, Desmond finds, 
adds to housing instability as landlords are often unwilling to rent to tenants 
with children, and the harmless attention attracted by children, say, throwing 
snowballs at passing cars, is sufficient to cause eviction. The relationship 
between labor and shelter instability was also counterintuitive: “Job loss 
could lead to eviction, but the reverse was also true. An eviction not only 
consumed renter’s time, causing them to miss work, it also weighted heavily 
on their minds, often triggering mistakes on the job” (227). 

If Desmond gives us a heartbreakingly close view of the process and effects 
of eviction, illuminating why they are pervasive requires an elaboration of his 
conception of “exploitative markets”. While there is much that is learned from 
the ethnographic focus of Desmond’s study, not to mention his exhaustive 
survey data, readers will find an unsatisfying elaboration of this question of 
the dynamics of exploitative housing and rental markets. I fear that exploita-
tion in markets remains unexplained and often reduced to interpersonal 
transactions, neglecting institutional and political elements of the markets. 
In Desmond’s account, the housing market is depicted as contained by the 
local networks of owners and tenants, with only the exogenous appearance of 
government in the form of welfare checks, courts, and the eviction warrant—
conspicuously missing are investors and political actors, elite and grassroots. 

Book Review: Evicted
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In his concluding chapter, Desmond notes the political and national char-
acteristics of exploitative housing markets, explaining that “exploitation 
within the housing market relies on government support”, through the court 
system, through subsidies and tax benefits, and through law enforcement and 
the publication of eviction records (307). Yet for most of the book, Desmond 
treats the political as largely bureaucratic, devoid of interest and even strug-
gle. Particularly absent is the political power of landlords, whose influence 
over municipal governance has been noted by scholars of housing markets 
(Freund 2007; Self 2003; for a particularly revealing account of the political 
power of “black capitalists” in local rental markets, see Connolly 2014), and 
only twice are we reminded that the period Desmond is studying (May 2008 
to December 2009) was the period of the Great Recession, which oversaw a 
dramatic transfer of property from the hands of local owners to institutional 
investors, who snatched up foreclosed properties at low prices and turned 
them into rental units and by 2012 even offered “rental-backed bonds”. The 
case of the Blackstone Group is exemplary. In 2013 alone the private equity 
group bought 1,300 properties just in the Chicago area. It is this experience 
that drove one activist from Boston’s Tenant Coalition, present at the 
Desmond’s book launch at the Harvard Kennedy School, to assert that they 
sought not to vilify local landlords, but to build alliances with them to protect 
neighborhoods under threat from outside speculators. In a state that has out-
lawed rent control in 1994, Boston housing activists hoped to pass restrictions 
on “no-fault evictions” in an upcoming city council meeting. For housing and 
tenant activists across the nation, the political power of investors and specu-
lators continues to be a central opponent to housing stability. 

The book’s central policy prescription for a universal housing voucher, 
capping housing expenses at 30 percent of household income, is perhaps most 
revealing of Desmond’s conception of exploitation in markets—it is one that 
treats market disempowerment as the key problem. Desmond’s all-out sup-
port for universal housing vouchers risks flattening relations of exploitation 
to an asymmetry in purchasing power. This transactional lens on exploitative 
markets leads him to interpret the moment of market exchange (the transfer 
of shelter for rent) as the site of exploitation: “a universal housing voucher 
program would carve a middle path between the landlord’s desire to make 
a living and the tenant’s desire, simply, to live”, writes Desmond, omitting 
completely the motives that drive institutional investors and housing specu-
lators, who represent a central actor in the current housing crisis. This policy 
prescription, clearly pragmatic, reveals that analytically, Desmond’s concep-
tion of extractive markets is transactional, localized, and to the extent that 
they are political, they are bureaucratic. 
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Desmond is by no means wrong to focus on the purchasing power of tenants. 
This focus recognizes that evictions are not principally a result of tight 
housing stocks, but rather of a condition of dramatic inequality that allows 
for the maintenance of segmented housing markets and for the bidding on 
housing stock to quickly price out most with modest incomes. Yet housing 
vouchers will only marginally affect the purchasing power of tenants if 
inequality persists. Most problematic in my view, in his convergence on a 
universal housing voucher, Desmond dramatically underplays the supply and 
pricing functions of housing markets—markets not only enable exchange, 
they establish prices for commodities. If this function of a housing market is 
left unaddressed, vouchers may end up incentivizing landlords to increase 
rents to be picked up by federal dollars. Desmond is anything but naïve 
about this. “In fact”, Desmond argues anticipating criticism, “economists 
have argued that the current housing voucher program could be expanded to 
serve all poor families in America without additional spending if we prevented 
overcharging and made the program more efficient” (311, emphasis added). One 
is left to wonder if this is Desmond’s tacit way of explaining that universal 
housing vouchers would work only under the partial deccomodification of 
shelter—the price of housing cannot float freely in markets if housing vouch-
ers are to be sustainable and effective, yet Desmond does not elaborate on 
what these essential regulations would be. This is a significant omission for a 
book concerned with both “poverty” and “profit”. 

Addressing the effects on housing insecurity derived from profit making 
through extractive markets must mean intervening on the unconstrained dis-
tribution of housing through markets, and placing restrictions on speculation 
in housing markets—rent control ordinances, land banks (which place under 
municipal ownership the land on which homes stand), and inclusionary 
zoning, for example, have the effect constraining the tendency for specula-
tion—addressing the “profit” that is ignored by voucher programs designed for 
to bolster purchasing power.

These comments notwithstanding, Desmond’s project is an invaluable con-
tribution to poverty research and policymaking, one that powerfully asserts 
the role of shelter as a precondition for social stability. My criticisms are made 
the spirit of Desmond’s conviction that “housing is a basic right” (Desmond 
2016: 305). But it is for this reason that I suggest that addressing not only the 
unequal market transaction for housing in exploitative markets, but also 
the commodity status of shelter required by a housing market, is necessary to 
securing its protection as a basic right. 

Book Review: Evicted
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