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ABSTRACT
Considering the critical positions regarding the normative ideal of public space, the objective 
of this special number and its introduction is to point out the central contradictions within 
the concept of public space as spatially placed ideology, which have transformed the streets 
into allegedly pacified, sanitized territories. We have developed this critical conception of 
public space through certain practices that, defined as “informal”, are crucial to understand 
the necessarily conflictive nature of what is urban, and that a notion as “public space” tries 
to hide or disguise as consensus.
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EL ESPACIO PÚBLICO Y SUS DISCONFORMES. INFORMALIDAD Y CONFLICTO URBANO

RESUMEN
Partiendo de una perspectiva en oposición al ideal normativo del espacio urbano, el objeti-
vo de este monográfico y de esta introducción es señalar aquellas contradicciones centrales 
en el concepto de «espacio público» en tanto ideología espacialmente situada que ha trans-
formado las calles en territorios pretendidamente desconflictivizados e higienizados. Es así 
como ofrecemos este planteamiento crítico con la ideología del espacio público a partir de 
ciertas prácticas que, definidas como «informales», son determinantes para entender la 
naturaleza esencialmente conflictiva de lo urbano, y que una noción como «espacio público» 
intenta disimular o disfrazar de consenso.

PALABRAS CLAVE
Informalidad, espacio público, conflicto urbano, producción del espacio, derecho a la ciudad.
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Introduction

This special number aims to contribute to the discussion on the forms 
taken by the relationship between public space, informality, and urban 
conflict in different contexts. It does so on the basis of the examples pre-
sented in the six papers included in this number. Part of this discussion 
comes from the debates opened in de panel Informality and urban conflict: 
critical perspectives from the Global South organised during the 2nd edi-
tion of the AIBR Conference (Barcelona, 2016). The notion of “informal” 
is often evoked when facing the impossibility of defining, delimiting and, 
therefore, controlling those expressions of urban life that question what 
Lefebvre called conceived space, that is, the representation of urban space 
developed by supposed experts in cities (Lefebvre, 2013: 96-104). Through 
an often reductionist theoretical corpus, sometimes directly adverse to 
what, perhaps, should simply be called self-organization and appropria-
tion of the city by its own users, informality is pointed out as an addition-
al way of urban anomie.

This alleged anomaly would highlight the institutional deficiency con-
cerning the entities called on to provide, especially underprivileged sectors, 
with “formal” organizational procedures that suit their supposed needs. 
The emergence of informal elements shows the Institutions’ thwarted in-
tentions of eradicating inequality and its urban expression; displaying at 
the same time the resistance, on the grounds of distrust or antagonism, 
coming from the marginalized population itself, to being integrated into 
some sort of system that is normalized and, thus, normalizing.

One of the first uses and theorizations about “informal” as a catego-
ry could be found in the work of anthropologist Keith Hart (1973), un-
derstood in the framework of his studies on urban labour in Ghana, about 
the link between certain productive activities carried out in public urban 
spaces and their lack of restraint by state regulations. It is to this type of 
labour alegality that he refers to with the term “informal labour”. In the 
field of Economic Anthropology, other authors would point out some 
non-legal characteristics insufficiently considered in Hart’s analysis, such 
as the “temporary and impermanent character” of these types of jobs 
(Martínez, 2009: 38), as well as the aspects associated with the lack of 
labour rights and adjacent forms of job insecurity (Valenzuela, 2003).

Nevertheless, in a wider sense, informal work, and through it all kind 
of informality, will be analysed regarding its relationship with the legal 
structure that overlooks it or, even acknowledging it, sanctions it. In this 
sense, we can say that what is “informal” is understood as an activity that 
develops outside the scope of state regulation (Mead and Morrison, 1996; 
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Portes, Castells and Benton, 1989: 12; Savedra and Chong, 1999: 99). 
Likewise, if informality is traditionally understood as a synonym of infor-
mal work, it could be said, in a reductionist fashion, that informal activ-
ities would be all the productive ones that do not pay taxes but that are 
expected to do so in case they become formal, from a point of view that 
would ignore all other legal aspects except for having a business license 
and paying taxes. Thus, few would question the “formality” of a legally 
founded company, however much it, in the undertaking of its productive 
activity, breaks codes and consumer rights protection laws, environmental 
regulations, work rights or even public space regulations, an aspect in 
which “formal” businesses seem to do no wrong in the public eye. 
Furthermore, we notice a tendency to take the legal angle as reference, 
interpreting “formal” and “informal” as absolute, indivisible, and stagnant 
categories.

This tout court demarcation between “formal” and “informal” has 
worked as a distinguishing mark marginalizing urban practices that do 
not have a State endorsement and, therefore, find themselves restricted, 
punished or persecuted. It is in this negative regard where we should look 
for the roots of prejudice and persecution against informality: it is per-
functorily assumed that, if an activity does not comply with one regulation 
— basically, having a permit — it automatically ceases to comply with the 
rest. Following this logic, for instance, a man selling fruit on the street 
would be seen as irregular, and even children playing football at a random 
park would. The State’s unquestionable authority over the street — asso-
ciated to the notion of public space as a space belonging to the people 
— implies that all activity unregulated by it becomes inherently disorga-
nized, which does not comply with any regulation whatsoever and is at 
the heart of a whole range of trouble and social disorders. On the con-
trary, it is assumed that when a business bears a State endorsement, it 
complies with all the regulations, and thus, this activity is necessarily 
beneficial for society, or at least not a harmful one.

Only normalized activities confer the subject who works in them a 
certain symbolic value before society, while informal ones, once again, do 
not seem to be contributing anything socially significant, and are even 
considered as a burden. Mike Davis, in his Planet of Slums (2006), refus-
es to see in informality an answer to poverty, considering it instead among 
its causes, which would be nothing more than a refined way of making 
poor people responsible for their own situation. Davis seems to deny the 
underprivileged any innovative capability, be it through self-making or 
through economic networks that escape state regulations. He makes a 
parody of the poor as absurd agitators of internecine wars, or points at 
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them as the reason for “social capital” reduction, as well as for diluting 
“help and solidarity networks essential for the survival of the underpriv-
ileged”. He even finds a way to describe informality as a “museum of 
exploitation” (2006: 241-247).

It can be noticed in this kind of approach what, paraphrasing Michael 
Taussig (2015), we could describe as a certain state fetishism, symptom 
of a particular predominant outlook in parts of the institutionalized left-
wing mind-set, which assumes that everything that in one way or another 
is “left out” of the scope of state supervision inevitably turns into pasture 
for neoliberal ventures. This sort of state-centrism prevents them from 
seeing the complexity around urban informality, as well as the multiple 
forms of association between the formal and the informal sectors. It main-
ly incurs the mistake of taking informality as an all-encompassing classi-
fication, as if the same “substance” constituted a sweatshop, street market 
sales, a gang of children building a makeshift structure for a game on a 
plot of land, the construction process of a slum or a self-managed motor-
cycle taxi service.

Now that it has been unveiled as problematic, would not it be pertinent 
to abandon or to rethink the very category of informality? In this sense, we 
think that, instead of denying it, we should recognize its status as a central 
part of Urban Anthropology, remaining critical about some of its interpre-
tations. From our standpoint, urban informality would emerge as the most 
vulnerable sectors organize themselves through a series of practices that 
seem to be at first sight spontaneous, despite being, in fact, deeply organized 
and subject to their own forms of institutionalization and taxation, and not 
always so different from their hegemonic counterparts in the formal sphere. 
They are usually carried out by social actors coming from the lower steps 
of the social pyramid, or from its margins: poor, immigrants, prostitutes, 
children, and young people. These groups use the streets as a shelter, a 
playground or means of subsistence. They organize in clans, families, gangs, 
crews, and other forms of non-bureaucratic social structuring. Their rela-
tionship with the State is ambiguous, but not necessarily non-existent. The 
rules they follow are not usually in writing, and familiarization with them 
is more of a learned or conveyed know-how than a series of standardized 
and written regulations, guidelines, or instructions.

The space issue in the sociology of the “informal sector”

Although it would be somehow counterintuitive to think that there can 
be a discussion about cities and what is characterized as urban without 
mentioning space, it is Manuel Castells who, in The Urban Question 
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(2014), claims precisely that space has no value beyond being a product 
of “the social forces” (see also AlSayyad, 2004: 26). Thus, and as a reac-
tion to prevalent urban sociological theories, in which echoes of the first 
half of the twentieth century could still be heard, when the Chicago school 
treated urban matters as “human ecology”, Castells (2014: 142-145) 
wrote a harsh critique of this theoretic branch’s tendency to homeostatic 
interpretations over conflictive ones present in classics such as The City 
(Park, Burgess and McKenzie, 1992), in which their excessive “spatial 
analysis” ignores “structural laws of production”, so that, according to 
the sociologist, every theory about the “urban mode” is nothing more than 
Ideology, “left-wing” or “right-wing”, but “Ideology” after all (Castells, 
2014: 107).

According to Castells, the city-shape is foreshadowed in the social 
structure, and even the latter is not more than the result of the historical 
deployment of economic production methods and, therefore, “there is no 
specific theory of space, but rather just an extension and detailing of the 
theory of social structure” (2014: 152). Opposite to this stereotyped and 
somehow mechanistic Marxist structuralism, Henri Lefebvre would claim, 
in The Production of Space, “there are no social relations without space, 
as there is no space without social relations” (2013: 14); brilliant in its 
simplicity and clarity, this phrase could very well be a condensation of 
critical geography epistemology and new-wave urban anthropology.

A little earlier, in The Urban Revolution, Lefebvre rewrites the 
Marxist modes of production, as “modes of thinking, acting, living” 
(1976: 47). Hence, the “urban mode” would not be reducible to the in-
dustrial mode of production, despite urban society being “born from in-
dustrialization” (:1). Castells (2014: 110) ironizes Lefebvre and what he 
understands as social “spontaneity”, product of a “libertarian and ab-
stract” understanding of what is urban, which in any event would betray 
a certain anarchist aspect in the Frenchman, this being sort of an anathe-
ma for our sociologist.

Opposite the Lefebvrian urban category, Castells reduces the shapes 
of the city to economic classes: production, as “spatial expression of the 
means of production” and consumption, as “spatial expression of the 
workforce”. This reasoning on the means of production leaves him puz-
zled when faced with anything that is not productive activity, which he 
calls, in an antithesis of sociological imagination, “the non-work element,” 
supposedly lacking a “specific spatial expression” (2014: 154). Anything 
that cannot be reduced to the pair production-consumption is defined in 
negative terms, as a non-existence. The city beyond office buildings, ga-
rages, factories, shops, and malls is reduced to a huge empty lot.
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This anti-spatial and work-centric understanding of what is urban in 
Castells’ writings is paramount to understand why sociology’s hegemon-
ic perspective on the category of “informal” relates it to work. Accordingly, 
from the seventies and until today, prevalent sociological theories studied 
the “informal sector” or the “informal economy” (Bromley, 1978; De la 
Garza, 2011; Martínez, 2009; Moser, 1978; Pérez Sáinz, 1991), a perspec-
tive that only considers the spatial issue incidentally, and the public space 
issue even more so. Paraphrasing Lefebvre, we could say that informality, 
as a perspective on an urban way of thinking, acting and living, has been 
excluded from hegemonic analyses.

Informality and state fetishism

Cathy Rakowski (1994) carried out an important systematization work 
related to the perspectives on the informal economy issue, especially by 
Latin American authors or those focusing on Latin America, an authentic 
focal point for studies about the informal sector. Through her analysis, 
Rakowski described two great schools: “structuralism” and “legalism”. 
The former would comprise researchers linked in some way or another to 
Marx-inspired sociology. The latter would have Hernando De Soto and 
other micro-enterprise theoreticians with neoliberal tendencies, more like-
ly to see informal work as a product of entrepreneurs in action.

Among the many contributions made by structuralism, one of the 
greatest has been an analysis of informal economy as a sector whose re-
lationship with the established economy is not necessarily antagonistic. 
For these researchers, informality would not be on the margins, but rath-
er at the core of economic processes and, therefore, closely linked to po-
litical and economic institutions. Thus, the State would not always keep 
an antagonistic relationship with it but would be, at the least, ambiguous 
as to certain informal activities, or even, in particular situations, would 
become its “ally”. It is in this sense that we must point out the functional 
relationship between what is informal “and the political and economic 
institutions that it allegedly undermines” (Portes and Haller, 2004: 5).

On the contrary, for Peruvian De Soto (1989), informality would 
represent capitalism’s authentic face, popular and without state interven-
tion. It would be, even, a real revolution against “the rigidity of “mercan-
tilist” States predominant” (Portes and Haller, 2004: 10). Nevertheless, it 
is not just in the right-wing sector where we find this polar, dualist per-
spective on what is formal/informal. Standpoints such as Veronica Gagó’s 
(2015) are a curious case of authentic specular dialogue with De Soto. 
According to Gagó, informal economy could be characterized as “self-
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made neoliberalism” (2015: 25) and it would undermine, by itself, unions 
and other social institutions that have traditionally helped mitigate in-
equality, contributing to the welfare state structure in Western democra-
cies. 

Gagó and De Soto perspectives are the product of a widely spread 
fallacy, originating in the thesis that claims that capitalism tends to ad-
vance in the absence of the State. David Harvey (2007: 26) claims that, 
on the contrary, this “ridiculous idea” goes against the evidence that “the 
Nation-state is currently more dedicated than ever to creating a climate 
for investment”. On the contrary, this relationship between informal sec-
tors and State would evidence the permeability of both sectors: “The fact 
that the State does not fulfil the role of a regulating agent means that it is 
at the mercy of market forces and that formal economy does not exist”, 
claim Portes and Haller (2004: 21). However, the big paradox in strict 
regulations in the informal sector is that the stricter the regulations, the 
better the chance of a big sector of the economy “falling” into informali-
ty. The more rules, the more chances to break them. As Lomnitz points 
out, “order creates disorder. Formal economy creates its own informality” 
(1988: 54).

Urban informality: from the means of production to the produc-
tion of space

Since the end of the nineties, especially in the last decade, more than a few 
authors, from different disciplines in the Social Sciences, considered it 
relevant to approach other issues besides production, like the appropria-
tion of public space, social control, political resistance or subalternity 
relationships (Cross, 1998; De la Garza, 2011; Espinosa, 2017b; Porras 
Bulla, 2016; Wacquant, 2007 to cite only some examples), fundamental 
when discussing labour informality. But the most interesting achievement, 
to us, was managing to diversify perspectives, methodologies and disci-
plines interested in urban informality. It could be said that the work-cen-
tric perspective that characterized the analysis of the issue for several 
decades has made way for more polycentric views, so it would be a mis-
take to continue to identify urban informality with the so-called informal 
sector.

Contrary to what institutional urbanism does — forcing an author-
itarian order in the city from the top — we can understand urban infor-
mality as a way of creating space starting from its foundations, in the way 
that Solomon Benjamin has named “transformative urbanism” (2008: 18). 
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They are practices that do not start with a project or plan created by 
technicians but rather constitute themselves through operative creativity 
as the necessary know-how, a socialization of knowledge through coop-
eration and experience. Individuals who, in one way or another, took part 
in this informality would be, in a way, authentic urban bricoleurs, follow-
ing what Lévi-Strauss (1988) called “science of the concrete”. A bricoleur, 
unlike an urbanist, establishes a dialogue with the materials he has on 
hand, rather than a project monologue; an image equally contrary to the 
idea of a creative individual who builds cities “from scratch”, implicit in 
the smart cities speech, as part of a neoliberal project that restores the idea 
of an “auteur city”, be it by a designer, an urbanist or an architect.

A study by Mario Barbosa (2006) in Mexico City analyses the con-
cept of “path” as a frame to understand the popular division of the city, 
conceived by informal street workers alongside the official bureaucratic 
division. Paths are, thus, defined by the inhabitants of the city through the 
distribution of informal commerce spaces throughout urban geography 
(2006: 02), generating a kind of counter-identity, opposed to the rational-
ist grid imposed by authorities. Public space appropriation in neighbour-
hoods takes place through the setup of street stands, which work as 
boundaries that break the public/private dichotomy. The popular deter-
mination of these paths stems from the informal commercial centres where 
the functions of workplace and household overlap.

We considered that this model —in which there were not any precise barriers 
between the inside and the outside, between public and private, and in which 
workplace and transit space blended— enabled a greater level of interaction, 
of solidarity among peers, and therefore, more opportunities for survival in 
adverse conditions (2006: 08).

This example takes us to another characteristic of informality as 
“urban porosity”, a concept developed by Walter Benjamin after a trip to 
Naples with Asja Lacis. In his essay “Naples” (1978) he gathers his im-
pressions on the city, described by Benjamin in terms of its spatial and 
temporal “porosity”. The voluptuousness of southern street life impresses 
the couple, especially details surely considered ordinary by the locals. The 
arcs delimiting commercial passages, for example, are an object of fasci-
nation for them, as they generate the impression of them being enclosed 
spaces, simultaneously filtering in daylight, opening a private space to the 
sky, but also merging the city with a space for consumption.

“Porosity” does not end within the arcs, but it extends to the forms of 
the entire city, a metaphor showing communication, interdependence and 
space transmutation, in the way in which the different orders combine and 
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connect with each other. In a way, according to the couple —admirers of 
Lukacs’ works, which describe capitalism in terms of dehumanization pro-
cesses— Naples makes experiencing a less homogeneous urban modernity 
possible, in contrast with the views of a certain orthodox Marxism. The 
improvisation in Neapolitan street life filters into its institutions. Laws do 
not seem to be very clear and there is confusion as to who must fulfil the 
central role in the decision-making structure of the city, which is split be-
tween the mafia (the Camorra), the Church and Mussolini’s fascist State, 
only just established in Italy. This “porosity” is also present in a temporal 
sense and, for instance, it is difficult to know for sure whether the buildings 
are in the process of being constructed or decaying and becoming ruins: “it 
eludes the print of what is conclusive” (Benjamin, 1978: 165-166).

Similarly to the experience of Neapolitan commercial passages, in-
formal life in contemporary cities — especially, but not exclusively, those 
in the “Global South” — includes the light’s fluffy quality, no longer 
thanks to transparent glass, but in the even more literal permeability of 
the fragile structures of stands, shacks, stalls, tents, trade fairs, “tianguis” 
(open-air markets) and other structures that, with their rocky setup, leave 
small or big pores through which light filters in, generating a strange at-
mospheric effect very like chiaroscuro. Not only is informal architecture 
porous but so is the intertwining among what is public and private, what 
is ludic, economic, as well as what concerns the family and work. The 
intensity of informal life affects the commercial trade with personal con-
siderations, but the opposite is also true, that: “each attitude or private 
act is permeated by community life” (Benjamin, 1978: 167).

Informal structures and subjects, besides being porous, are usually 
nomad. Anthropologist Maria Teresa Salcedo (2000) produced a revealing 
ethnography about waste collectors in Bogotá. Salcedo describes fieldwork 
as a “physical practice” in which successive acts of representation of the 
other occur, of the researcher themselves as “ethnographic data” and of 
the city surface on which the ethnographic relation is registered, thus 
creating a “transient anthropology” (2000: 157-158). The street culture 
Salcedo describes is defined by communities — “el parche” (a group of 
friends) — in a trajectory — “el viaje” (a journey) — which, though it 
holds the purpose of waste collection, trash, cardboard, bottles, cans, et-
cetera, assisted by an improvised cart, but powered by the use of drugs, it 
also constitutes, in a way, an “dreamlike journey”:

The journey in itself is a physical transfer, a real movement through a route to 
get to a particular territory, but it also recalls an oneiric experience during 
which the streets turn into some kind of cipher decoded by the people who are 
familiar with the different paths and trajectories in a predetermined map on 
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the urban level, like a dream fabric to the child or the peasant arriving in the 
city for the first time (2000: 159).

Street ethnography becomes a route layout, simultaneously geograph-
ic, physical and symbolic. The territory is not just a map, but also a tex-
ture, a space on which to write and the body on which the territory is 
imprinted. To Salcedo, the dustmen’s own texture is the “smooth space” 
one — nomad — opposite to the “striated space” one — sedentary — 
conceptualized by Deleuze and Guattari (2004). However, we do not 
speak about different textures, but opposite ones. The nomad junkman 
rewrites the official city mesh as if he were pulling towards him “that 
fasten the roads to the land” (Salcedo, 2000: 160). That is, we refer to the 
dialectic territorialization-deterritorialization that Deleuze and Guattari 
recognized as a possibility in the smooth eastern game Go, contrary to 
striated chess (2004: 361).

Informality, public space and conflict

It is not strange that the so-called public space is frequently denied to 
those who carry out practices classifiable under what we described as the 
informal sector. As a way of conferring morality to what is topological 
(Delgado, 2011: 19), public space would be defined by a certain “must 
be” that would imply, at the same time, a know-how-to-be based on 
self-discipline in communal places, to adapt it to the principles of civility 
and good citizenship that are supposed to govern it. Thus, the notion of 
public space itself would be paradoxical, as it would be funded, apparent-
ly, in equality, but it would operate by excluding those who, for some 
reason, would be considered inacceptable for not reaching the moral rank 
assigned to the space. In this sense, we could talk about public spaces as 
“all those areas that are open and accessible to every member of the pub-
lic in a society, in principle, but not necessarily in practice” (Neal, 2010: 
1). Therefore, it is fitting to question: who are “everyone” when it is 
claimed that public space is for “everyone”?

Subject to its funding normative ideal, public space is the product of 
a particular political imaginary, more than an empirically verifiable place. 
Conceived as a sphere for the conciliation of antagonist interests and 
identities, public space appears insistently represented as the stage for a 
negotiation between hypothetical equals that is constantly renewed, and 
the speech that legitimizes it — even raising it to a “valued” category — is 
structured in such a way that it simultaneously hides and theoretically 
resolves the contradictions that happen in its physical manifestation, that 
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is, the street. Deep social conflicts repeatedly presented in the practical 
reality of concrete spaces (Mitchell, 1995) are represented as a conse-
quence of particular urbanistic formulas, in the same way, the solution to 
such problems about public space resides in the consensual character of 
the public sphere concept formulated by Habermas (1981), the origin of 
which would be directly associated, regarding its spatialization, to the 
bourgeois civil society ideal.

In effect, although Habermas did not place the public sphere in specif-
ic spaces, it is possible to historically identify which places he was referring 
to, through his own examples: literary clubs, philanthropic associations, 
cafés, tea salons and newsrooms that covered the European Enlightenment. 
Nevertheless, it is fitting, in the first place, to point out the arbitrariness in 
the public/private division in Habermas’ theory, the historical period and 
place he wants to enthrone — England, France and Germany in the second 
half of the 18th century — and its universalization as myth. It is to these 
“public” spaces meant to be raised to universal categories that Nancy Fraser 
(1990) refers critically. On the one hand, a certain “open and free” quality 
is claimed for these spaces, ignoring that, in effect, they were places for a 
privileged sector, exclusive, and, thus, restricted. These places, which in 
practice were not for everyone, even if they were more or less open, in ac-
tuality belonged to citizens with a very concrete profile: bourgeois, male, 
urban, educated, more or less cultured and relatively wealthy.

Hand in hand with this liberal ideology presumption stating that pub-
lic space would be equally open and accessible to every member of the same 
“public” — in the sense that configures self-accountable individuals, imbued 
with civic virtue — the notion of public space is imbricated with Modernity’s 
political project, along with other fundamental ideas in the same civilizing 
ideology as democracy and citizenship. In a way, public space is conceived 
as the ideal place to exercise both, with the condition of citizenship as the 
only requisite to obtain access rights to what we could describe as the dem-
ocratic public sphere, eliminating, therefore, any other boundary or struc-
tural barrier before the participation in public affairs. These abstract uni-
versal principles articulate the majority of the debates about access rights 
to material public space (Neal, 2010; Staeheli and Thompson, 1997).

This inoculation of ideological elements taken from bourgeois dem-
ocratic idealism into the particular street stage roughly translates to what 
Jean-Pierre Garnier (2000) and, more recently, Manuel Delgado (2016) 
would call “citizenism”, that is, the raising to a status of ideology of the 
middle class delusion about a conflict-free space, pacified and civilizing, 
from which every real social inequality has disappeared, overcome by the 
argumentative skills of rational individuals who are capable of getting 
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over their differences through dialogue. All of that in conformity with the 
ideals of liberal democracy, personified in the prototype of the freethink-
ing citizen, appropriately informed and educated.

However, the street, with its tendency to become the setting for the 
failures and incompatibilities that serve as building blocks for social real-
ity, does not seem to be the appropriate space to plant the mythical public 
sphere of liberal thought. Thus, those who intend to transform the street 
into public space, understood from the standpoint of Habermas’ consen-
sus theory, will find themselves facing the quite significant problem of 
having to behave as if inequality did not exist in society and, therefore, as 
if it did not exist on the street, either. Only that illusion of appeasement 
of real social relations and their inevitably conflictive quality can make 
that street transform into what must be according to the ethical horizon 
that has possessed it without its consent. When we put the coercive forc-
es of the State in service of this ideal, we obtain control technologies di-
rected at forcing users in public places to behave according to what the 
normative ideal of a democratic mystique wishes for and demands.

This space both genuinely and legitimately “public” would gather the 
democratic command that citizens would entrust to the Administration 
in order to guarantee their right as beneficial owners of urban space 
(Kohn, 2004). However, there are many examples that contradict this 
official definition, especially if we consider the effective opposition be-
tween what is public and the existent procedures to secure it for private 
benefit. The public-private relationship constitutes the context for ideo-
logical structural tensions in public space, directly connecting the domi-
nance of particular interests over the common good in the city’s “public” 
places (Di Masso, Berroeta and Tomeu, 2017: 74). In effect, as Lefebvre 
would again expound (2013: 407), in a capitalist city there would not be 
such a thing as “public space”, because everything in it is “private space”, 
in other words, privatized: the entire space is treated according to the 
model of private company, private property and family (Engels, 1976).

This privatizing tendency of alleged public space is part of the grow-
ing commodification in cities through the creation of “city brands”, which 
carries with it the generalization of spatial domains that generate control 
processes under a neo-hygienist speech (Espinosa, 2017a), a framework 
for private interests posing as public. Equally, control and surveillance 
devices are installed more and more frequently, a culture of fear is politi-
cally encouraged by the media in the streets, territorial markers and de-
fensible spaces proliferate (Newman, 1972), or profitable urban design 
criteria is imposed over the needs, wishes and demands of the people using 
the designed urban space every day.
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The result is a narrow concept of public space that disguises its de 
facto conditions as private space: its access rules, the origin and nature of 
its control over its usufruct, individual and collective behaviours sanc-
tioned for being “inappropriate” and the exercise of usage norms that 
imply the active or passive exclusion of awkward presences from certain 
places, in a way that the average consumer is protected from a “threaten-
ing Other” on account of their “race”, social class or any other social 
stigmatization criteria. The informal category is built, thus, in the centre 
of a negative speech, and proves the futility of a public space for the 
“quality” of which most citizens are unacceptable, as they exhibit the 
presence of a poverty and inequality that, following the public space ide-
al, should not exist, or at least should not be visible. In order to make the 
utopia of public space true — aseptic, clean, kind, safe — laws, norms and 
ordinances are deployed to keep in line or expel any “inappropriate” 
takeover attempt; in so doing, they persecute, ban and sanction the trans-
gressors of an ideal order that reality keeps denying.

In conclusion, from our perspective, conflict and reactions are prime 
movers for life in the streets, a natural territory for the manifestation of 
the conquest and upholding of the right to the city, understood in 
Lefebvre’s terms: the right to urban life, including the right to generate 
and then struggle, out there, against hardships or privation, to deploy 
every antagonistic option or to practice non-standardized procedures from 
outside the logic of political or mercantile benefit. The right to the city 
necessarily includes the possibility of turning urban space truly public 
— that is, accessible to anyone and for anything — a space that tags as 
“informal” what are mere expressions of social self-management, mani-
festations of the subjugated people’s insolence, or evidence of how it is 
impossible to control everything.
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