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Abstract
Over the past decade several scholars have pointed out the increasing influence of libertarian,
social ecology and feminist ideas and practices over the new left-wing social movements of
the 21st century (Grubacic & Graeber, 2004; Gordon, 2008; Souza, 2014; Böhm et al., 2010).
Some of these ideas and practices are: direct democracy, anti-authoritarianism,
decentralization, critical praxis, commoning, good living, and prefiguration - the latter of
which is understood as an ethics of practice and a strategy that seeks radical change through
the construction of new worlds ‘within the shell of the old’ rather than by the seizure of the
State.
When focusing on urban contexts, most of the literature regarding prefiguration emphasizes
the way social movements organize their protests (i.e. in an assembly, horizontal and
decentralized way, etc.) and oversee the construction of long-term alternatives. However,
most of the initiatives that focus on long-term alternatives seem to be studied in non-urban
contexts. In this regard, the city of Madrid is a relevant urban context to analyze prefigurative
initiatives. After the 15-M or Indignados Movement emerged in 2011, prefigurative initiatives
have flourished over the city. With this thesis, my purpose is to analyze the role of Madrid’s
urban setting and its different spatialities - place, territory, networks, scale and positionality in the development of these initiatives. In order to do so, I will research and compare
prefigurative initiatives: squatted social centers, social centers, community parks and urban
gardens, in two districts with two contrasting socio-spatial characteristics: Puente de Vallecas
and Centro.
Key words: prefigurative initiatives, space, social movements geography, Madrid
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I. Introduction
1. Problem Statement
Seven years ago, in the spring of 2011, I read in the Mexican edition of a Spanish newspaper
about the occupation of Sol Square in Madrid by the Indignados Movement or 15-M and I felt
deeply moved. Apart from clamoring for real democracy and expressing their discontent with
the appalling social effects of the global financial crisis and the prevailing economic model
with the slogan “Real Democracy Now! We are not commodities in the hands of politicians
and bankers!” (15Mpedia, 2018), the activists were coordinating their protests in assemblies
organized in a horizontal and consensual way and, moreover, were developing alternative
projects and initiatives within the campment such as barters, time banks, and urban gardens.
In January 2018, almost a decade later, I was completely surprised to arrive to the Spanish
capital and find out that what I thought were the seeds of these initiatives were not only still
alive but were also very consolidated and seemed to have spread out from Sol to the rest of
the city and even penetrated the local government.
Coming from one of the largest cities in the world - Mexico City - I had previously thought
that so-called ‘global’ cities were the least promising sites to develop alternative initiatives.
At the same time, coming from a country in which the main alternative resistances have been
developed in rural areas it seemed logical to me that the ideal sites for the creation of these
initiatives were those with community bonds and located in areas remote from State and
global powers.
In this regard, I needed to know: How is it possible that these initiatives could have
developed in a global city like Madrid? This curiosity motivated me to embark on the
research of the different initiatives developed in Madrid ranging from social centers and
community parks to urban gardens and analyze the role of the space and its different
spatialities - place, territory, networks, scale and positionality - in their development. In order
to do so, I planned to compare prefigurative initiatives in two districts with contrasting sociospatial characteristics: Puente de Vallecas and Centro.

2. Research Question
-

What has been the role of different spatialities – place, territory, networks, scale and
positionality – in the evolution of prefigurative initiatives developed in Madrid after
the Indignados Movement, or 15-M?

3. Hypothesis
My hypothesis regarding the role of space and the different socio-spatial dimensions in the
development of prefigurative initiatives in Madrid is the following:
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Physical Space. It has been said that virtual space and networks have been crucial for the
emergence of the 15-M and other contemporary social movements. However, my hypothesis
is that the occupation of physical spaces – i.e. Sol Square in the case of Madrid, and other
public spaces as well as abandoned buildings or lots – has also been essential for the
development of these movements and for the creation and consolidation of prefigurative
initiatives.
Place. I hypothesize that the symbolic meaning of space differs in the districts of Puente de
Vallecas and Centro. In the first one, the district benefits from a history of neighborhood
struggles that might encourage the development of prefigurative initiatives. Likewise, at least
one of the traditional neighborhoods of the Centro district – Lavapiés – has a contentious
tradition and cluster of initiatives. However, touristification processes in the Centro district
might hinder the existence and creation of new initiatives.
Positionality. In districts or areas that accommodate global companies or main public
institutions, the development of prefigurative initiatives might be very complicated.
Networks. It has been said that globalization has reduced the importance of spatial proximity
and has increased the importance of transnational or virtual networks. However, my
hypothesis is that strong connections between prefigurative initiatives in the same district
could contribute to their development; vice versa, the weaker the connections between
initiatives in the same district, the weaker their success. The reason for this is that initiatives
can inspire each other or share resources.
Scale. In the case of Madrid, the arrival of the “New Government” to the City Council – as a
result of the organization of the 15-M in an electoral force – might be an opportunity for the
development of new prefigurative initiatives and the consolidation of the existent ones.

4. Methodology
•
-

•
-

Case Study Comparison
Centro District
Puente de Vallecas District
Methods of Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews with activists
Participant observation in activities/events related with the initiatives
Review of relevant secondary sources and graphic documentation

-

•
-

Methods of Data Analysis
Comparative analysis in two different districts of the city of Madrid
Analysis of the different spatiaities
Mapping of initiatives
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II. Theoretical Framework
1. Context
Over the last decade, several scholars have pointed out the increasing importance of
libertarian ideas and practices belonging to the social ecology, indigenous and feminist
traditions over the new left-wing social movements of the 21st century. Some of these ideas
and practices are direct democracy, anti-authoritarianism, decentralization, critical praxis,
commoning, good living, and prefiguration - understood as both an ethics of practice (where
the means and ends of struggle are aligned) and as a strategy that seeks radical change
through the construction of new worlds ‘within the shell of the old’1 rather than by State
seizure (Grubacic & Graeber, 2004; Gordon, 2008, Souza, 2014, Böhm, Dinerstein and
Spicer, 2010).
In Latin America, the influence of these traditions can be perceived in social movements like
the Zapatistas in Mexico and the Piqueteros in Argentina, which inspired a wave of social
movements in the USA - noticed in the so-called ‘anti-globalization’ movements and the
Occupy Wall Street Movement; in Europe - as seen in the Indignados movements that
emerged after the 2008 global financial crisis and in the subsequent anti-austerity
movements; and in the Middle East - as demonstrated in the wave of protests known as the
‘Arab Spring’ (Souza, 2014, p. 105).
The reasons for the influence of these emancipatory traditions on the left-wing social
movements of our time are manifold. Probably the most obvious reason is their rejection of
Marxism-Leninism and other state-socialist traditions that have already shown their
shortcomings and failures throughout the 20th century (Young and Schwartz, 2012). Other
reasons include the observation that, while the welfare state has been largely dismantled and
the power of financial capital has grown in recent decades, the State has lost much of its
legitimacy and power. In turn, the idea of seizing State power in order to implement radical
change has become less obvious. In addition, the dismanting of the welfare state has not only
damaged the legitimacy of the nation-state itself but has directly promoted autonomist
activism, especially at the local scale. For instance, Mayer (2009) points out that since the
1980s after the Keynesian-welfarist and social-collectivist institutions were ground down by
the neoliberal turn, local governments started to involve urban social organizations in the
development and delivering of services (p. 364).
In a similar vein, Böhm et al. (2010) describe how autonomist activism has covered the
shortages of the system and “ensure[d] the governance of [the] population” as nowadays
citizens are “routinely encouraged to stop relying upon the state to deliver services and to
1

According to Van de Sande (2013), the old Industrial Workers of the World - an international syndicalist
Labour Union established in 1905 – used the phrase of creating ‘a new society within the shell of the old’ – as a
key slogan to represent their revolutionary struggles (p. 232).
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autonomously develop and provide services for themselves and their own communities” (p.
25). In other words, this activism has been, in a way, functional to the system in a context
where neoliberal politics are slimming down the State.
However, apart from the above critiques, Böhm et al. (2010) still conclude that “autonomous
practices are rarely completely captured by existing institutions” and in this sense “they
continue to produce the possibility of resistance and change” (p. 27). Furthermore, as Mayer
(2009) points out, this has mostly resulted from the hijacking of autonomist ideas, which
have beeen redefined “in a politically regressive, individualized and competitive direction”
and dislodged from their “critical energy” (p. 365).
In my perspective, autonomist activism has empowered collectives in the sense that, to some
extent, it has made them realize they have the potential to solve their problems and has let
them regain certain knowledge over areas that in other times were reserved for experts (i.e.
education or health). To this extent, “autonomy, then, is empowerment—the realization that
power isn’t something that other people have, it’s something we do together” (Hecket, 2005,
qtd. in Ince, 2012, p.1654). However, the power of these movements to really make a radical
change comes when they do not limit themselves to the activities of delivering services but
also question dominant structures and create alternatives based on a totally new paradigm.
A final reason for the influence of these emancipatory traditions over the left-wing social
movements of our time is the fact that the harsh social, economical and environmental crises
of our day require urgent action from all types of actors and not only the public sector. For
several decades, the problem has been not only about injustice, inequality and oppression but
also about the fact that we have reached the limits of growth and are at risk of destroying
earth itself.

2. Characterization of social initiatives
According to the scholars who have highlighted the increasing importance of anarchist, social
ecology, indigenous and feminist traditions over the left-wing social movements of our time,
some of the core principles and ideas shared by them include the following:
2.1 Questioning systems of oppression
Anarchist, social ecology, indigenous, and feminist movements not only question capitalism
or the State but also other systems of oppression like hetero-patriarchy, racism,
anthropocentrism and so on. They interrogate the power relations regarding gender, sexual
orientation, ethnicity, nationality, religion, class, caste, abilities, health condition, age, and so
on, along with the relation between humans and nature. As Grubacic and Graeber (2004)
point out, these movements are: “…constantly expanding the focus of anti-authoritarianism,
moving away from class reductionism by trying to grasp the ‘totality of domination,’” (p. 5)
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2.2 Prefigurative
These movements not only criticize, confront or undermine systems of oppression but also
seek alternatives. The construction of these new realities is mainly done by ‘prefiguring’ the
world they want to create, i.e. by performing in the present the envisaged utopia without
waiting for large-structural changes. As Grubacic and Graeber (2004) also mention: “we do
not have to wait until ‘after the revolution’ to begin to get a glimpse of what genuine freedom
might be like” (p. 1)
The performance of the desired utopia is done collectively, mainly in two ways: 1) through
their own forms of organization and decision-making processes; and sometimes also 2)
through the development of alternative or counter-institutions.
Regarding the first aspect, these movements envision that the construction of new worlds
starts from within their ways of organizing. Rather than considering that the ends justify the
means, “believing that it is possible to use authoritarian or undemocratic means to create a
free and equal society” (Ince, 2012, p. 1652), they make their best to embed the principles
and values of their envisioned society by organizing themselves in horizontal and
decentralized ways (ibid) and develop direct-democratic mechanisms for their decisionmaking processes2.
Furthermore, Grubacic and Graeber (2004) recognize the relation between the collective
decision-making mechanisms used by contemporary movements and feminist and indigenous
traditions. According to them, in the USA a “ ‘consensus process’ emerged from the feminist
movement in the ‘70s as part of a broad backlash against the macho style of leadership
typical of the ’60s New Left” (p. 4). Moreover, this idea of consensus was borrowed from the
Quakers, who were inspired by the Six Nations and other Native American practices.
Indigenous groups in Mexico have also used these decision-making mechanisms for thousand
of years. In fact, neo-Zapatistas - whose social base is mainly indigenous - owe their forms of
organization and collective decision-making which seek “to ensure that women and younger
people have an equal voice” to these kinds of traditions (ibid).
However, prefiguration is not only manifest in the way movements organize and make
collective decisions but also in the initiatives or projects they develop in order to offer
concrete alternatives to the dominant system. Examples of these are alternative schools or
initiatives of the solidarity economy like cooperatives, time banks, local currencies,
alternative media and so on.
Furthermore, some movements are not only developing small- or medium-scale initiatives
but are even replacing the dominant economical, political and social structures in their
2

One example are the North American spokecouncils, “where thousands of activists coordinate large-scale
events by consensus, with no formal leadership structure” (Graeber & Grubacic, 2004, p. 3). See
https://www.seedsforchange.org.uk/spokescouncil for more information on these councils.
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territories with alternative ones. In sum, they are actually giving birth to new worlds ‘within
the shell of the old.’ Examples of these are the Caracoles Zapatistas in México - an outbirth
of the Neo-zapatistas social movement; the Transition Towns in different parts of Europe, a
result of the Transition Movement; and the communitarian experiments in Kurdistan.
2.3 Direct or radical democracy
Anarchist, social ecology, indigenous, and feminist movements also question liberal
democracy and aim for the construction of a more inclusive way of organization. In this
sense, Grubacic and Graeber (2004) note that the increasing contact between left-wing
European social movements and indigenous movements with other forms of organization
different to liberal democracy has stimulated a “new global reconception of what
‘democracy’ should even mean, one as far as possible from the neoliberal parlaimentarianism
currently promoted by the existing powers of the world” (p. 4). Moreover, along with these
ideas coming from indigenous traditions, social movements have recovered other ways of
organization like federalism and municipalism. One of the most representative examples of
the latter is the Indignados in Spain.
2.4 Not dogmatic but committed to diversity
Emerging out of hybrid - and overall anti-authoritarian - traditions, contemporary left-wing
social movements tend to avoid dogmatism. Instead of starting from a pre-defined and
universal program of action, they act through critical praxis based on collective, reflective
action grounded not in abstract principles but in the context where the struggle is developing
(Shukaitis and Graeber, 2007).
As the Zapatistas have said: “While walking, we ask questions”. This is neither a matter of
improvisation nor because they do not have a clear idea about what to do or where to go;
rather, it is because they want that decision to be made over the basis of critical reflection
and, moreover, democratically - because if they want to build a world “in which many worlds
can fit” they have to build it collectively (Stahler-Sholk, 2007, p. 50).
2.5 Open-ended: Utopia as a process, not a fixed ideal
From these reflections, it can be derived that for these movements the utopia or emancipated
society is “a goal that will never be achieved” (Ince, 2012, p. 1653). In other words, utopia is
a process, not a fixed ideal. As Galeano (1993) remarks: "She [Utopia] is in the horizon –
Fernando Birri says – When I walk two steps, it moves two steps away. I walk ten steps, and
it runs ten steps ahead. No matter how much I walk, I will never reach it. What is Utopia for?
It is for this, for walking" (p. 230).
2.6 “Good Living” and degrowth
Informed by indigenous traditions and social-ecology, these movements are starting to
question the paradigms of progress, growth and development, all of which are fundamental
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ideas of modern capitalistic societies. In their place, they are starting to embrace ideas like
‘good living’ (‘buen vivir’) and degrowth, which prioritize the defense of life over profit.
Regarding the concept of ‘buen vivir’ or good living, it comes from the quechuas and aymara
indigenous communities located in the Andes and entails a way of living in harmony and
balance with nature and community rather than exploiting nature and other humans and
seeking to accumulate wealth (Taibo, 2015; Rodríguez Salazar, 2014). As opposed to the
anthropocentric paradigm, this philosophy is based on the premise that the human conscience
is part of nature and depends on it to survive. In addition, this philosophy embraces the
realization that humans are social beings who cannot survive individually and who depend on
the collective to endure.
‘Degrowth,’ meanwhile, is an idea launched by activists in France in the beginning of the 21st
century “in the wake of protests for car-free cities, meals in the streets, food cooperatives and
anti-advertising” (Demaria, Schneider, Sekulova and Martínez-Alier, 2013). It entails a
voluntary shrinking of production and consumption aimed at social and ecological
sustainability, and it challenges the ideas that economic growth can be coupled with the
preservation of the ecological system and that new technologies and improved efficiency can
solve the ecological crisis (ibid).
2.7 Commoning
Another popular idea shared by these new social movements is ‘commoning,’ which is
conceived as the “foundation of a new mode of production alternative to capitalism”
(Caffentzis & Fedrici, 2014, p. 94) or, in other words, as “a means to creation of a new truly
egalitarian and cooperative society” (ibid, p. 100).
The commons are the opposite of private property and differ from public property, which is
owned and managed by the State. Instead, the commons are something that is shared (rather
than possessed) and managed collectively 3 . Therefore, commons are conceived not as
property but rather as resources. As such, what is prioritized in their management is access
over ownership and their use value over their exchange value.
Accoring to Caffentzis & Fedrici (2014), communal systems of ownership and commoning
relations still exist today in many parts of the world, especially among indigenous people of
Latin America, Africa and Asia for which the commons are not only small-scale experiments
but also large-scale social formations. Moreover in these times of permanent crisis new
commoning initiatives are constantly being created such as time banks, urban gardens,
community supported agriculture, food co-ops, local currencies, and other initiatives from the
solidarity economy movement (i.e. ‘creative commons’ licenses, free software, bartering
practices, information sharing, etc). However, Caffentzis & Fedrici (2014) consider that
3

In Spain, where I developed my fieldwork, the word for this last term would be “autogestionados”; in English,
“self-governed.”
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commoning initiatives should not be considered only as “dikes against the neoliberal assault
on our livelihood” (p. 95) but as “autonomous spaces from which to reclaim control over our
life and the conditions of our reproduction” (p. 101) and at the same time as bases to
“disentangle our lives from the market and the state” (ibid).
2.8 Collectives and not the State as the main instance for change
Another important characteristic of these movements is the fact that they are using collectives
as the main site for change. Rather than seizing State power in order to change the world,
they consider that radical change should come from the bottom. However, these new social
movements have a spectrum of relations with the State that range from those that in certain
conditions they would run for elections and seek institutional power as a strategy but not as
an end to those that define themselves completely against to the State (Young and Schwarts,
2012; Souza, 2014).

3. The term ‘Prefigurative Politics’
Among the aforementioned ideas that dominate current left-wing social movements, I will
deepen on the idea of prefiguration in order to stress the ways in which the initiatives and
projects I will analyze are building alternatives to the dominant economic, political and social
systems of the present.
3.1 First use of the term “prefiguration”
The first use of the term (at least in relation to political movements) was made in 1977 by
Carl Boggs, who defined it as “the embodiment, within the ongoing political practice of a
movement, of those forms of social relations, decision-making, culture, and human
experience that are the ultimate goal” (p. 98). Boggs identified prefiguration as “a trend
within council communist, syndicalist and anarchist movements” (Swain, 2017, p. 2) and
contrasted it with revolutionary traditions which dominated the industrial era like MarxismLeninism, social democracy, and structural reformism - all of which were mainly focused on
the seizure of power; the proposed and actual use of authoritarian structures and ways of
organizing in order to bring about revolution; and the deferment of the utopian and free
society for a future time in history, after an unspecified period of readjustment (Swain, 2017;
Lightsey, 2017).
Boggs (1977) elucidated some core elements of the prefigurative orientation such as noncentralized and anti-authoritarian forms of organization, which prevented the reproduction of
power relations within them, and the commitment to large structural change through
democratization. Moreover, for him, the increasing popularity of prefigurative politics during
the 1960s and ‘70s by “feminists, civil right activists, environmentalists and other leftists”
was mainly due to “the perceived failure of the communist party to transcend the structures of
power” and the realization that “if any given anti-capitalist movement seeks to deligitimize
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the structural mechanisms of the establishment it must also seek to refuse to engage in those
mechanisms within the internal structure of the activist collective” (Lightsey, 2017).
3.2 Subsequent uses of the term “prefiguration”
3.2.1 Breines
After Carl Boggs’s article, research on prefigurative politics developed in relation with the
social movements of the 1960s and ‘70s in the USA. In the 1980s, the term acquired greater
prominence through Breines’s (1982) study of the ‘New Left’ politics of the 1960s, in which
she defined prefiguration as an “essentially anti-organizational politics characteristic of the
movement, as well as parts of the new leadership [which] may be recognized in (…) counterinstitutions, demonstrations and the attempt to embody personal and anti-hierarchical values
in politics” (Breines, 1989, p. 6 qtd. in Swain, 2017). Similar to Boggs, she contrasted this
type of politics with the power-directed forms of organizations associated with the older Left
but she also recognized it as a trend that created tension between and within the groups of the
New Left (Swain, 2017).
However, according to Yates (2015) and Lightsey (2017), Breines’s main difference with
Boggs regarding the use of the term was the fact that she not only associated it with
demonstrations or defined it as a way to conduct protests but also mentioned two additional
aspects of the prefigurative: 1) the transformation of personal relations – i.e. into a ‘brotherly
way of life’ - and 2) the development of practical projects which complement confrontational
protests “in order to catalyze […] an organic process of building power from the bottom up”
(Calvert & Neiman, 1971, qtd. in Yates, 2015, p. 4).
3.2.2 Epstein
In 1991 Barbara Epstein published the book Political protests and cultural revolution:
nonviolent direct action in the 1970s and 1980s, in which she highlighted the different
elements of prefigurative politics within the non-violent direct action movements of the
1960s and ‘70s. Similar to Breines, Epstein conceived that prefiguration not only involves a
way of mobilizing but also the transformation of interpersonal relations within the movement
and, furthermore, the construction of community (Lightsey, 2017). In her words: “In each of
the issue-based movements in which it has appeared, non-violent direct action has involved
building community and trying to realize radically egalitarian values within the movement
itself” (Epstein, 1991, p. 1 qtd. in Lightsey, 2017).
In summary, as Yates (2015) has pointed out, for this second group of authors who analyzed
the social movements of the 1960s and ‘70s in the USA, prefiguration not only involved
demonstrations or other types of political mobilization but also the intention to build
community and construct counter-institutions and various forms of counter-power.
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3.3 Current discussion about “prefiguration”
In the beginning of the 21st century, with the growing influence of anarchist, feminist, socialecological and indigenous traditions in new social movements, ‘prefiguration’ started being
used by people and researchers engaged in the alter-globalization movement (Gordon, 2008).
For instance, in his 2008 study of alter-globalization protests in Seattle, Prague, Barcelona,
Genoa and Cancún, Jeffrey Juris pointed out that anti-corporate globalization networks were
not only contesting growing poverty or inequality but were also prefiguring new forms of
radical democracy. However, he also questioned “whether activists can strike a balance
between prefigurative politics and their more instrumental goals” (Yates, 2015, p. 4). A few
years later, Maeckelbergh (2011) described how the decision-making processes in the alterglobalization movement were prefigurative of new political structures. In this regard, she
argued that prefiguration should be considered not just an ethic but also a strategy, in so far
as the political structures being prefigured were intended to replace the existent ones (ibid).
Thereby, during the first decade of the 21st century, researchers of the new social movements
emphasized the decision-making processes of alter-globalization movements rather than the
alternative projects those movements were developing alongside the protests. In turn,
movements started to be criticized for not having clear enough goals or for being too
spontaneous. Furthermore, their own participants began questioning whether they were really
challenging the system or merely performing a sort of ‘summit-hopping’ or ‘tourist activism.’
In the second decade of the 21st century, with the eruption of mass protests that followed the
austerity policies implemented after the 2008 global financial crisis, researchers have also
emphasized the occupation of public squares by protestors and have even considered them as
prefigurative projects unto themselves (Van de Sande, 2013; Swain, 2017). However,
regarding the researches about social movements in Europe, scholars are still focusing on the
ways protests have been realized while neglecting other aspects of prefiguration such as the
construction of alternatives (Wigger, 2016). Nonetheless, recent studies about the solidarity
economy and local autonomies have started to point out the creation of alternatives by social
movements and have associated them with the idea of prefiguration (Wigger, 2016; Yates,
2015; Lightsey, 2017).
In my perspective, the recent focus on the construction of alternatives by contemporary social
movements corresponds to how these movements have evolved over time. While in the
beginning of the 21st century new social movements were mainly focused on organizing
demonstrations, in the present decade the movements have begun concentrating more and
more on the construction of economical, cultural and political alternatives. Leading examples
of the latter include alternative projects implemented in Spain after the 15-M. As Wigger
(2016) points out:
“Compared to only a few years ago, square occupations and mass protest
mobilizations in the most crisis-hit Southern Eurozone have become far less intense
and also less frequent. (…) Forms of protest have not vanished however. (…)
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Furthermore, a myriad of horizontally and democratically managed economic
arrangements have been flourishing in the shadow of mass protests. (…) These
initiatives point to the emergence of (…) the ‘prefigurative radical’ seeking to create
new, alternative social relations and autonomous forms of social reproduction.” (p.
33, my italics)

Finally, the increasing concentration of the movements in the construction of alternatives
rather than in demonstrations is probably related with the 2007 financial crisis and the need to
seek new ways to survive. Collective self-reflection and learnings from other movements like
the Zapatistas are other likely factors of influence. However, these two aspects of
prefiguration – that is, social demonstrations and the construction of alternatives - are rather
interlinked. In this regard, while most of the alternative practices which are now flourishing
(i.e. squatting, solidarity economy, social centers, etc.) existed in the margins for a long time
before 2011, the eruption of mass protests certainly contributed to their growth.

4. Role of socio-spatial dimensions in prefigurative initiatives
Literature on social movements has been developing for quite a long time. However, most of
it has not considered the influence of space over its field of study. Only very recently have
geographers started to be interested in social movements, showing that - far from being
residual - space plays a crucial role in social movements (Nicholls, 2007).
For Nicholls, Beaumont and Miller (2013), contestation processes are spatially constituted
and operate at multiple spatialities which play “distinctive yet interlocking roles in shaping
the structures, strategies, dynamics and power of social movements” (p. 8). Below, I discuss
each component of spatiality – i.e. territory and territorialization; place; spatial networks;
scale; and positionality – and reflect on how these concepts can meaningly contribute to our
understanding of prefigurative and other social movements.
4.1 Territory and territorialization
Territory has commonly been defined as a space circumscribed to the borders of the nationstate. However, Ince (2012) points out that globalization, neoliberalisation and the creation of
supra-national institutions have disupted traditional views of territory, showing that this
“concept and practice is contestable, historically contingent and in flux” (p. 1647). Rather,
Ince sees territory as a product of social relations and practices and defines it as a contested
space imbued with political, cultural or symbolic meaning.
Furthermore, in order to account for its changing nature, Ince uses the concept of
territorialisation to describe “ongoing, uneven and contested processes associated with a
range of powerful forces that are not solely or not neessaritly linked to the dissolution
(deterritorialisation) or assertion (reterritorialisation) of territory itself” (Ince, 2012, p. 1650).
Territorialization practices can be emancipatory when they are not based on the control of a
space by means of violence but are used as instruments for creating spaces of struggle;
11
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institutionalizing modes of organization and relations that prefigure new worlds in the
present; and cultivating relationships produced in the process of territorialization (ibid).
Yet, practices of territorialization might face some challenges in cities. For instance, in an
article about the specificities and challenges of urban autonomist initiatives in comparison
with those of a “rural, indigenous and communitarian root,” Ouviña (2011) mentions that the
latter benefit from a “geographical space (…) where to recreate and test new relations of
production in a broad sense” and produce their own means of subsistence enables them to
develop self-governed structures such as autonomous schools or autonomous political
institutions at the community or even regional level (p. 258)
Certainly - as mentioned by Ouviña - one of the reasons why the Zapatistas in Mexico were
able to create new political, economical, social structures (or, in other words, a ‘new world in
the shell of the old’) is because they took over relatively large portions of Mexico where they
could grow their own food and build their own schools, health cliniques, political institutions,
and so on. In contrast with the Zapatistas, urban autonomist activists often do not have a
territory of their own except at the micro-level (for instance in squatted spaces) (Ouviña,
2011).
4.2 Place
In his paper “Place, networks, space: Theorizing the geographies of social movements”,
Nicholls (2009) recovers the work of John Agnew (1987, 2000) in order to distinguish three
basic elements that constitute place and which overlap in the everyday practices of actors:
locations, locale, and sense of place. Locations refer to the “sites where economic and
political process are played out”; locale, to those where social and organizational relations
develop in response to macro-level processes; and sense of place, to the spatial imaginaries
and symbolic meanings of a particular place (p. 79).
In a further publication, Nicholls et al. (2013) elaborate on the ways in which place can play
a vital role in collective mobilization. According to these authors, places shape people’s
political identities, not only their affiliations or sympathies but also the appraisal of their
situation and their disposition to rebel. In their words: “Places shape political subjectivities of
people and provide them with frameworks for interpreting wheter injustices have been done
and whether collective and contentious responses are merited” (p. 9).
In addition, places can unite a diverse range of actors into a consistent political force or can at
least stimulate strong relations between people, something that can be harnessed for
collective mobilization. According to Nicholls et al. (2013), places can increase the
probability of continued interaction and therefore of bonding experiences among people,
favouring the creation of trust and moral obligation between them and increasing their
willingness to participate in different political enterprises. From my perspective, these
opportunities can be increased in places with high facility for public use, like parks and cafes.
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Furthermore, place not only structures social movements but is also often produced by them.
As stated by Gambetti (2009), “the active production of space by social processes and
movements needs to be taken into consideration, just as much as the active production of
movements by physical and geographical space” (p. 50). In this regard, place-making
involves “constructing a physical location that will ‘host’ the movement, (…) investing a
place with symbolic meaning (…) [and] generating a resource that builds up the mobilizing
capacities of a movement” (ibid).
4.3 Spatial networks
Networks also play a main role in the development of social movements. According to
Nicholls (2009), there are two groups of networks underlying social movements: 1) placebased or territorial networks and 2) relational networks. Whereas the former are networks
forged between collectives which are physically proximate to each other, the latter are often
forged at great distances. Although nowadays we live in a world increasingly interconnected
and territorial networks may not seem as important as they used to be, Nicholls insists that
both types of networks are still important and play complementary roles.
According to Nicholls (2009), networks with “distant allies” are weaker but are “useful for
providing information, financial resources and political support” (p. 78), while place-based
networks can be stronger and deliver emotional, material and symbolic resources that are
essential for successful mobilizations (ibid, p. 79). In a study of social justice movements in
LA, for instance, Nicholls (2003) found that repeated interactions and collaborations between
immigrant associations, unions, faith organizations and left-wing academics generated “trust,
loyalty, and duty” which in turn facilitated their collective struggles (Nicholls, 2009, p. 79).
4.4 Scale
Activists operate in spaces traversed by overlapping scales of state-spaces of different
hierarchies (i.e. municipalities, regions, nation state, international agencies). Each of these
scales provides a complex but flexible mix of opportunities and constraints that can vary
depending on different aspects such as the characteristics of the political institutions and the
nature of the political issues at hand (Nicholls, 2013, p. 14)
In the case of Madrid, for instance, left-wing activists can have more opportunities for their
demands to be taken into account by the City Council rather than the national government
since the former is made up of a coalition of organizations, some of which belonged to the
15-M or Indignados movement. This example also shows another characteristic of scale: its
changeability as well as the possibilities and constraints offered by it as a result of political
struggle. As stated by Nicholls et al. (2013), “proponents of the state, capital, social
movements, and other collectivities continually reshape scalar relations in an ongoing proces
of asserting and contesting power” (p. 15). In the case of Madrid, this is reflected within the
City Council where different political trends are in constant competition.
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4.5 Positionality
Positionality also plays an important role in advancing or hindering social movements. For
instance, Ouviña (2011) mentions that while in the rural areas “the State has a considerably
smaller daily presence as a cluster of symbolic-material power relations” (p. 259), in cities
this presence is more important. This is not only because the State’s main institutions are
located in cities but also because as community ties have become increasingly debilitated, the
State has taken on a predominant role in structuring reality, establishing a worldview, and
imposing social order in cities. However, Ouviña (2011) also mentions a positive side of this
situation by pointing out that because governmental power is physically rooted in cities,
political movements and collectives have more chances to destabilize the State with popular
rebellions against its “material embodiment.”
In a similar vein, North and Longhurst (2013) mention that among activists of the Transition
Movement there is the general assumption that small towns, villages and rural fringes are the
best places to develop alternative institutions since “cheap land and lack of surveillance are a
good basis on which to escape to the wider system” (p. 1434). In addition, the limited
extension of public services in rural areas can enable bottom-up projects to make real
changes, and a “dense, like-minded milieu” can facilitate the spread of their ideas (ibid).
However, the authors concede that urban centres can also be “fertile grounds” for the
Transition Movement because activists can find a greater density of networks and resources
there and develop a broader diversity of political actions (for instance, making reforms to
wider mainstream institutions).
As mentioned before, most of the research about prefigurative initiatives has emphazised the
ways in which activists have organized protests without really focusing on the initiatives
created by them, especially the ones developed in urban spaces. At the same time, geographic
studies of social movements have mainly focused on the role of public spaces in urban
contestations but not so much on the role of the space in the development of prefigurative
initiatives, which are also important drivers of social change. To help cover this research gap,
the empirical section of this thesis will try to analyze the prefigurative initiatives currently
being developed in Madrid and examine how they are interacting with urban space and its
different spatialities.
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III. Empirical study: Prefigurative initiatives in Madrid
1. Introduction
In the spring of 2011, following massive mobilizations in other southern European
countries and in the Middle East, thousands of people occupied Sol Square in Madrid
clamoring for real democracy as they did not feel represented by the two main parties
that were dominating the political scene – the People’s Party (PP) and the Spanish
Socialist Workers Party (PSOE). Furthermore, they were expressing their discontent
with the appalling social effects of the 2008 financial crisis and the prevailing economic
model and were claiming basic rights such as education and health (Walliser, 2013;
15Mpedia).
Whereas a lot has been said about the importance of the virtual networks in the
emergence of the 15-M or Indignados Movement, the role of urban space has been
mostly disregarded. Nevertheless, the occupation of Sol Square – which marked the
beginning of the 15-M – as well as other previous occupations of spaces in the city
center by different collectives had a very important role in the movement’s appearance.
For instance, it must be mentioned that since the mid-1990s the social centers (squatted
and not) started to have a very important role as socializing and organizational spaces
for youth social movements in Madrid (Rodríguez, 2016, p. 30). In addition, after the
2008 financial crisis, a wide range of collectives started to demand vacant spaces that
were abandoned in order to develop a wide range of initiatives within them. These
initiatives were not just trying to compensate for the social effects of the recession but
were also contesting the economic, political and social model that had led to the crisis
while proposing actual alternatives to it, most of them organized in horizontal and
assembleary ways. Examples of the latter were some of the initiatives I will review in
the following pages such as: La Tabacalera (“The Tobacco Company”), ¡Ésta es una
Plaza! (“It’s a Plaza!”), and El Campo de la Cebada (“The Barely Field”, predecessor
of El Huerto de La Cornisa, “Urban Garden ‘The Cornice’”).
Some of the abovementioned initiatives had an important role in the emergence of the
15-M. As one activist of these initiatives mentioned: “An important part of the
principles of the 15-M were forged among the collectives and groups that were very
linked with La Tabacalera” (A-3, 2018, personal interview). In other words, the
maturation of the ideas and ways of organization that in the spring of 2011 became the
trademark of the 15-M was not produced through virtual networks but rather in
grounded social laboratories. At the same time, these collectives were also very
important during the occupation of Sol Square in 2011 by providing logistical materials
and support.
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In this same line of analysis, one crucial element for the explosion of the movement was
the occupation of the Sol Square, one of the most symbolic spaces of the city and the
“Zero Kilometer” of Spain. Although there had been several mass demonstrations
before the emergence of the 15-M, it was not until the demonstration in which the
protesters decided to occupy Sol Square – evoking the occupation of Tharir Square in
Egypt – that the movement exploded, evolving “from an initiative carried out by a few
hundred activists to a mobilization – insurrection would be a more appropriate word –
of diffuse and uncontrolled limits” (Rodríguez, 2016, p. 20)
Likewise, through the occupation of the square the movement gained its main source of
power: it was able to disturb the everyday normality and create a new collective of
imaginaries (Sevilla-Buitrago, 2015, p.98). In addition, this disruption was not only
done in visible and resounding ways through massive protests, but also very early on
through the popularization of horizontal ways of doing politics and the creation of
different prefigurative initiatives related with the solidarity economy, ecology, culture,
and so on.
Moreover, the space continued to have an important role after the end of May 2011,
when the majority of the people camping in Sol determined in an assembly to abandon
the square as a result of eviction and repression threats and decided to replicate their
efforts in local assemblies throughout the different neighborhoods and municipalities of
Madrid. After that, new initiatives started to expand from the central district to the
peripheral areas (De la Fuente and Velasco, 2016, p.17).
After 2014, some of the collectives and people participating in the 15-M gave life to a
new experiment when they decided to become a party and run for the European
elections, winning five seats in the European Parliament. Later on in 2015, several
groups of the 15-M and different parties decided to form a coalition and run for
elections, winning 20 out of 57 seats in the municipal council and electing a new mayor
with the agreement of the Socialist Party.
While this was happening the participation in some the initiatives not related with
institutional politics started to decline. However, some other initiatives and collectives
have remained alive throughout the years and have even given birth to new collectives
and initiatives and also to new regulations and new struggles and social movements that
are currently appearing in the city.
In the following pages I will analyze some of these initiatives that have played
important roles in the emergence of the 15-M and/or which are currently performing
crucial roles in the emergence of new social movements erupting in Madrid.
Considering them as main drivers of social change, my intention is to identify their
main opportunities and constraints in urban space as well as their spatial strategies to
give way to social transformations.
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2. Methodology
In order to answer the question: What is the role of the different spatialities (place,
scale, positionality, networks, and territory) in the evolution of prefigurative initiatives
developed in Madrid? I researched and compared four type of initiatives: 1) squatted
self-governed social centres, 2) non-squatted self-governed social centres, 3)
community gardens, and 4) urban gardens, in two different districts of Madrid: Centro
and Puente de Vallecas (see Figure 1).
The two districts were chosen due to their contrasting socio-spatial characteristics,
opposing positionality, different urban problems (touristification and gentrification vs.
vulnerability, abandonment and insecurity), dissimilar origins and varying historical
trajectories that have cultivated a distinct sense of place. In addition, different local
Councils govern both districts although they are ruled by the same City Council (see
Figure 2 and Appendix D for a brief description of each district). On the other hand, the
initiatives were chosen based on the map “Los Madriles” which depicts the activist
iniatives in Madrid (see Appendix E) following field explorations and advice from an
officer of Intermediæ4 who resides in Puente Vallecas.
The research was based mainly in semi-structured in-depth face-to-face interviews with
key members of the initiatives, most of them founders and very active participants. In
addition, I also did participant observations of the assemblies and events carried out by
the collectives coordinating the initaitives and carried out informal conversations with
different activists participating in the initiatives. In total, I conducted 9 interviews with
12 different people, witnessed 6 assemblies and attended about 11 different events
(between workshops, work-days and festivals). In addition, I completed some of the
information provided by the activists by reviewing some of the material produced by
their collectives as well as press notes (See Appendix A for a detailed description of the
fieldwork, Appendix B for the Interview Guide and Appendix C for the List of
Interviews).

4

Intermediæ is an “experimental space” of the Department of Culture and Sports of the Madrid City
Council (Madrid Destino Cultura Turismo y Negocio, S.A., 2018)
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Figure 1: Initiatives in the Central District of Madrid and Puente de Vallecas
#

Centro

Puente de Vallecas

1

Self-governed
Social Center
(squatted)

La Ingobernable
“The Ungovernable”

CSOJ La Atalaya
“Squated Social Center
for Young People ‘The
Watchtower’”

2

Self-governed
Social Center
(not squatted)

La Tabacalera
“The Tobacco Company”

La Villana de Vallekas
“The Villain of Vallekas”

3

4

Type

Community
Garden

Urban Garden

¡Ésta es una Plaza!
“It’s a Plaza!”
El Huerto de La Cornisa
“Urban Garden ‘The
Cornice’”
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PVA Sputnik VK
“Self-governed
Neighborhood Park
‘Sputnik ValleKas’”
La Huerta EspinaKas
“Urban Garden
‘EspinaKas’”
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Figure 2: Location of the Initiatives in the City of Madrid
(Image source: Municipality of Madrid)
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3. Case study 1: Initiatives in the Centro District
3.1. Initiatives
Figure 3: Location of the Initiatives in Centro District
(Image source: Spanish Catastral Mapping, 2018. Drawing up by the author with the
help of Juan de la Puente, geographer, under prof. Valenzuela’s supervision)
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3.1.1 La Ingobernable (“The Ungovernable”)
This squatted Social Center of Urban Commons (“Centro Social de Comunes Urbanos”)
located in one of the main avenues of Madrid – Paseo del Prado – was inaugurated just
one year and a few months ago but is already one of the most powerful initiatives
currently being developed in Madrid.
a) History
La Ingobernable was established the 6th of May, 2017 but its history can be traced back
at least a decade with the squatted social center Patio Maravillas, one of the key
organizations of the 15-M that was born in Malasaña - a traditional neighborhood of
Madrids’s Centro district. Moreover, it can trace its roots to the self-governed social
centers of the Iberian Peninsula – which in turn have been influenced by the Italian
autonomist movement. At the same time, La Ingobernable portrays the transformations
that social centers in Madrid have experimented with following debates on their
experiences after decades of activism, particularly after the ‘tsunami’ that the 15-M
movement represented for Madrid activists. Regarding those reflections, a decisive one
has been the realization that social centers have a vital role as triggers of social change
and the idea that, in order to continue developing that role, they need stability which
cannot be guaranteed by squatting (Red de Espacios Ciudadanos, 2016a).
In this regard, after the “New Government” came into office in Madrid, one of the main
demands of a group of activists was the promotion of a legal figure who could guarantee
the existence of urban commons in Madrid by regulating and promoting the public
transfer of urban spaces to citizen collectives. The legal basis for this was the
proliferation of bottom-up initiatives in the city (from social centers to urban gardens)
and the diversity of agreements from which urban spaces were being granted to the
collectives by different levels of public administration (i.e. the Ministry of Culture,
Government of the Community of Madrid, Madrid City Council, Municipal Boards,
etc.). According to the activists, most of these agreements had been achieved after years
of struggles in different political conjunctures and yet had not been entirely
“satisfactory, flexible or functional” (Red de Espacios Ciudadanos, 2016a, p. 4). Hence,
the purpose of the demand was the full recognition and promotion of urban commons in
the city, which would allow people to experience new ways of social, economic and
political organization and promote citizen participation in Madrid. Therefore, in 2015
they created the “Network of Citizen Spaces” (“Red de Espacios Ciudadanos”) and
from there elaborated a “Common Frame” - a foundation of a legal figure that could
regulate the transference of spaces to bottom-up and self-governed initiatives (ibid).
Over the course of two years, the activists negotiated their demands with the City
Council. However, the outcome was a regulation that did not satisfy them. In their
opinion, the legal concepts did not mean a progress in the realization of the ‘Right to the
City’ since:
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It did not recognize the specificity of Citizen-Governed Spaces; the rules
encouraged competition and struggles [between the initiatives] for the spaces
offered. [And because] four months after the rules were published, very few
spaces have been offered and no grant has yet come into effect; the roadmap to
establish the follow-up and development of the guidelines has not been
designed either” (Red de Espacios Ciudadanos, 2016b).

Other kind of disagreements with the City Council showed up later.5 Therefore, in the
spring of 2017 activists decided to group in a wider platform, “Madrid no se vende”
(“Madrid is not on sale”), and on the 6th of May 2017 they organized a demonstration
that ended up with the occupation of the building located in Paseo del Prado and
Gobernador Street, which gave birth to La Ingobernable.
b) Characteristics of the space
La Ingobernable – or ‘La Ingo’ as the activists call it – is located at the corner of
Gobernador Street and Paseo del Prado in a four-storey building of about 3000m2
(Moraleda, 2018; Caballero & Calvo, 2017).
Since the 1930s, the Madrid City Council used the building for various uses including
childcare, mayor's office, a Spanish distance-learning university, a courthouse file, and
health center (Garcia & Elorduy, 2015; Idealista, 2017). In 2008 – during the
administration of the Mayor Alberto Ruíz Gallardón from the Popular Party (PP) – Jose
María Aznar, who in that moment was the president of the Spanish government also
from the PP, began promoting (by non-institutional channels) the creation of a museum
in the building. In particular, Aznar proposed the City Council to yield the building to
the Caja Madrid Foundation, which would carry out the investment of the construction.
However, Caja Madrid refused to do it, arguing that the investment was very expensive
and that they could not pay the costs of the work.
In March 2013 the new mayor of Madrid, Ana Botella – also from PP and Aznar’s wife
– recovered the building that had been on sale by Ruíz Gallardón and signed a contract
with the Ambasz Foundation for the construction this time of a Museum of Art,
Architecture, Design and Urbanism (Caballero & Calvo, 2017). This agreement was
widely criticized by various sectors of Madrid civil society, including the Official
Architects' Association of Madrid (COAM) – who had long sought to create a museum
dedicated to architecture – since it had been carried out without a prior public contest
(Prieto, 2017; Idealista, 2017).
Moreover, members of the opposition to the PP – the Spanish Socialist Workers Party
(“Partido Socialista Obrero Español”, PSOE) – and United Left (“Izquierda Unida”)
also denounced a conflict of interest since the founder of the Ambasz Foundation and
5

For example the “Operation Madrid Nuevo Norte.” See: http://institutodm.org/operacion-madrid-nuevonorte-retorno-la-burbuja/
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Secretary-General for four years was Miguel Ángel Cortés – a man who was very close
to Aznar, a member of the PP and Ministry of Culture during the aforementioned
former president's government. Several newspapers also pointed out that the building
was taken out of the catalogue of protected buildings months before the signing of the
agreement that projected its demolition and the construction of the Museum.
Figure 4: The Building of La Ingobernable
(Image source: madridiario.es)

c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
To date, this huge building is hosting different uses and activities common in social
centers in Madrid and other places. After five years of abandonment, the activists have
cleaned the building, removed the rubble, restored it (as much as possible), adapted it,
re-arranged it and painted murals on its walls with their own resources (Caballero &
Calvo, 2017). In the main floor, to welcome visitors they have installed an “okupanel,”
a screen in which the activities of the day are displayed. In addition, they have also
connected the entire building to a wifi network; adapted a cafeteria-bar and a terrace –
the center’s socialization area; and built a ramp in the main entrance to enable access to
people with mobility problems. In the upper floors, they have arranged the former
classrooms into rooms to host workshops, assemblies and other activities and uses.
Amongst them, for instance, is a playground – “chiqui-ingobernable” – for the activist’s
children (“the ungovernable of tomorrow”); a space for concerts that explicitly calls for
“free violence against women”; a small movie theater; and ateliers for artists (see
Figure 5 on the next page for a layout of La Ingobernable).
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Figure 5: Layout of La Ingobernable
(Image source: https://ingobernable.net)
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During the first semester of 2018, La Ingobernable was open from Monday to Saturday
from 7pm to midnight to host a wide range of workshops including boxing, Muay Thai,
Taekwondo, kapoeira, yoga, Afrocaribbean dances, poetry, language exchanges, etc.
During the same period, several collectives held their assemblies in La Ingobernable:
the Assembly Against the War and the NATO; the Assembly in Solidarity With
Refugees; the Citizen Debt Audit Platform, a network for precarious workers that do
delivery by bike; a collective in defense of hostel maids; a feminist group; and
Ecologists in Action, a national ecological organization. In addition, La Ingobernable
also hosted self-support, debate or musician groups such as Flipas (“Freaking-out”, a
self-support group for people with mental aid problems with an alternative perspective
about mental health); Indignados Questioning Heteropatriarchy; a political analysis
group; and the Solofonica, a group of musicians. Other collectives in La Ingovernable
include Democracia Real Ya (“Real Democracy Now”); Una Escuela de Ingobernable–
UNEDI (“A School for Ungovernable); Eje de Precariedad y Economía Feminista
(“Feminist Precariousness and Economy”); Boicot Israel; and Madridiversa, a pride’s
collective. Besides the activities and assemblies of different collectives and groups, La
Ingobernable has also hosted talks or debates mostly about social or political topics
such as feminism, refugees, etc. as well as different parties or dinners organized by
different collectives from La Ingobernable or other parts of Madrid.
Figure 6: Scholar and activist Silvia Federici in La Ingobernable
(Image source: @CSIngobernable, 2017)

3.1.2 La Tabacalera (“The Tobacco Company”)
La Tabacalera is a Cultural Center self-managed by different collectives of artists of
Madrid. It is located in the Lavapiés neighborhood – a few steps from the Embajadores
subway and its commuter train station, another important transport node in Madrid – in
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a space provided by the National Ministry of Culture in 2009, during the economic
crisis that hit Spain.
a) History
The building where this Self-Governed Social Center (“Centro Social Autogestionado”)
is located was built in the 18th century and until the beginning of the 21st century
functioned as an old tobacco factory owned by the public company La
Tabacalera/Altadis. After the privatization of Altadis in 2000, the building became a
property of the National Ministry of Culture, which abandoned it for about seven years.
During this time, different groups reclaimed it, and in November 2007, the Council of
National Ministers approved an agreement to create the National Visual Arts Center in
“La Tabacalera” building. Eight months later, the Ministry of Culture invited various
teams of architects to prepare a project and in June 2009, the Minister Ángeles
González-Sinde chose the one made by the architects Nieto & Sobejano. However, the
project was budgeted for 30 million euros and could not be carried out due to the 2008
financial crisis that affected Europe and especially Spain (CSA La Tabacalera, 2018b;
ibid, 2018c).
Under these circumstances, the General Directorate of Fine Arts of the Ministry of
Culture proposed the cultural association SCCPP (Sabotaje Contra el Capital
Pasándoselo Pipa “Sabotage Against Capital Having a Good Time”) to elaborate a
cultural project for the space (CSA La Tabacalera, 2004; ibid, 2018b). The SCCPP
called other groups and residents to participate and raised a counter proposal to the
Ministry of Culture to set up a self-managed Social Center in the building. The Ministry
accepted and all participants signed a contract by which this public space was
transferred to the collective for one year (CSA La Tabacalera, 2018b; ibid, 2018c).
Due to the success of the Social Center – and probably because the economic crisis
persisted – the contract was de facto renewed for one more year. However, two years
later CSA La Tabacalera demanded the General Directorate of Fine Arts to sign a new
lending agreement to give certainty to the project. This new agreement came into force
in January 2012 and established that the transference would continue for a period of two
years, extendable every other two years to a maximum of eight – that is, until 2020.
Now that the crisis in Spain is supposed to be over and Lavapiés has started to become
touristified, La Tabacalera seems to be under threat. During my interview with
respondent A-3 – founder and member of the Communication Commission – it was
made clear that it was not the Social Center which was under threat but the historical
building itself (2018, personal interview). However, in public meetings and on their
webpage, the Social Center has issued an alert indicating “the dangers that threaten La
Tabacalera” (CSA La Tabacalera, 2018d). Amongst these are the fact that the Ministry
of Culture was planning to yield the space to the Reina Sofía Museum but, after a
dialogue with members of CSA La Tabacalera, “recognized the prevalence of the
[Social Center] as a common good”. In addition, the Ministry ratified its decision of
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“giving away” the second floor of the building – which is currently vacant – to a private
foundation that would build a museum of 10,000 square meters (ibid).
Indeed, in the beginning of 2018, the Ministry of Culture – supported by the Madrid
City Council – signed an agreement with the Art Foundation Cisneros Fontanals
(CIFO), a foundation that has one of the most notable private collections of
contemporary Latin American art and which is owned by a patron of Cuban origin
based in Miami. The agreement stipulated the donation of more than 700 works
including paintings, sculptures, photographs and videos acquired since the 1970s.
Hence, the new museum will add up to the exhibition room and space for artist
residencies projected for the Reina Sofía National Museum in the first floor of the
building which is also vacant (Bono, 2018).
Lastly, the alert issued by CSA La Tabacalera indicates that the Social Center will not
be able to continue its activities inside the building during the renovation work. On top
of this, according to the CSA, the renewal works will require a large investment and are
not following the basic criterion of minimal damage that should be applied to a building
that is classified as historical heritage.
From the point of view of CSA La Tabacalera, allocating the space to the CisnerosFontanals Foundation (CIFO) means a threat to the project since it "breaks with the
living nature" of the space but especially because they think it will affect the Lavapiés
neighborhood. According to CSA La Tabacalera, the creation of a new museum located
in a district where there is already one of the largest cultural exhibition areas in Europe
would make Lavapiés even more vulnerable to gentrification and to a "fast" and
“virulent” touristification process that has already begun (CSA La Tabacalera, 2018a).
Likewise, lending this immense public building – restored with public resources – to a
private foundation would dispossess the neighborhood of a space to meet their needs.
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Figure 7: Old Tobacco Factory building La Tabacalera
(Image source: latabacalera.net)

b) Characteristics of the space
The building in which the Social Center is located has been listed as part of the
historical heritage of Spain. It has 30,000m2 of which the social center occupies only
9,200 m2: the main floor and basement of the building, as established in the agreement
signed with the General Directorate of Fine Arts of the Ministry of Culture.
In order to develop their activities in this gigantic space the collectives took advantage
of the existing infrastructure in both floors and created new spaces that over the years
have changed the building’s uses and physical appearance. Some of the current spaces
in La Tabacalera on the main floor are an exhibition room (which is also occasionally
used as a drawing room); a collective atelier for painters; a library; several rooms to
carry out workshops; an office whose door reads "Boss" but which the activists call
"Room Without Boss" and where the assemblies of the Social Center take place; and a
yard used by dance groups to rehearse.
In the basement there are different areas including rehearsal rooms for musicians, a DJ
room and a movie theater. In the courtyards located on that level we can find an urban
garden also used as chilling area and next to it former industrial sheds used as an atelier
for sculptors (equipped even with a small kitchen and toilets), acrobat training rooms, a
bicycle repair workshop, and a radio workshop. Finally, in this part of the building,
most of its interior walls have been covered by murals painted by local and international
artists.
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Figure 8: Murals in La Tabacalera
(Image source: myartguides.com)

c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
CSA La Tabacalera is made up of collectives organized in an open assembly way and
grouped around common interests that carry out different activities. Among them are
individual projects of different artists who participate in the Center – i.e. musicians,
painters, sculptors, etc. Many of these artists are in a situation of economic and social
precariousness (such as undocumented migrants, people without a stable source of
income, and persons with some physical disability) that would prevent them from
renting a space for devoting themselves to art (and even from residing) in Lavapiés.
Furthermore, some of these groups develop workshops related with cultural or social
issues, carry out movie screenings, concerts and other free events of voluntary funding
during the hours in which the Center is open to the public (Tuesday to Sunday between
18-22hs). In addition, many people come to hang out while listening to music and dance
in the yards or in any free spot.
During the last week of June (18-24) the collectives of CSA La Tabacalera carried out
more than 30 activities (between workshops and events) that lasted between 1.5 and
three hours, all of them free and open to everyone. Amongst them, several were related
with different types of dances (african, swing, capoeira, mexicas, salsa, tango,
traditional european dances); acrobacias, acroyogas, malabares, práctica de circo and
artes marciales. There were also workshops related with arts and others related with
recycling and DIY. Besides, there were office hours for people offering legal
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counseling, and the weekly distribution of an agro-ecological basket to the members of
an agro-ecological consumption group. Finally there was a movie screening and a live
African music concert.
The artists who participate in the collectives are very diverse and numerous; likewise is
the public that comes to CSA La Tabacalera. Most of them are young people, or at least
young-minded, from 18 to even 50 years old. They may have a punk or a hip-hop style,
may be black or white, gay or straight, women, men or queer, Spanish, from other parts
of Europe or other continents, middle class or low class, students, artists, unemployed,
independent workers, tourists, undocumented migrants and so on.
3.1.3 ¡Ésta es una plaza! (“It’s A Plaza!”)
¡Ésta es una plaza! is a community garden built from scratch ten years ago by a group
of neighbours in a 30-year-old vacant lot situated in the Lavapies neighborhood at 24
Dr. Fourquet Street, a few meters away from Atocha station.
a) History
The story of ¡Ésta es una Plaza! begins in 2008 when the Italian cultural enterprise,
Esterni, conducted a workshop about new forms of appropriation and action over public
space in the social and cultural center La Casa Encendida.6 During the workshop the
participants were encouraged to develop a project over a vacant space in Madrid. In
order to do so, Esterni borrowed from the municipality a vacant lot in Lavapiés, a few
meters away from La Casa Encendida (A-5, 2018, personal interview).
The first phase of the project was to ask the neighbors which type of amenity they
would like to develop in that empty space. In a neighborhood with very few green areas,
the most recurring answers were: a park, a recreational space for kids, and a space to
develop cultural activities. With that in mind, the group started to clear up the space,
clean it and delineate its different functions. On the last day of the workshop, they
opened up the lot to the neighbors and presented a project screening showing the
different activities that could be developed there. According to A-5 (2018, personal
interview), the project was received with a lot of enthusiasm by the neighbors.
However, once the party was over, Esterni gave back the keys of the lot to the
municipality and the activity “ended up being just a performance” (ibid).
A few weeks later, some of the neighbors who participated in the workshop decided to
break into the lot and squat it to build up their project. They squatted the space for about
five months, in which time they built up the urban garden and even harvested it.
Nevertheless, one morning, without prior notice, the municipality sent a bulldozer that
destroyed everything they had done so far.
6

This is a social and cultural centre managed by a private entity mainly funded by the pawnshop “Monte
de Piedad Madrid.”
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Yet, the group did not give up and decided to demand the space “for the neighborhood,
for the citizens” (A-5, 2018, personal interview). In order to do so, every Sunday for
two months they placed a stand at the door of the lot, offered breakfast to the neighbors,
explained to them the project and asked them for their support with a signature.
Afterwards, they went to the Urbanism Department of Madrid and requested the space;
to do so, they had to constitute as an Association. Finally, even though there was no
regulation that allowed the grant, they got the space: according to them, they took
advantage of the “cracks in the system” (ibid.)
b) Characteristics of the space
In the summer of 2018, ten years after its emergence, ¡Ésta es una Plaza! is an
interestingly-equipped community garden that hosts an original variety of installations
within its 2,155m2. Among them, we can find an urban garden with seasonal crops, a
circular greenhouse made out of recycled wood to grow seeds, a toy library, a small
library, a semi-circular theater with different levels, swings, several benches and tables
(most of them fabricated by their members with recycled materials), an oven made out
of stone, a wild garden and other equipments such as a storage closet with tools,
compost tanks and solar cells.
The space is also home to urban sculptures and architectural innovations - for instance,
a multi-headed sculpture that mimics a futuristic street lamp and two artistic ceilings
made from recycled materials, one created by “an architect that wanted to collaborate
and test its abilities in the space” (A-5, 2018, personal interview) and another one by a
neighborhood cooperative. Furthermore, murals painted by artists from the
neighborhood and beyond also decorate its inner and outer walls.
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Figure 9: ¡Ésta es una Plaza!
(Image source: datscharadio.de, 2018)

c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
Throughout its ten years, countless activities have been carried out within the space.
During the first semester of 2018, many of them were shown on their social media sites
and web page. There were assemblies held approximately once a month to organize and
discuss matters related to the management of the square; gardening activities (carried
out several times a week); and other open workshops or activities related with the
maintenance and improvement of the space such as carpentery workshops to produce
furniture for the square, a workshop to draw ideas for a mural for the outer wall of the
plaza; a gardening day to plant new species of plants; and a cleanup day that ended up
with a paella party.
There were also activities developed by other collectives invited by members of the
group that manages the space. Among them were the installation of a shade for the
theater made by a cooperative based on Lavapiés and the creation of a mural by an
international artist as part of the Madrid Street Art project. Other cultural events were
held such as a festival developed by a performance collective and a live radio broadcast
by a German artist as part of the activities of a sound show funded by the Madrid City
Council, the Community of Madrid and the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport.
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In addition, there were other activities related with ecology such as renewable energy
workshops carried out by a company based in Lavapiés that makes ecological
constructions and a gardening workshop organized by an agro-ecological cooperative as
part of the Food Strategy of the Madrid City Council. Finally, the space was used by an
NGO from Lavapiés that works with children in vulnerable situations. In all these cases,
the participation in workshops and events was free or voluntarily funded.
3.1.4 El Huerto de La Cornisa (“Urban Garden ‘The Cornice’”)
La Cornisa is an urban garden developed in one of the spaces granted by the
municipality of Madrid in 2014. It is located in the historical neighborhood of La Latina
in the administrative quarter of Palacio, one of the most touristic areas of Madrid.
a) History
El Huerto de La Cornisa arose in the neighboring space El Campo de La Cebada (“The
Barey Field”), another self-governed experiment developed in Madrid that was
launched by the inhabitants of La Latina neighborhood between 2011 and 2017. As part
of Spain’s brick-based economy, the City Council had planned to demolish a sports
facility built in the late sixties and develop a new one there. However, after the 2008
financial crisis erupted, these publicly funded plans could not succeed beyond the
demolition of the pool (Gallo, 2015). Only an empty space remained. Under these
circumstances and as a result of struggles and negotiations with the City Council (at that
time run by the PP), the neighbors won the temporary transference of the space.
At the beginning, El Campo de la Cebada allowed the development of several
initiatives, among them the urban garden created by the people who today participate in
La Cornisa. However, over the years the space became popular and the management
turned much more complicated, hindering the development of the garden. As A-7
(2018, personal interview) accounted, the space became prey to private interests of
people who started to sell alcohol and organize festivals while the gardeners and others
had to clean the space and reprimand the users peeing on the crops.
Parallel to this story, as Madrid’s inhabitants decided to face the financial crisis in a
creative and participatory way, many collectives started to build urban gardens. Thus, in
2014 Mayor Ana Botella – pushed by the Red de Huertos Comunitarios de Madrid
(“Network of Communitarian Urban Gardens of Madrid”) that grouped 17 garden
communities and the Federación Regional de Asociaciones Vecinales de Madrid
(“Federation of Neighborhood Associations of Madrid”) – decided to regulate all these
initiatives and launched a municipal program that would work with the support of
different municipal services (Gallo, 2015).
During the spring of 2014, as a result of the management problems in El Campo de la
Cebada the group decided to constitute an association “to be able to choose one of the
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spaces offered by the municipality” within the process of legalization of urban gardens
carried out in November of the same year (Huerto de la Cornisa, 2018).
b) Characteristics of the space
La Cornisa is located in La Latina neighborhood, in the corner of a park holding the
same name, with more concrete than green spots, a few steps away from the Royal
Palace and the Almudena Cathedral – places that have become a must-see for tourists –
and next to Las Vistillas, a viewing platform to see the city of Madrid.
The space where the garden is located is not only of great tourist value but also a space
of huge interest for the Church. It is located next to the Basilica of San Francisco El
Grande, the Conciliar Seminary of Madrid, and less than 1km away from the Cathedral.
In this context, in 1997 the City Council gave the Archbishop several lots next to the
Basilica to build the offices of the Curia and, in 2002, the area of the park in which La
Cornisa is currently allocated to build a library. In 2009, the municipality decided to
modify the General Urban Planning of Madrid (“Plan General de Ordenación Urbana de
Madrid”) in order to authorize the construction of the abovementioned buildings and an
underground parking lot for the church.
In response, some neighbors began a protest 20 years ago. Then, in 2007 they organized
the Amigos de La Cornisa-Las Vistillas Association to prevent the development of this
urban plan. Its arguments were that this area was a historical heritage site classified as
“property of cultural interest”; that the new constructions over the park and the gardens
would reduce the already “minimum square meters of green area per inhabitant in the
most densely populated district of the city”; and finally, that they would not allow a
change of urban plans “for speculation and the exclusive benefit of the
Archiepiscopate” (Madrid Ciudadania y Patrimonio, 2018). Thus, after a lawsuit that
included the sending of a letter signed by 23 thousand citizens to the European
Parliament’s Committee on Petitions, the High Court of Justice of Madrid decided in
favor of the neighbors. The “Mini-Vatican”, as it was called by the neighbors, or the
“City of the Church” as the government of the Comunidad of Madrid liked to mention,
was finally stopped (ibid; Belaza, 2010; A-7, 2018, personal interview).
So the Urban Garden is located precisely in the corner of this park, preserved thanks to
the neighbors’ struggles, in a 450m2 lot where you can see the city of Madrid. Its
structure is simple: it hosts several gardening patches where different types of seasonal
vegetables are grown, different urban furniture are elaborated with recycled materials,
and a closet (purchased by the collective with their own resources) stores the tools
required to maintain the garden.
c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
Among the activities that take place in La Cornisa are the usual ones of any urban
garden: planting, watering, harvesting, and cleaning the weeds. These activities are done
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collectively twice a week by a very intergenerational and international group and
sometimes individually, in other moments of the week, when any of the member of the
group has time.
Beside the gardening tasks, other kind of activities carried out by the collective are
devoted to building stronger links with the residents of the area. For example, they
make compost from organic waste given by the neighbors, and – during its first two
years of life – teachers and pupils from a nearby school visited the garden and worked
there once a week before other options were created for them such as gardens in
schools. In addition, the group has supported the neighbors to demand the improvement
of the park to the District Councilor but so far they have not gotten a positive response.
Finally, since 2017, the collective organizes “Solidarity Picnics” with neighborhood
restaruants in order to support small NGOs. During this summer, about 100 people
attended a dinner held to support an NGO working in Guatemala.
Figure 10: El Huerto de la Cornisa
(Image source: elhuertodelacornisa.blogspot)
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4. Case Study 2: Initiatives in Puente de Vallecas District
4.1 Initiatives
Figure 11: Location of the Initiatives in Puente de Vallecas District
(Image source: Spanish Catastral Mapping, 2018. Drawing up by the author with the
help of Juan de la Puente, geographer, under prof. Valenzuela’s supervision)
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4.1.1 CSOJ La Atalaya (“Squated Social Center for Young People ‘The
Watchtower’”)
Centro Social Okupado Juvenil ‘La Atalaya’ is a squatted social center for young
people created in 2014 in an abandoned public school located in Palomeras Sureste
quarter by a diverse group of young people from the district of Puente de Vallecas
named Yesca – a Castilian independentist organization, one of the most influential of
them.
a) History
Pressed by the EU, the response of the Spanish government to the 2008 crisis implied,
among other measures, cutbacks that included public spending on education. Among
other things, this was reflected in the closing of public schools. Thus, in the summer of
2011, a public high school located in Palomeras’ Southeastern quarter was forced to pile
up students in a single location and abandon one of its buildings. In 2014, young people
from Puente de Vallecas – or “ValleKas”, as its inhabitants usually call it – who
belonged to different political trends but all of whom were heirs to the district's social
movement tradition (for more information on that see Appedix D – 2), occupied this
abandoned school and created a new social center.
Activists from other organizations in “ValleKas” point out that La Atalaya is an
occupation managed by the “Castilian Left” (Izquierda Castellana7), an organization
whose youth sector is Yesca. However, the interview with A-2 (2018) and the rest of the
fieldwork revealed to me that, although this organization has an important numerical
weight in the Social Center, the life and activity of La Atalaya is not only linked to the
demands of the Castilian pro-independence movement but also to ‘ValleKas’’ social
movement tradition.
Indeed, the occupants of La Atalaya have grown up listening to the stories of the past
struggles of their district. Moreover, they still live its radical spirit expressed through
the murals and posters that decorate their streets during demonstrations, popular
festivals, and other initiatives organized by neighborhood associations, athenaeums,
social centers and even parishes.
According to A-2 (2018, personal interview), different neighborhood collectives
including Yesca planned the occupation of the building. However, the occupation was
postponed because of fear of repression and because of the work it would entail due to
the conditions of the building. In this context, Yesca left the group and decided to take
action by itself. Thus, on November 19th this collective occupied the space, named it

7

Izquierda Castellana is a leftist Spanish political party that advocates for the national recognition of
Castille –and in some cases its independence from Spain– overcoming the current division of the
Castilian nation between the regions of Cantabria, Castile and León, Madrid, La Rioja, Castile-La
Mancha and the comarca of Requena-Utiel in the Valencian Community.
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and gave it a logo that mimics that of the Castilian Left. However, a few days later, the
police entered the building and evicted the activists.
As stated by A-2 (2018, personal interview), this first occupation "caught them [the rest
of the youth collectives] by surprise”. Yet, after the eviction, the broad group of
collectives regrouped again and ten days later took over the space for the second time.
Under this new takeover, the activists elaborated a communiqué in which they
referenced not only the "Castilian people" but also the people of “ValleKas”, especially
the youngsters8. After the occupation, the youngsters rehabilitated the space with the
support of people from the neighborhood and different groups such as the 15-M
Vallekas. After several months of work, the collective managed to bring life to it by
organizing different activities and events. Even though the building was abandoned for
more than two years before its occupation, the Madrid’s Housing Institute did not delay
more than a few months in sending an eviction order and putting some of the activists
on trial, accusing them of usurpation. Since then, La Atalaya has received at least three
eviction notices but so far the support of neighborhood groups has allowed them to
remain alive.

8

Among other things, through these communications they presented themselves as youngsters who were
“raised in these streets full of dirt” and pointed out some of the problems that affect Puente de Vallecas’
youth such as “the overcrowded classrooms, the difficulty of keeping on with school”, job insecurity and
unemployment, as well as the “impossibility of practicing sports due to the low rates of sports facilities or
the bad state of the football and basketball fields” (CSOJ Atalaya, 2014; A-2, personal interview, 2018).
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Figure 12: Mural outside La Atalaya evoking the utopian demand of “ValleKas as
a Seaport”
(Author’s photo)

b) Characteristics of the space
As mentioned above, before its occupation, the building of the Vallecas Magerit School
was not only abandoned but was also destroyed by people from the area or beyond who
stole the window glass, metal pieces or cables, causing three accidental explosions and
fires in the building. Hence, in order to create their social center, the collectives had to
rehabilitate it. They removed some of the rubble, cleaned the space, reinstalled glass or
covered windows with bricks or other improvised materials, mended the toilets and
fixed the electrical installations.
Nowadays in 2018, after three years and a lot of work and resources invested by the
collectives and local residents, this large two-story building is in relatively good
condition. Its walls have been decorated with murals – some of them portraying current
political prisioners or historical characters of “ValleKas” – and its spaces have been
used to house new types of functions such as a stage where performers do their shows; a
well-equipped gym with a boxing ring, box pears and rooms to change clothes; a small
urban garden; and a library made from donations from the collectives and the
neighborhood.
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c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
As an initiative in which a neighborhood group identified with anti-fascist trends,
"Atalaya Sports School” has an important presence. Until the summer of 2018, this
school was carrying out different workshops two times per day from Monday to Friday
such as boxing, Muay Thai, K1 and Aikido. In addition, the collective in charge of this
project also organized a "solidarity exhibition" and a seminar delivered by a world
champion boxer of K1.
Almost every weekend the different collectives organized concerts or kermes with
games for children and adults, circus performances or theater and live music where they
often sell food and beer crafted by cooperatives from the neighborhood in order to raise
funds to improve the Social Center. In addition, the collectives have also organized
several political events that show the diversity of identities and ideologies that coexist
in the Social Center. Examples include a second edition of lectures on the “Social,
political and military history of Vallecas; a talk-debate on independence movements in
Spain; a debate about the Russian revolution of 1917; and a feminist meeting. The
group also participated in a joint activity with other local social centers named
“Vallekas, a Neighborhood of Cinema” a film cycle that took place in different social
centers of the neighborhood.
Finally, La Atalaya has hosted activities for external groups. For instance, this year,
Radio Ela – an independent radio of Puente de Vallecas – and the PAH-Parla
(“Platform of people Affected by the Housing mortages” of Parla municipality) - have
organized concerts in order to collect funds for their organizations. In addition, three
days a week a civil association that works with children at risk of social exclusion in the
south of Madrid carries out its activities in La Atalaya.
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Figure 13: Escuela deportiva La Atalaya
(Image source: Escuela Deportiva La Atalaya)

4.1.2 La Vilana de Vallekas (“The Villain of Vallekas”)
La Villana de Vallekas is a self-governed social center located in a rented house in the
quarter of Numancia in Puente de Vallecas. It was created in 2013 when, motivated by
the 15-M, activists decided to separate from another Social Center named “Seco”
(located in the central almond of the city) and move to the district to continue
developing activities identified as “social syndicalism.”
a) History
Inaugurated on April 5th, 2013, La Villana has its precedents in the Social Center Seco,
one of the oldest social centers in Madrid founded in 1990 in the Retiro district located
north of Puente de Vallecas but within the M-30 (that is, within the so-called ‘central
almond’ of the city). Throughout its history Seco (which was born from the occupation
of a former school) changed its location several times within the same district of Retiro
as a result of different struggles and negotiations with the City Council (at that moment
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run by the PP)9. By 2007, the City Council agreed to rent Seco their space from the
Housing and Land Municipal Company (“Empresa Municipal de la Vivienda y el
Suelo” – EMVS) for more than 1,000 euros per month. (Asociacones Vecinales
Federacion Regional Madrid, 2013; Larraneta, 2007). The payment of this monthly rent
would be supported with a grant from the Area of Citizen’s Participation of the Madrid
City Council. (Larraneta, 2007).
This first experience was negative since the space was in very bad conditions.
Moreover, the City Council failed to comply with the grant and consequently the Social
Center was left with 45,000 euros in debt. Thus, in 2013, the EMVS promoted an
eviction against Seco. In these circumstances, the Social Center and especially the
groups linked to the Regional Federation of Neighborhood Associations undertook a
new battle and demanded from the City Council a space within the Cultural Center that
was built after their first struggle (A-4, 2018, personal interview).
In this context, some groups within Seco decided not to participate in this new
negotiation with the City Council for the cession of a space. These groups were headed
by the Social Rights Office (“Oficina de Derechos Sociales” - ODS) founded in 2006 by
“young people from the student movement, anti-globalization groups and autonomous
movements” (ODS, 2013)10. According to the actitivsts, the 15-M movement convinced
them that the “system had failed and that they had to fight for a new democracy”, yet,
“it also filled them with hope” and reaffirmed the need to create grassroots
organizations and provide themselves with self-managed infrastructures – in other
words, a space that did not depend on the City Council (ibid, p. 7). In this regard, in
February 2013 the ODS decided to split from Seco and start their search for a new
space. Interestingly the group – partly made up of people who had participated in the
Okupa movement during the ‘90s – considered that this self-managed space should be
settled not in an occupied space but in a rented space, which would be financed through
membership fees. Based on their experiences they considered that renting a space would
allow them to fully focus on the activities related with "social syndicalism" without
having to spend their energies in the defense of a space. Likewise, it would enable them
9

The first of these battles was fought at the beginning of the 21st century when Seco participated
alongside the Neighborhood Association of Retiro Sur in a struggle for the renovation of part of Adelfas’
quarter. This fight entailed the making of an alternative Urban Plan developed by the organizations and
which guaranteed rehousing in the same neighborhood, both for its inhabitants and the social center as
well as the construction of a new cultural center.
10
During 2011, this collective participated very actively in the 15-M movement and two years later, in
February 2013, it already had a driving group of about 40 people from Spain and various parts of Africa.
The organization included working groups such as the Housing Office (“Oficina de Vivienda”), which
gathered the “Group of people Affected by Bankia’s Mortage” (“Grupo de Afectados por las Hipotecas
de Bankia”); the Housing Group of the 15-M local Assembly of Puente de Vallecas; the Group Work in
Defense of Public and Universal Health (“Grupo de Trabajo en Defensa de la Sanidad pública”); and a
support group against raids of undocumented migrants. Additionally, the group had networks with other
initiatives in the city such as the Patio Maravillas (the precedent of La Ingobernable), Traficantes de
Sueños, and the newspaper Diagonal, as well as other groups in Spain such as Social Rights Offices in
Barcelona, Malaga, Bilbao, and Valencia, among others (ibid).
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to create a space “more accessible and closer” to the grassroots and interact with
“people of all conditions and ages”.
Moreover, the group not only decided to move to a new space but also to a new place:
the Puente de Vallecas district, where they were already developing a good part of their
work and where they considered they could work with the grassroots due to the fact that
is "one of the most depressed neighborhoods of Madrid, where unemployment,
evictions, poverty and marginalization for economic, gender and racial reasons are more
pronounced” (ODS, 2013; author’s translation).
b) Characteristics of the space
La Villana de Vallekas is located in a two-storey house organized for different uses. On
its main floor, we can find the cafeteria-tavern: a wide space composed of a wooden bar
and several benches that host the public activities of the collectives such as potlucks and
other festivities; a shelf with books (the library of the social center); two toilets (one
with facilities for people with mobility disabilities plus a baby changing area); and a
storage room. On the same floor but in a separate space we can find a “free shop” which
offers garments for free to those who need or want them.
In this first level, there is a huge room that hosts the general assembly of La Villana and
the working assemblies of the different collectives. In a separate area but next to it,
there is a smaller room made out of glass doors, with several computers and
blackboards in which the children of the people participating in the assemblies are
usually studying. Finally, after the large room, there are two terraces, one on that level
and the other above it, in which they also hold talks, assemblies or gatherings during the
summer evenings.
c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
Currently in 2018 La Villana hosts different collectives that develop various projects
and activities. Some of the most important organizations are the PAH-Vallekas
(Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca, “Platform of people Affected by the
Housing mortages”) and the Sindicato de Inquilinos (“Tenant´s Union”), both of which
focus on addressing Spain’s critical housing issues which have become all the more
pressing since the 2008 financial crisis. Both groups are mainly engaged in two tasks: 1)
offering collective legal counceling to people who have housing problems, i.e. people
whose homes were sold to “vulture funds” and who have received eviction notifications
or are in danger of eviction; and 2) carrying out actions aimed to defend their right to
housing such as protests in public offices or banks, demonstrations in front of houses
with eviction notifications to stop the dislodgement by the police, and squatting – called
by them “recuperations” – of empty homes owned by banks rescued with public
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money 11 . These collectives meet every Wednesday between 7-9 pm to plan and
coordinate some of the above-mentioned activities. Their assemblies are regularly
attended by 35 to 50 people of different ages, many of who are migrants from Latin
American countries. Through its work the PAH-Vallekas has achieved numerous
victories such as social rentals12 paralyzed evictions and debt forgiveness.
Another project is the Escuelita Villana (“Villain School”), an initiative born just a year
ago (September 2017) but that has grown very quickly. Its aim is to provide school
support for the children of the members of the PAH-Vallekas and the “Tenants Union”
while their parents are in the assemblies13. It was created after it was realized that kids
also suffer a lot of stress from the housing problems and, furthermore, because the
assemblies are often attended by mothers with children. Currently, the initiative has
been extended to all families in the district since – according to the activists – the
district has one of the highest rates of school failure.
Another activity is Spanish lessons, a 10-year-old project started in Seco aimed at
integrating migrants into the space and including their problems and demands. The
lessons are organized in two groups that have classes twice a week: a first group studies
in the mornings and it is only for women, and a second group in the evenings is for both
genders. The aim of this division is to detect and deal with cases of family violence
against women.
In addition, there is the Despensa solidaria project carried out by a group that collects
groceries from the supermarkets once a week and later on distributes them among the
group according to the families’ needs; an agro-ecological consumption group that
receives a basket with ecological products each week; and the project La Taberna
Errante which is a bar located at the entrance of the social center. It operates under the
principles of the solidarity economy and is intended to be a self-employment project. It
also works as a meeting place for activists and a space where the Social Center hosts
parties or public events such as talks, potlucks, movie screenings and so on.
11

This latter campaign - named “Social Work” (“Obra Social”) - prefigured a law project elaborated by
the national PAH that was rejected by the PP, which stated that all the housing units owned by banks
rescued with public money should be offered for social purposes (A-4b, 2018, personal interview). On the
other hand, it served as a mechanism to push negotiations in favor of the squatting families and help “free
up time to continue their struggle” (ibid). To date, the PAH-Vallecas is squatting five buildings and
dozens of single units owned by Banco Sareb. Through this campaign, it has won eleven social rentals
within the district of Puente de Vallecas.
12
i.e. Stipulations that the rent adjusted to the income of households living in social units must not exceed
30% of their monthly income.
13
School support is provided in groups organized in three educational levels: toddlers (play library),
elementary and high school. Classes are taught every Monday and Wednesday (at the time of the housing
assemblies) for two hours. It involves a total of 15 volunteer teachers and around 40 students including
immigrants who are learning Spanish. “La Escuelita” also strives to be a space of friendship, allowing
activities such as solidarity meals, birthday celebrations, end-of-course events, Christmas Hollidays and
tours to Radio Vallekas.
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Figure 14: Escuelita Villana and the Assembly of PAH-Vallekas behind
(Image source: lavillana.org)

4.1.3 PVA Sputnik VK
PVA Sputnik VK is a self-managed neighborhood park (Parque Vecinal Autogestoinado
– PVA) located in the ward of Numancia at the north of “ValleKas” (“VK”). It was built
from scratch by a group of activists, squatters and neighbors in an empty lot that had
been abandoned after the 2008 financial crisis.
a) History
PVA Sputnik VK was born the 23rd of April 2016 – “Cervantes' day,” as A-6 (2018,
personal interview) remembers. However, the story of this former vacant lot started ten
years ago, after the 2008 crisis, which had major consequences across Spain. As is well
known, leading up to the crisis the Spanish economy was based on brick, with so many
construction works and excavations in progress in Madrid that actor Danny DeVito is
famously rumoured to have thrown a cheeky phrase to the mayor in 2001, saying: “I
hope you succeed in your treasure hunt!” (Hermida et al, 2013). From this madness, not
even a peripheral and deprived district like Puente de Vallecas was saved. However,
when the crisis erupted and many companies went bankrupt or did not want to invest in
Spain anymore, numerous lots planned for development were abandoned. According to
research conducted by the University of San Paulo Ceu and Urban Networks, in 2013
the central almond of Madrid had 573 abandoned or vacant lots (approximately 630,000
m2).
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In the lot where Sputnik was created, a real estate company was going to construct a
large building block. However, according to A-6 (2018, personal interview), after the
crisis the company went bankrupt and abandoned the lot and left behind a large cement
mixer – known by the neighbors as “the rocket” – that they were planning to use for the
construction of the building. Over the years, the site became a dumpster. The lot
remained that way for several years until 2016, when activists from La Villana and
people from a nearby squatted house began to discuss the health problems created by
these and other abandoned lots in the neighborhood. They came up with the idea of
cleaning one of them and developing a project over it in order to solve the sanitation
problem and moreover, discuss the abandonment of urban spaces in the neighbourhood
in order to start tackling the district’s urban problems.
According to A-6 (2018, personal interview), when discussing the different projects that
could be developed in the space, the first thing that was very clear to them was that the
popular urban gardens were not a viable choice in this case. Thus, according with their
strategy of weaving networks in the neighborhood they decided that the most
convenient thing would be to create “a space for encounter, a park” (ibid.). In this
regard, when they had to choose a space to carry out their project they picked the one
where Sputnik is currently located because it was not fenced, was very dirty and was
already recognized by residents because of its “rocket” (ibid).
In order to develop the project, the first thing they did was to knock on doors in the
nearby houses to present the project to the neighbors and invite them to participate.
Several neighbors decided to take part and soon they became crucial members of the
project (A-6, 2018, personal interview). Since they got much more involved in it than
people from La Villana, they gave life to a new self-managed space with its own
dynamics and its own members.
After several assemblies, in the spring of 2013 activists and neighbors began to clean up
the space. According to A-6 (2018, personal interview), the space was so dirty that they
removed “at least five tons of garbage”. Once they had finished this task, the new group
gave a new name to the space and a design. They painted murals and installed urban
furniture donated by neighbors or crafted by them with recycled materials. The process
and the results were very positive: "Everything was very exciting for what it meant (...)
clean up the area and show that we could live in better conditions” (ibid). Thus, after
this first experience, the neighbors decided to rehabilitate two other abandoned spaces
located in front of Sputnik.
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Figure 15: Vacant lot before Sputnik was created
(Author: Mayté Sánchez Barba)

b) Characteristics of the space
The former vacant lot is nowadays a beautiful park of about 225m2. At the entrance,
instead of grills or walls we find an open entrance made out of two wooden poles on
each side and a plaque with the name of the park in the middle. On its sides, gardeners
with flowers also welcome the visitors. As indicated by A-6: “Sputnik is the only selfmanaged park of Madrid that is permanently open. All the rest are fenced” (2018,
personal interview).
Other flowers and diverse small trees bring life to the rest of the park, and the former
silo has been decorated with a mural and used to symbolize the Sputnik spaceship. As
well, its walls have been painted with other murals. Among them are a very large one
depicting an old woman smoking a cigar with the legend “Vallekas is not for sale”
(“Vallekas no se vende”); a pride flag; and the name of the park with an astronaut next
to it. Likewise, in order to make the space cozier they also installed some shadows made
out of colorful fabrics and hung string lights. In addition they crafted a mini-football
and pin-ball machine made out of cardboard for the kids to play.
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They also cleaned and painted with murals the other two lots that face Sputnik. In one of
them, the collective painted the legend “CINEMA” and a white square framed with old
videotapes. Both of these spaces are still fenced because, as they are still empty, the
collective is afraid the neighbors could use them again as dumpsters (A-6, 2018,
personal interview).
Figure 16: Sputnik in 2018
(Author: Dimas Samid)

c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
Different activities have taken place in Sputnik. First are those of a neighborhood park
where young people, women, and children play, run, sit down to chat, relax, listen to
music and even have a drink. Some neighbors have even organized birthday parties
there. Sputnik also hosts its assemblies there and carries out maintenance and
improvement tasks over it.
The space has also been used to host various festivals. Two summers ago, during its
first months of its life, the collective organized a “Picnic Punk” with music, circus
performances, mimes, juggling, and even inflatable swimming pools for children. A
similar festival was organized to celebrate the first anniversary of the community
garden. In the Spring of 2018 Spuntik also hosted “Fiestas vecinales de Doña Karloto”
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(“Mrs. Charl’s Festivity”) a new local carnival invented by some of the activists of the
area including La Villana and five other collectives with the intention of consolidating
their networks and reinforcing the local identity of the area. As for the space planned as
an open-air cinema, this summer it meant to host some movie screenings but during
their first attempt the police arrived and stopped the event, arguing that the neighbors
had complained about the noise – event though the movie had more music than
dialogue.
4.1.La Huerta EspinaKas (“Urban Garden ‘EspinaKas’”)
a) History
The urban garden EspinaKas was established in February 2012 by the Environment and
Ecology Working Group of the 15-M Popular Assembly of Puente de Vallekas
(“Asamblea Popular del 15-M de Puente de Vallekas”) which in turn appeared in June
2011 when the majority of the Sol Square Assembly – facing eviction threats – decided
to abandon the square and replicate in local assemblies throughout the different
neighborhoods and municipalities of Madrid.
According to A-8b (2018, personal interview), founder of EspinaKas and professional
gardener, in the beginning the Evironmental and Ecology group had only three members
with three primary interests: food sovereignty and agro-ecological consumption;
renewable energies; and urban gardens. Very early on, the other members interested in
the other two topics abandoned the group work but at the same time, about 15 new
people joined it. They were interested in ecology issues or were trained in nature-related
professions such as biologists, agronomists and forestry engineers. Soon, they began to
develop various initiatives related to environmental issues.
As part of those initiatives, the group planned to create an urban garden. In order to do
so, they decided to occupy a vacant lot in the district. After looking for different
options, the group took over the space where EspinaKas is currently located: a lot that
was abandoned after the City Council demolished the social center embedded on it.
In February 2012 about twenty people entered the space and started to clean it by
removing litter, debris and weeds; in short, they started to turn it into a garden for the
neighborhood. After this takeover and cleaning of the space, the working group decided
the rules of the garden, including that the crops were going to be cultivated in an
ecological and communitarian way and that the space would be open to the neighbors
(A-8, 2018, personal interview).
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Figure 17: Activists cleaning the vacant lot
(Source: espinakas.workpress)

b) Characteristics of the space
EspinaKas is located at the corner of Villalobos street and Pablo Neruda Avenue, more
than one kilometer away from any of the closest metro stations. To date, six years after
its creation, the 2,000m2 lot in which EspinaKas is located is a large and beautiful green
oasis located in the middle of an urban jungle dominated by apartment buildings, the
largest of them being about fifteen stories high.
Inside the garden, different seasonal fruits and vegetables are grown including peppers,
onions, garlic, tomatoes, lettuce, green beans, spices, vines, etc. Different types of
flowers and trees have also been planted such as almond, cherry, pear, fig, pomegranate,
olive, and apricot trees. In addition, the activists have installed various types of urban
furniture and have decorated the garden with a bear made out with recycled materials by
one of its participants who is also a visual artist.
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Figure 18: EspinaKas urban garden in 2018
(Source: espinakas.workpress)

c) Activities, projects & uses of the space
The activities carried out in EspinaKas are the usual tasks developed in urban gardens:
planting, watering, harvesting, clearing, cleaning weeds, etc. These activities are carried
out collectively at least once a week through the year except in August during the
holiday and harvest season, where they can take place several days a week. Likewise,
individual members of the group can come on additional days if the space needs it or
they have the time and energy. In order to coordinate these activities or report them to
the group, the collective has created a Whatsapp group. In general, the collective
workdays last between 3 to 4 hours and even though they are usually tough – especially
in the summer – the participants end them with activities that strengthen their social ties
such as drinking a beer and chatting or, if it is the case, with the distribution of the
harvest.
Besides these regular tasks, the participants regularly perform small works to improve
the space. For example, in the last few months they have been trying to install a small
fountain that will work with solar energy. This year, they also organized the third
edition of the “Conference on DIY renewable energies” where they showed how to get
energy beyond the house plug through theoretical and practical workshops and
experiments.
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In the begining, in the context of great enthusiasm awakened by the 15-M that
encouraged a large participation of the neighbors, the garden was also aimed as an
educational space. Hence, a few months after its creation, the collective received a
group of scouts in the garden who gave a guided tour and a practical explanation on
gardening that involved the manufacture of small hotbeds which participants were able
to take home. Another visit with a similar dynamic was repeated in 2014 with young
people from a neighboring school.
Six years after the creation of EspinaKas, some of the members of the group who were
experts in agroecological issues have left the initiative after moving to rural areas in
Spain. Unfortunately, in the last year no new members joined the group, although as A8 recalls: “Many neighbors pass by every once in a while and say ‘It’s so nice!’ they say
‘Sure, I would like to come’ but yet, they don’t get involved, maybe they don’t have the
time…”
To date the garden keeps running with a stable and very committed group of around six
to nine people. However, the development of activities that link the initiative with the
neighborhood – such as those aimed at offering it as an educational space – exceed their
present capacities. The work in the garden is hard and absorbs all of their energy since
the collective is not so large in relation to the size of the space.
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5. Comparison of Initiatives
The eight initiatives I have presented were examined through different aspects: their
history, philosophy, objectives, ways of organizing, main activities and their relation
with the different spatialities – i.e. their positionality, their relation to various scales of
government, their networks, and their relation with place. Regarding their philosophy
and organizational practices, all the initiatives were identified as characteristic of
contemporary left-wing social movements elaborated in the first part of this work. All
of them affirm to organize themselves in horizontal, assambleary and self-governed
ways. Apart from that, some also define themselves as anti-capitalist and against other
systems of oppression (patriarchy, colonialism, etc.) and/or promoting degrowth or
commoning.
However, as I will describe in the following pages, the ways in which these initiatives
are interacting with the different spatialities has a lot to do with the types of initiatives
developed and the purposes for which they were created. In turn, these objectives are
often influenced by the characteristics of their most active participants, such as their
social and professional background, age, gender, resources and experiences as activists
and field of interest (ecology, art, etc.) or aspect of social life they considered most
urgent (or most possible) to transform.

5.1 Squatted social centres: La Ingobernable & La Atalaya
As two squatted social centers of Madrid, both La Ingobernable and La Atalaya
descend from the traditions of social centers in the city and the Iberian peninsula and
both carry out similar types of activities to most of the social centers in Madrid.
However, there are important differences between them regarding the characteristics
and objectives of their participants.
On the one hand, La Ingobernable was promoted by people who participated in Patio
Maravillas – another squatted social center located in the central district of Madrid –
and/or in the 15-M movement. Some of these activists were also social scientists who
specialized in urban studies or members of collectives that had been carrying out
independent research about the contemporary transformations suffered by Madrid in the
context of globalization, as well as members or supporters of a municipalist trend in
Madrid’s “New Government”14.
In this regard, the location of La Ingobernable in Paseo del Prado is not a product of
chance but a result of the activists’ analysis of the city, their resources, experiences and
their objectives. To begin with, the activists chose a space under the jurisdiction of the
14

To understand some of the discrepancies between the trends that comprise the Madrid “New
Government” see Pascaul, 2018.

53

Spatialities of Prefigurative Initiatives in Madrid
town hall, the level of government to whom they have been posing their demands and
where they have the most chances to exert an influence.
More importantly, they chose a space located not only in the Centro district (a district
that already has several social centers, mainly in Lavapies), but also in its heart. This
area is a space where some of the main cultural, political and economical institutions
like the Narional Prado’s Musem, Reina Sofía, Madrid Congress, Town Hall, Spanish
Bank, and Spanish stock exchange have their seat. In addition, this area has become a
major source of profit for national and international capital flows. The agglomeration of
the museums in the “Paseo del Arte” axis has turned the area into a primary touristic
and touristifed part of the city, such that the land value of the plot where La
Ingobernable is located was estimated to be worth about 1.5 million euro per square
meter in 2017 by the town hall (Prieto, 2017). Finally, La Ingobernable is located in a
space with a prime connection with the rest of the city. It is located just 300m away
from Atocha station and 600m away from Atocha Renfe15, and less than 1km away
from Lavapiés – apparently the neighborhood with the highest density of self-governed
initiatives in the city (Los Madriles, 2017).
Its position in a very well connected area has played a major role in its success. Its
physical accessibility – plus its relative but deliberate openness to all kind of
collectives, the big dimensions and symbolic meaning of the building and the space, and
the networks created prior to its existence in the platform Madrid No se Vende – has
aided La Ingobernable to attract activists from all over the city, turning it into a primary
meeting point for activists (in other words, an activist ‘node’). In this regard, they have
also become a very lively Social Center, with lots of people participating in their
activities; a space for the projection and experimentation of alternatives; a platform to
encourage new struggles; and hence, a buffer or a barrier for touristification – in other
words, an activist ‘territory’.
In addition, its location has also helped La Ingobernable to connect or consolidate not
only its metropolitan but also its national and international networks with other
collectives, activists and scholars who have taken part in their reflections about the right
to the city and who have also given them their support, helping to legitimize their
existence and permanence in the city’s public arena.
Finally, all the above has given La Ingobernable a relative power to exert some degree
of pressure over the local government. The creation of this new activist territory and the
consolidation of these networks has aided them to achieve two victories: 1) their
permanence in the space despite the eviction notifications they have received, and 2) the

15

The latter, according to the Madrid City Council, is “a fundamental node in the transport network of
Madrid Community and the country in general, as it is an interchange point between the Metro network,
urban and interurban buses, taxis, Renfe –Interurban trains and high speed trains” (Metro Madrid, 2017).
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decision of the town hall to cancel the concesion over the building to the private
foundation in exchange for 1.4 million euros (La Vanguardia, 2018).
However, this same position which has allowed them to connect to activists on a
metropolitan, national and even international scale has also complicated their
connection with the local neighborhood in which they are embedded. Even though they
have made some efforts to connect with neighbors, they have not been able to succeed
in their strategies and practices to do so, mostly because it is a very touristic area full of
public squares and services with very few permanent residents and therefore a lack of a
sense of neighborhood (A-1, 2018, personal interview).
To date La Ingobernable has become a very powerful initiative that is striving to
consolidate a political force – such as unions have done in the past – in a horizontal and
open way by questioning the current city model, generating collective reflections and
proposals to progress in the effective implementation of the right to the city, and
initiating the creation of urban commons.
In contrast with La Ingobernable, La Atalaya was promoted by different collectives of
young people from “ValleKas” with similar ideas regarding ways of organization and
their relation with the institutional powers and fueled by “ValleKas’” tradition of
contestation. However, these collectives were driven by objectives that respond to
different identity scales: the first – the one with the largest number of people – being
that which identified with the Castilian independentist movement, the other one with the
“ValleKas” district.
In this regard, even when they have made reference in their manifests to the youth of
“ValleKas”, called on them to participate, developed activities to vindicate district’s
history and participated in networking activities with other collectives of the area, their
regional discourse as well as their name and logo that ties them to the Castilian
independentist movement has created some wariness amongst other local collectives
and organizations, hindering La Atalaya’s consolidation as a powerful initiative in the
district and making them more vulnerable to eviction threats.
Furthermore their positionality has also played against them. Even though they are just
half a kilometer away from the Assembly of the Community of Madrid, they are in fact
located in a different area than these institutions, an area which is conformed mostly by
the fortified plot where its building is embedded and the shopping mall that stands in
front of it. In addition, its proximity to Madrid’s Community Assembly contrasts with
its remoteness from other busy pedestrian roads. However, while positionality was not
their main criteria for the activists to choose the space, the situation and characeristics
of the building turned out to be the driving reason for their decision (A-2, 2018,
personal interview). In line with their objective of creating a space for youth and based
on their meager resources, the collectives leaned towards the space with the biggest
dimensions in order to develop a wide range of activities.
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Figure 19: Positionality of La Ingobernable
(Source: Madrid Autonomous Region (aereal photographic, 2017). Drawing up by the
author with the help of Juan de la Puente, geographer, under prof. Valenzuela’s
supervision)
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Figure 20: Positionality of La Atalaya
(Source: Madrid Autonomous Region (aereal photographic, 2017). Drawing up by the
author with the help of Juan de la Puente, geographer, under prof. Valenzuela’s
supervision)
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5.2 Self-governed social centres (non-squatted)
To date, there is a wide range of social centres in Madrid according to their focus of
interest but also the legal status of the space in which they are rooted. Therefore, there
are those located in squatted spaces, in non-squatted spaces but in public spaces
transferred to collectives by different scales of government, in rented spaces, etc. In
contrast to the initiatives examined above, which face the risk of eviction, La Villana
and CSA La Tabacalera belong to that group of social centers located in non-squatted
spaces and therefore are facing different problems but also living and defining
autonomy and self-governance in distinct ways.
On the one hand, CSA La Tabacalera is a social and cultural center located in a space
transfered by the Ministry of Culture in 2010 to artist collectives. This transferrence is
the result of two processes: 1) the historical demand made by different collectives for
the development of a neighborhood space, and 2) the 2008 financial crisis that made
impossible the construction of the National Center of Visual Arts by the Ministry of
Culture (CSA La Tabacalera, 2004).
In contrast, La Villana is a social center located in Numancia quarter, in Puente de
Vallecas, in a space rented with the resources of the collectives. Its creation in 2014 is
an outcome of the Indignados Movement or 15-M in 2011, which bolstered the group’s
activity and radicalized them, making them reject a new agreement with the City
Council (run at that moment by the People’s Party) in order to get a space.
In summary, the differences between the legal status of the spaces in which these
initiatives are rooted is the result of a different relation between the collectives and
institutional powers which in turn are a product of the context in which the initiatives
emerged and the objectives for which they were created.
Apart from these characteristics, both spaces have a different positionality (one on a
remote street in a peripheral neighborhood and the other on one of the main roads of a
quarter located in the central district) as well as very different dimensions: one is a twostorey house of about 200-300m2 and the other one is a historical building of about
9,200m2. The combination of these aspects constitutes part of the socio-spatial
framework in which they operate and defines part of the context of opportunities and
constraints in which they develop their work and goals, shaping in turn their effects over
urban space.
In the case of CSA La Tabacalera, the fact that it is rooted in a 9,000m2 space in a
central and diverse neighborhood like Lavapiés has allowed it to attract many diverse
people who have created an agglomeration of collectives within the fields of arts and
culture. This has in turn contributed to La Tabacalera’s development as a metropolitan
and even an international activist hub. At the same time, its positionality in the central
district and in a neighborhood where there is also a concentration of self-governed
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initiatives enabled CSA La Tabacalera to support the 15-M during the occupation of Sol
Square and to become a space and platform for the experimentation and creation of
other socio-political alternatives (A-3, 2018, personal interview; Serrano, 2011).
On the other hand, the fact that CSA La Tabacalera is rooted in a space lent by the
Ministery of Culture and therefore has to render account to them and comply with
certain parameters could have been an obstacle for the continuation of their social and
political activities. For instance, in June 2012, the President of the Community of
Madrid stated that “La Tabacalera had turned into a meeting point and shelter for very
radical anti-system movements involved in the 15-M movement and the Neighbourhood
Human Rights Watch Brigades” (Europa Press, 2012). In this regard, she added that this
situation was contributing to the insecurity problems of Lavapiés and that the agreement
with the Ministery of Culture “must be analyzed” as those activtities had nothing to do
“with the purpose of the agreement for which the Ministery of Culture transferred the
building [to the activists] (…) and which basically consisted in the development of
cultural activities” (Maeso, 2012). However, these statements were not exceptional as
they were part of a campaign displayed for over a year by right-wing newspapers to
discredit CSA La Tabacalera which was certainly hosting the 15-M assemblies and
supporting the movement activities (A-3, 2018, personal interview; Serrano, 2011).
In this context in September 2012, CSA La Tabacalera stopped its activity for two
weeks to reformulate the project. As remarked by a newspaper report, the decision was
linked with the reputation built by the media and with other governance problems (for
example drug consumption and drug-dealing) within the space (Maeso, 2012). In this
sense, there is a chance that the relation established with the Ministery of Culture could
have constrained their socio-political activity to the development of cultural and artistic
initiatives. However, even now when CSA La Tabacalera is no longer accused of being
the “headquarter” of radical activists, its importance to the neighborhood and the city is
undeniable as the initiative provides a central space in Madrid for the development of
independent and marginalized artists.
However, now that the Spanish crisis is supposed to be over, La Tabacalera’s
consolidation as a cultural alternative together with its positionality is threatening the
continuation of the project. Even though the people negotiating with the City Council
maintain that there are no plans to end the project (A-3, 2018, personal interview), the
fact is that the collectives will have to leave the building for over two years while the
Ministery of Culture restores it - a very long time if we consider the pace of
developments that have been taking place in Madrid recently. In fact, an article
published by the journal El País mentions that “the new project aims to contribute to the
definitive regeneration of the area (…). In addition, it will extend the axis of the socalled ‘golden mine’ whose founding landmarks are the El Prado, Reina Sofia and
Thyssen Bornemisza Museums” (Maeso, 2012).
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Figure 21: Positionality of La Tabacalera in the Axis of the Paseo del Arte
(Source: El País, 2018)

In the case of La Villana, their decision to establish in a rented space in order to have
their own self-governed platform represented possibilities but also some limitations to
their project. In the first place, it affected their positionality within the neighborhood.
Even though they had decided to move out from the center to the periphery of the city,
and particularly to Puente de Vallecas - “one of the most deprived neighborhoods of
Madrid” (ODS, 2013; author’s translation) - their intention was to locate in a central
area of the district. However, the rental prices in busiest locations forced them to
establish in a relatively remote street but not so far (1km away) from one of the main
avenues of the district (Albufera Av.) and metro stations:
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“We were looking for spaces that were closer to communication nodes (…). We
also wanted the space to be in a crossing point so that the access could be in a
main road. But (…) with the money we had we couldn’t really found the space
we dreamed of… (…) So we picked up these, because its close to a Metro
station but in a street ‘where not even God passes by’ (…)” (A-4, 2018,
personal interview)

Certainly, this situation affected their activity during their first years. However, their
strategy to overcome this socio-spatial problem was the creation and consolidation of
their place-based networks. As explained by A-4 (2018, personal interview) the remote
location of La Villana is still a problem for the Social Center, which they have tried to
solve by:
Opening ourselves to the neighborhood. We are a space connected with other
metropolitan collectives that do the same things as us (…) we had networks
with other social centers (…) but we had very little relationship with the
neighborhood since we had moved just three years ago. So what did we do? We
decided to keep our metropolitan alliances but to make an effort to address the
neighborhood”.

The ways in which they have built these place-based networks have been very diverse
and consistent. To begin with, they have consolidated their networks with other
collectives not only by getting to know them or attending their activities but by
developing joint projects. As A-4 (2018, personal interview) explains, when strategizing
to connect with the neighborhood:
“We [La Villana] imagined it as a spider web: (…) a non-centralized [network]
with connected nodes (…) [in which] the mutual support goes in both directions
(…). So the nodes could be Social Centers or associations with relations
between them. So we said: (…) let’s activate our relations. Not just through the
individual people each of us could get to know but through organic relations
(…) let’s do stuff together… And that is where it came the idea of creating those
neighborhood festivals because we thought that to do politics, to be able to
transform things, you need to generate trust (…) and then we can have common
claims”.
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Figure 22: Creation of a Sense of Place by La Villana
(Source: Doña Karloto, 2018)

The creation of festivities such as the “Fiestas Vecinales de Doña Karloto” (“Mrs.
Charl’s neighborhood parties”) have also strengthened their relations with local
residents. As A-4 mentions:
During the neighborhood parties we had three kids [performing] who were very
excited: they played the violin awfully, and I don’t want to talk about the flute!
… But what the hell if we are throwing a party for the neighborhood! [And
other people were like:] No, but we have our own bands… Yes but our eightyear-old neighbor is coming to play! And they were so excited… they chased me
for over a week: ‘So when are we going to perform?’ (…) And now their whole
family has seen that although we could look weird or peculiar (…) [we] have
been nice to them. (…) And now every time their grandfather sees me – (…) he
doesn’t speak Spanish – he gives me a hug! And you say: now I have a
connection with this one (…). So, it’s not always about great gestures but day
by day we include more people.

In addition, efforts to recover a vacant lot and turn it into a park (the space now called
“PVA Sputnik VK”) is another activity that strived to expand their networks within the
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neighborhood. In turn both of these activities have contributed to the development of a
new sense of place and sense of belonging within the quarter.
Finally, apart from the creation of place-based networks, La Villana has tried to boost
its activity and its impacts over the space by expanding its territory beyond its building.
In this regard, besides fostering the creation of the neighborhood park, they have also
used one of the squatted buildings of the PAH-Vallekas to develop festivities or other
events and finally the “Tío Pío” Park, a landmark of Madrid city and other parks of the
district for the practices of their dance group Swing del Kas16.

5.3 Community gardens in vacant lots: ¡Ésta es una plaza! & PVA Sputnik VK
As mentioned previously, ¡Ésta es una Plaza! was born from a workshop facilitated by
an Italian cultural enterprise with the purpose of developing new forms of appropriation
and action over public space. According to A-5 (2018, personal interview), the majority
of their participants have a similar profile: agronomists, biologists, etc. and social
workers. However, the idea of turning the plot into a community garden and a cultural
space did not come from them but from a survey of local residents. In this regard, the
characteristics of the initiative as a community garden were determined more by the
demands or needs of Lavapies’ population rather than the members of the project.
In spite of this, the people who developed the initiative left their imprint over the space
in different ways. For instance, the first project developed in ¡Ésta es una Plaza! was
the urban garden. In addition, an important part of the activities carried on nowadays in
the space is related with ecology and environmental care. Therefore, the activities and
uses of the space were defined both by the surveyed population and by the core group,
namely as an ecological and “degrowth” space, and as a cultural space and space of
encounter for the neighborhood.
In order to develop these activites, the core group of ¡Ésta es una Plaza! has created
networks with people and collectives from the neighborhood and beyond working in the
field of ecology and culture. In other words, the networks created by ¡Ésta es una
Plaza! are not only territorial but also thematic. At the same time, the specificity of its
activities together with its central positionality has attracted to it not only local but also
metropolitan visitors.
In contrast with ¡Ésta es una Plaza! the neighborhood park Sputnik promoted by the
activists in La Villana was created with the purpose of dignifying the neighborhood and
creating a space for encounter for its inhabitants which could strengthen their networks
16

Another collective that forms part of La Villana. It is made up of approximately 50 people of different
ages (from 20 to 60 years old) who meet at least once a week to dance swing and often perform in public
spaces of the district and sometimes other parts of the city as a way to reclaim public space.
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and build up their independent organization. Hence, Sputnik’s core group has favored
the use of the space as a neighborhood park and for the development of local festivities
(for instance Mrs. Charl’s festivities or the Picnic Punk mentioned in previous sections)
organized jointly with other collectives from the district.
A second difference between the spaces is their openness. For instance, in ¡Ésta es una
Plaza! even though its acces is free, its opening hours are restricted to the availiability
of the core group. However, the core group is very open to take new participants and
accept new rules of use and access. Thus, in public meetings with other initiatives and
in the interview I made with A-5 (2018, personal interview), they have declared that at
least a hundred people in the city have a key to the park’s entrance door. Regarding
Sputnik it has always been presented as an open space, and according to A-6 (2018,
personal interview), it was actually chosen because it was not fenced or walled. In
addition, its core group has not created any rule that forbids specific uses such as
smoking or drinking.
Appart from these differences, the spaces also have a different positionality which
affects the flow and origin of people who use them (i.e. local or metropolitan).
However, the initiatives have two main things in common: on the one hand, both are
covering a real need in their neighborhoods. For instance, ¡Ésta es una Plaza! is a
2000m2 green area located in a district with just 44,78 Ha of green areas which is just
0.7% of the green areas of the city of Madrid. In fact, ten years afer the survey was
made by the driving group of ¡Ésta es una Plaza! the demand of green spaces has
persisted. Such is the case that in the virtual participatory platform “Decide Madrid”
(“Madrid Decides”), launched by the “New City Council” this demand has been one of
the most voted-on issues. As a result, recently the District Councilor decided to ‘green’
the Lavapiés neighborhood (Madrid City Council, 2018c).
Moreover, both spaces serve very well as a meeting place for the neighbors, which also
means they are intensively used. In turn, both share the same problems: the abuses or
uncivil uses of the public over the space. In fact, the more people using the space, the
more these kinds of problems appear. In both initiatives, the core group complained that
users were leaving garbage, cigarette butts, or dog waste. In the case of Sputnik even
beer bottles and condoms have been found, and in the case of ¡Ésta es una Plaza! the
space even began to become one of several drug-selling points in the Lavapiés
neighborhood. Naturally, this situation has been very problematic for the collectives,
who have to focus considerable time and energy on this:
“Last year we had a problem… suddenly the space was full of people who were
only coming to smoke weed, even to sell it… (…) There were people who left
garbage. Of course, people that come often know that you have to take out your
trash, but people who come sporadically come here, smoke their joint, drink
their beer and even leave you the can… So that was very annoying, that was
making us very angry” (A-5, 2018, ¡Ésta es una plaza!, personal interview)
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“We have had the problem of litter, a little bit of vandalism… of the bored
macho teenagers (…) But yes that has created many problems and has tired
people a lot… (…) The dirt, the dog crap, that’s a classic… at some point we
were talking more about dog shit than other stories like how the space was
beautiful (…), how parents were playing with children… how we have created a
neighborhood park” (A-6, 2018, PVA Sputnik VK, personal interview)

However, the reaction of both collectives has been relatively different so far. The
reasons why could be manifold: the severity of the aforementioned problems (i.e.
litering versus drug sales), its time of evolution, the size of the core group, the
objectives of the collectives, and also their formal relation with the space (squatted
versus transferred - that is to say legally in charge of the space). For instance, the core
group of ¡Ésta es una Plaza! decided to restrict the uses and activities developed within
the space with even more strict rules than those governing the public space (for
example, a smoking ban). As a condition for its free access, the presence of one of the
members of the core group was also required to watch over the space. In contrast, the
collective that promoted Sputnik has limited itself to posting notices for users to respect
the space and has also decided to take off the urban furniture at night and sometimes
even reprimand groups of youngsters that litter the space. However, so far the collective
has not yet banned activities such as drinking or smoking and has remained open 24
hours. Nevertheless, in the last few months it has been possible to perceive an
increasing insistence on the idea of fencing the space.
The problems and responses to the non-civil uses of these spaces pose serious
challenges for this type of self-governed initiatives. For instance, a public space – in
opposition to a private space – is a space that has not been appropriated by an individual
or a particular group of people but instead is publicly owned. Secondly, a public space
can also be defined as an open space, that is to say, a space whose access is free,
meaning it is not restricted to any social class or group or to any type of condition such
as the payment of a fee. Thirdly, due to its oppenness, the space is able to attract and
promote encounters and interactions between different groups of people.
In the case of community gardens or neighborhood parks, how would the decision to
limit the access to the space affect the possibilities of encounter between diverse groups
of people? In the case of ¡Ésta es una Plaza! would the rule of watching over the space
in order to prevent its informal appropriation by the drug dealers kill the essence of the
initiative or on the contrary, would it benefit it? In the case of Sputnik would the
decision of closing it to prevent people from littering it divide the neighbors instead of
fostering the development of community networks or the other way around? Or both?
What could be the solution?
Furthermore, this raises questions of the role of self-governed initiatives (autonomist
initiatives) in a neoliberal context. Public spaces are not only publicly owned but also
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public property and therefore, under the custody of public institutions that are supposed
to be in charge of their maintenance and safety. In this regard, are community gardens
maintained by the very hard work of the neighbors and their own resources actually
being functional to the system by covering the State’s shortcomings in a context where
neoliberal policies are imposing cutbacks over social expenses? For instance, as A-5
(2018, personal interview) mentions, the town hall has even used ¡Ésta es una Plaza! to
promote itself while in fact they do not support them in any way. According with A-5
(ibid.), their agreement for which the town hall –and currently the district–transfers
them the space includes the provision of services but so far (afer ten years) they haven’t
really done it. The collective even has to pay the water at a regular price.
However, the spaces are not only covering the needs of the neighborhood and
contributing to dignify territories but are also engaging people from the neighborhood in
participation processes related with the transformation of their space – oftentimes
people who have no prior experience in acivism. Besides, these spaces are used by other
self-governed initiatives to hold their assemblies or develop their activities and spread
their ideas. Moreover, they have also been a source of inspiration for other initiatives in
the city and beyond. For instance, according to A-6 (2018, personal interview), Sputnik
has inspired and supported the creation of another neighborhood park in Puente de
Vallecas (see Telemadrid, 2015). These spaces have also contributed to the discussion
of new legal figures for self-governed initiatives. For instance, according to A-5 (2018,
personal interview), ¡Ésta es una Plaza! was one of the pioneers in bringing up the
subject of urban commons.
Lastly, another question arises: Is there a chance that by focusing their energies on the
mainteinance and beautification of the space rather than on the construction of the social
tissue, these activities might inadveterntly be contributing to processes of
touristification, gentrification, and displacement in their respective neighborhoods?
These kind of questions have been raised by promoters of Sputnik in “ValleKas”:
“…Sputnik has obviously created a sort of image, it’s a nice thing for the
neighbours. It would be nice (…) to know to what extent we could be able to say
we have achieved abcertain idea of community or certain appreciation towards
the territory, the neighborhood… At the same time, however, it would be
interesting to know the dangers of this action regarding speculation. For
instance Lian’s mural… some friends from other collectives have (…) [said] we
have done wrong beause it will give rise to gentrification, to tourism… (…) And
it is true, (…) people from outside the neighborhood are getting interested in
this space but at the same time I think that we people need (…) to live in
beautiful spaces. (…) My reflection is: the problem is not so much the creation
of a beautiful space but how have you participated in making it beautiful. And
perhaps in this sense, there has been not so much participation in the mural.
(…) One person painted it and that was it. (…) And it is something we have to
think about: does it play in our favor or against us? (…) That’s a problem we
have to think about”. (A-6, 2018, personal interview)
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Figure 23: Mural in Sputnik “Vallekas is not for sale”
(Author’s photo)

5.4 Urban gardens: El Huerto de la Cornisa & EspinaKas
The two urban gardens analyzed in this thesis were created in different moments, in
different places of the city and by different collectives. These elements impacted the
initiatives and their relationship with the public administrations in charge of the spaces.
As mentioned previously, the Urban Garden La Cornisa was born in Centro district, in
La Latina, a very touristic part of the city as part of the projects developed in El Campo
de la Cebada (“The Barley Field”) - another bottom-up and self-governed initiative
promoted some months after the occupation of Sol Square and which was launched the
same morning of the 15th of May. The group that promoted it was composed of
neighbors of La Latina, most of them professionals who strived to contest the crisis and
the austerity measures by encouraging self-governence and participatory processes
developed through institutional channels. This group started to get organized in 2010
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and after several months accomplished a temporary transference of the space. Later, in
2014 the collective in charge of the urban garden asked the city council for another lot
in order to move out from “El Camp” and be able to continue developing the initiative
in the form of an urban garden. This was the first norm to regulate the transference of
public spaces to citizen collectives at the municipal scale and occurred before the local
elections took place, which provided the local municipality an opportunity to present
itself as a council open to the citizens’ demands.
In contrast with La Cornisa the urban garden EspinaKas was born after the Indignados
movement, launched by one of the commissions of the Puente de Vallecas 15-M
assembly in a moment where there was still a great atmosphere of mobilization and in a
place that is not only peripherical but which has a very strong social movement
tradition. In this context, the group was formed mostly by pioneers and former activists
of the district interested or specialized in agro-ecological topics who decided to squat a
public space of the district in order to develop an urban garden.
The different legal situations of the spaces where each urban garden is developed had
different meanings for them. On the one hand, in the case of La Cornisa the grant of a
municipal space forced them to constitute themselves as a civil association and buy an
insurance policy. However, the grant was only for the management of the space and not
for the provision of services, not even the water. At the same time, this grant meant their
allocation in a space chosen by the municipality.
In the case of EspinaKas their decision to squat a space was accompanied by their
informal connection to the water service. However, neither of those things were
followed by an eviction threat. In some way, their positionality played in their favor. In
contrast with La Cebada or La Cornisa, EspinaKas is not located in a central, busy or
well-connected area, or in a space of interest for private investors or the Commuity of
Madrid. In fact, EspinaKas is located in a space “close to a water connection” (A-8b,
2018, personal interview), in a not very busy area, in the corner of an avenue but
relatively far from metro stations, in a vacant lot where the Community of Madrid had
demolished a building whose tenants were creating social problems, without any
concrete plans to replace it with some other public amenity.
Besides their positionality other elements also played in their favor such as the nature of
the initiative and perhaps also the age of the participants. As can be drawn by the
regulation launched by the municipality in 2014, in contrast with other initiatives (such
as social centers) urban gardens are not typically perceived as threats for public
administrations. Therefore, while La Atalaya - which is just 1km away - has received
several eviction menaces, EspinaKas has never been intimidated.
Another interesting difference between La Cornisa and EspinaKas is their networks,
which can also be related with the time and place of their creation as well as other
features of the collectives. On the one hand, although La Cornisa has collaborated with
68

Escobar Hernández María Luisa
the neighborhood association to demand the district council for general improvements
in the park located next to them, their main networks and collective work have been
established with the “Madrid’s Urban Gardens Network” connected with other agroecological movements or organizations from Madrid (Martínez Madrid et al, 2013).
Through this network, the community gardens support each other by exchanging
information and material resources such as plants and seeds, or even by holding
working sessions in order to improve their infrastructure.
Regarding EspinaKas, the majority of its core group is part of the “ValleKas’” social
movement scene - a dense network of local collectives, organizations, associations,
platforms, parties and even parishes. Its most active members were pioneers in the
district and actively participated in the urban social movements by which Puente de
Vallecas was redeveloped in the 80s. Besides, they are part of the “Cofradía Marinera,”
the collective in charge of the technical organization of the most important festivity of
“ValleKas”, the “Batalla Naval” (“Sea Battle”). Likewise, some of them are close to the
“San Carlos Borrmeo” parish, also known as the “Red Church,” a parish identified with
the liberation theology that has been been disacknowledged by Madrid’s Archdioceses
since 2007. The Red Church has run a shelter and carried out social work with
vulnerable populations in the area ranging from drug-addicts and their families to
undocumented migrants from all religions; supported neighborhood struggles; and
hosted activities from local or metropolitan bottom-up inititatives (Larraneta & Galindo,
2007). Amongst those activities there is an agro-ecological consumer group in which
some members of EspinaKas participate.
In contrast with La Cornisa the networks of EspinaKas are more tacit than explicit and
will potentially activate to support each other in case of trouble. Currently, however,
they do not carry out joint projects. As A-8 (2018, personal interview) told me:
“Vallecas is a neighborhood (…) where all the associations, political and
social movements are very united, I mean, when we make forums, activities (…)
so we have a network that when we have to do something we go there and
support it, for instance now if we would be in danger of an eviction, possibly we
could have the neighborhood support… but when there is nothing going on,
well, each of us are sort of in our own space”.

An additional aspect of analysis is the relation between the urban gardens and the
broader neighborhood population that does not participate in any association. Due to the
nature of the initiative, this relation can be very particular. Naturally, the main activity
of both initiatives is the collective, self-governed and ecological gardening of
vegetables, trees or plants. In both cases, one of the main social effects of this activity
has been the creation or strengthening of networks between their participants – the
neighbors of the area – and its active participation in a community project engaged in
environmental care.
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However, at the same time, in both cases their openness to the rest of the neighborhood
as a space for encounter has found some restraints. During their launch, the driving
group of both initiatives invited the neighbors to participate by promoting the initiative
in assemblies, Parents’ Associations, and so on. In La Cornisa, this is currenty done by
posters outside the garden which indicate their working days for whomever wants to
join them. Furthermore, both of the gardens have invited school groups to visit and have
taught them gardening.
Nevertheless, in order to protect the crops both spaces remain closed most of the week
and are only opened when the group is working in the garden. That sometimes gives a
feeling of exclusion to the rest of the neighborhood. In fact, those who usually enjoy the
space are mostly the members of the collectives. In addition, the fact that gardening is a
very demanding activity requiring a lot of energy and human resources has hampered
the development of activities more open to the neighborhood. Thus, if in the begining
both gardens offered themselves as educational spaces, after some time the lack of
human and material resources forced them to quit those projects.
Regardless of the latter, the impacts of both initiatives over their neighborhoods are
manifold. To begin with, the environmental and urban impacts are evident. In the case
of EspinaKas, the urban garden meant the sanitization and transformation of a 2000m2
abandoned space into a beautiful green area with great biodiversity in the middle of a
densely urbanized area. In the case of La Cornisa it also meant the treatment of organic
disposals in the neighborhood. Additionally, their social impacts include the interaction
between neighbors of different ages and nationalities and their engagement in a
community project and in a broad range of issues, from environmental problems to food
soverignity and agricultural production to the relationship between humans and nature.
Finally, precisely because both gardens are not constantly adapted as spaces for
encounter of the broader neighborhood, they probably would not become subject to
financial speculation processes. On the contrary, the collectives are potential defenders
of the community against this kind of businesses as they are deeply rooted in these
areas. For instance, in the case of La Cornisa, the collective would certainly participate
in a new struggle against a possible dispossession of the park in which it is embedded, if
the church decided to reactivate its case in court.
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IV. Conclusions
This research was driven by the following question: What has been the role of the space
and its different spatialities - place, territory, networks, scale and positionality - in the
evolution of prefigurative initiatives that are currently being developed in the city of
Madrid? In order to answer this question I compared four types of initiatives: a squatted
social center, a self-governed social center, a community garden and an urban garden,
each of them located in two districts of Madrid with contrasting socio-spatial
characteristics: Centro and Puente de Vallecas.
In this respect, each of my hypotheses was based on the general assumption that the
space and the different spatialities were impacting the prefigurative initiatives. This
premise drew from the part of my theoretical framework that is connected to social
movements geography, a relatively new field of studies of human geography and which
considered that the “space plays a constituting role in social movement mobilization”
and that all spatialities “play distinctive yet interlocking roles in shaping the structures,
strategies, dynamics and power of social movements” (Nicholls et al. 2013, p. 8).
However my main findings and therefore, what from my perspective is my main
contribution to this field of study is the idea that far from just being impacted by the
space and its different spatialities, the researched collectives were also actively and
consciously using them in order to boost their actions. In other words, collectives were
not only operating within the limits established by this socio-spatial framework but
were also seizing the different possibilities offered by it. In this regard, in the following
pages I will elaborate on the main ways in which the researched colllectives have made
use of each of the spatialities in order to scale up their efforts.

Territory
As proposed in my hypothesis, the occupation of Sol Square in Madrid was essential for
the development of the 15-M and for the creation and consolidation of prefigurative
experiments. Through this occupation, people were able to discuss issues face-to-face,
organize, and give birth to different initiatives.
However, as discovered during this research, this was not the first time spaces were
occupied in order to establish prefigurative initiatives. Actually, before the 15-M
emerged, several collectives started to occupy spaces or demand form the government
some of the spaces that were abandoned after the 2008 financial crisis.
These empty spaces from which capital flew after the crises became activist territories:
spaces for the experimentation of new forms of governance and interaction and new
ways of contestation. After the decline of the 15-M, these spaces - and especially those
located in the Centro district - materially supported the occupation of Sol Square. For
instance, as learned through my fieldwork and press reports, collectives from La
Tabacalera were bringing supplies to the people camping in Sol.
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In addition, after the 15-M left Sol Square and spread to the neighborhoods, new spaces
were occupied for the development of new initiatives – in other words, new activist
territories were created both in the periphery and in the center. Among these, the most
potent activist territories are still the ones produced by social centers due to their
openness and the diversity of activities and initiatives that can be developed there.

Place
The research findings seem to have confirmed me hypothesis that the symbolic meaning
of space differs in the districts of Puente de Vallecas and Centro based on their place
characteristics. It should be noticed that a strong sense of place and attachment subsists
in most of the neighborhoods and districts of Madrid. However, this was more evident
in “ValleKas” than in the Center. Moreover, in the first one there is also a strong
contentious identity that played a crucial role in the creation of La Atalaya and
EspinaKas as well as their endurance. In contrast, in Center there has never been one
dominant identity, not to mention a contentious one. In fact, different urban processes
and different spatial characteristics have contributed to create a diversity of spatial
identities that are currently under treath due to touristification and gentrification
processes. Nevertheless, it is a fact that a contentious identity can still be perceived in
Lavapiés where a sort of cluster of initiatives has been created.
However, collectives not only benefit from a sense of place in “ValleKas” and Lavapiés
but are also constantly actualizing it. In Lavapiés, for example, the collectives of the
neighborhood have been promoting the “Popular festivals of Lavapiés” (“Fiestas
populares de Lavapiés”) which, among other things, vindicate the cultural diversity of
the inhabitants of neighborhood - especially of the most vulnerable to gentrification and
touristification processes.
In the case of “Vallekas”, since the 1980s different collectives have organized the “Sea
Battle” (“Batalla Naval”) in which the majority of the activists and general public of the
whole district take part. Also in Vallecas, some other collectives of the district such as
La Villana, “Spunitk,” and others created this year a new festivity near where they are
located with the intention of creating a new and contentious sense of place;
consolidating their presence in the neighborhood; and reinforcing their networks.
In sum, in both “Vallekas” and in Lavapiés this contentious sense of place has been
created and recreated through the joint activities – not only festivities but also
demonstrations – developed by webs of collectives that in turn are constantly
actualizing their networks through them.

Networks
In contrast to the notion that spatial networks are less important now than virtual
networks due to the impacts of globalization, my fieldwork confirmed my hypothesis
that for these collectives territorial networks are still fundamental not only for the
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organization of festivities but also for posing new demands and developing new projects
as well as for defending each other from evictions or other thype of threatens.
For instance, it was found that the collectives with stronger territorial networks were the
ones that were developing a more powerful work. This is the case for La Villana, whose
disadvantaged positionality was overcome by its place-based networks. Similar to the
sense of place, these networks need to be actualized through regular joint activities or
projects. Tacit networks - even though they can be helpful in critical moments - would
not bolster collectives’ activities.
Finally, it was shown that activists and collectives from all over the city are strongly
connected with each other. However, due to their positionalities, these metropolitan
networks are certainly stronger in Centro than in “ValleKas”. The main role of these
networks is to boost the work of the collectives beyond the neighborhood and the
district.

Positionality
It was hypothesized that in districts or areas that accommodate global companies or
main public institutions, the development of prefigurative initiatives might be very
complicated. This was shown to be true in so far as the centrality or proximity of
initiatives to the main seats of global capitals or public institutions can hinder their
development. Such is the case for La Tabacalera, which is currently under treath now
that Spain’s construction industry has revived and former plans to turn it – or at least
part of it – into a Museum have been reanimated.
However, in contrast to what I had expected, this centrality has not only represented a
menace to the initiatives but also an advantage. Such is the case of La Ingobernable,
whose proximity to main transport nodes has allowed them to become an activist hub
and a very potent activist territory. At the same time, this positionality has become an
obstacle for the creation of territorial networks, although this is compensated by its
proximity to Lavapiés district. The combination of a privileged positionality and an
ability to build multiple networks has boosted their work and contributed to their
growing influence over the decisions of the local government regarding the future of the
building.

Scale
It was hypothesized that the arrival of the “New Government” to the City Council might
be an opportunity for the development of new prefigurative initiatives and the
consolidation of the existent ones. In a certain way, the arrival of “New Governmet” in
the City Council did indeed mean the scaling-up of the 15-M. However, it was found
that this new administration is actually composed of a wide range of groups of different
political affiliations, some of them closer than others to social movements and the 15M. This has meant some possibilities and some limitations for the initiatives.
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To begin with, since part of the 15-M decided run for elections, the participation in the
initiatives declined considerably. In addition, some of the collectives lost their most
active leaders as they became officers in different areas of the Town Hall and this also
meant the weakening of the initiatives.
In addition, the arrival of the “New Government” to the City Council did not meant the
strengthening of the initiatives analyzed here. Even though the officers and groups that
are more connected to social movements support some collectives by donating them
part of their salary, some of the activists mentioned that now that the ‘brick economy’
has been reactivated in Spain, the more ‘institutional’ part of the New Government is
not fostering a different city model than the one proposed by the PP before the crisis. In
fact, ironically, most of the initiatives analyzed here were created – and even fostered
by the right-wing party before the new administration came into office and also before
the reactivation of the ‘brick economy.’
However, collectives have not remained passive or compliant with the New
Government even though some of their members are working in different levels of the
current administration. In fact, they have been very critical towards it and have tried to
seize the opportunities offered by this partial scaling-up to push some of their
vindications.
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Appendix A: Methods of analysis for each initiative
District

Centro
−

Squatted Social Center

−
−

−
−

−
−

Social/Cultural Center (not squatted)

−

−

−

−

−
−
−

Puente de Vallecas

La Ingobernable
Interview with one of its founders
and most active members
Participant observation in the
“Master in Urban Commons”
Participant observation at the
workshop “Without social centers
there won’t be democracy”
Participant observation in one of its
General Assemblies
Attendance to a guided tour as part
of the 4 Cities Masters course “Local
Welfare and Urban Governance”
Review of their webpage and social
media sites
Hemerographic research
La Tabacalera
Interview with one of its founders &
member of the Communications
team
Informal conversation with a
Mexican artist who was part of the
Artists collective
Observation the Cultural Center for
around 1:30hr, during an informal
conversation, which allowed me to
see the number and diversity of
people entering this space in a single
afternoon
Witnessed a call for an assembly that
did not take place at the end because
there was not a quorum
Informal talks with people using the
space
Review of the material published on
their webpage and social media sties
Hemerographic research

83

−
−
−

−
−

−

−
−

−
−

−

−
−

La Atalaya
Interview with one of its founding
members and active member
Informal talks with different
members and users of the space
Participant observation in their
event “Domingueo, you don’t hate
Sundays, you hate Capitalism”
Witness of the beginning of one of
its General Assemblies
Review of the material published
in their webpage and social media
sites
Hemerographic research

La Villana
Witnessed the monthly general
assembly
Interview with one of their
founders and the coordinator of
PAH-Vallekas
Witness of the 3 types of
Assemblies of the PAH-Vallekas
Participant observation of several
events organized in the Social
Center
Participant observation of two
events organized jointly with other
collectives of the district: “Mrs.
Charl’s festival” (“Doña Karloto”)
and the “Orgullo Vallekano”
(“Pride Vallekano”)
Informal conversations with
several members of the space.
Review of the material published
in their webpage and social
networks.
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−

Community garden

−

−
−
−

¡Ésta es una Plaza!
Interview with one of its oldest
participants
Participation in the cleaning workday
of the space and then the potluck
party after it
Informal talks with people who took
part in that event and in the initiative
Review of the material published on
their webpage and social media sites
Hemerographic research

−
−
−
−

−

−
−

Urban garden

−
−

−
−

−

Urban Garden La Cornisa
Informal chat with people
participating in the urban garden
Interviews with two of their
participants: the founder of the
preceding urban garden and current
participant; and a new participant
Witness of one of their picnics
Revision of materials produced by
them (internal documents, films,
website, etc.)
Hemerographic research

−

−
−
−

PVA Sputnik VK
Interview with one of its founders
and active participant.
Participant observation at one of
their asssemblies.
Participation in one of their
cleaning and renovation workdays
Participant observation of two
events organized jointly with other
collectives of the district: “Mrs.
Charl’s festival” (“Doña Karloto”)
Participant observation in its
Whatsapp groups to coordinate the
activities and maintenance of the
space
Review of their webpage and
social media sites
Hemerographic research
EspinaKas
Interview with three of their
members: two of them founders of
the initiatives and the other a
relatively new member
Informal conversation with their
members
Participation in two workdays of
the orchards
Participant observation in their
Whatsapp coordination group

*Note: In addition to these I participated in and observed events such as the Batalla
Naval (“Sea Battle”) in Puente de Vallecas and the “Municipalism, self-government and
counter-power” encounter that took place in Madrid in different locations from 22 to 24
June, 2018; visited and spoke with participants of two other initiatives in Puente de
Vallecas (another urban garden and a crafts and arts space that was yet to be open to the
public); and participated in and observed activities organized by two other initiatives in
Center: La Eskalera Karakola and the Solar Maravillas.
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Appendix B: Interview Guide
Guía para Entrevista Semi-estructurada

Información General
Nombre:
______________________________________________________________________
Edad:
______________________________________________________________________
Actividad dentro de la organización:
______________________________________________________________________
Tiempo de participar en la organización:
______________________________________________________________________
Información General sobre la Iniciativa
1. ¿Me podrías contar un poco sobre (Nombre de la Iniciativa)?
a. cuándo surgió
b. cómo surgió
c. por qué surgió
d. cómo se organizan
e. cuáles son sus objetivos
f. cuál es su filosofía
g. de dónde obtienen los recursos para desarrollar sus proyectos
h. qué proyectos están desarrollando
i. cuándo surgieron? (recomenzar)
Territorio
2. ¿Este espacio (donde desarrollan la iniciativa) es público, privado, ocupado, otro?
3. Me podrías contar un poco sobre cuál fue el proceso que siguieron para
conseguir/ocupar el espacio?
4. ¿Quién puede acceder y usar este espacio?
5. ¿Por qué fue importante para ustedes contar con un espacio fijo?
6. ¿Cuál sería para ustedes la diferencia entre desarrollar sus actividades en un espacio
ocupado/cedido/público o privado?
Lugar
7. ¿Por qué eligieron este lugar para desarrollar la iniciativa?
8. ¿Dónde conociste a las personas que diseñaron la iniciativa?
9. ¿Cuál es la relación que tienen con el barrio?
10. ¿Cuál es el rol que tiene la gente del barrio en los proyectos?
11. ¿Cómo invitan a la gente del barrio o del distrito a participar?
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Posición
12. ¿Cómo crees que ha influido las características del barrio donde desarrollan sus
proyectos en su éxito o fracaso?
Redes
13. ¿Cómo se conectan con otras organizaciones o colectivos?
14. ¿Tienen proyectos conjuntos con otros colectivos?
15. ¿Tienen vínculos con colectivos fuera del distrito? ¿quiénes?
Escala
16. ¿Cuál es la relación del colectivo con la junta municipal de distrito? ¿y con el
ayuntamiento? (Amenazas de desalojo, negociación, intervención, colaboración,
etc.)
17. ¿Ha cambiado esta relación después de que entró en funciones el nuevo gobierno de
Manuela Carmena y los nuevos concejales?
18. ¿Cuál ha sido el rol de las instituciones distritales o municipales en el desarrollo de
sus proyectos? ¿Los han apoyado de alguna forma o por el contrario les han puesto
obstáculos?
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Semi-structured Interview Guide

General Information
Name:
______________________________________________________________________
Age:
______________________________________________________________________
Activity within the organization:
______________________________________________________________________
How long have you been involved in the collective?
______________________________________________________________________
General Information about the Initiative
1. Talk me about (Name of the Initiative)?
a. when was it created?
b. how was it created?
c. why was it created?
d. how are you organized?
e. what are your goals?
f. what is your philosophy?
g. where do you get the resources to develop your projects?
h. what projects are you carrying out?
i. when were they created? (restart)
Territory
2. The space you are using is: public, private, squatted, other?
3. Could you talk me about the process you followed to get/squatt the space?
4. Who has access or can use this space?
5. Why was it important to you to have a fixed space?
6. What would be the difference for you between developing your activities in a
squatted/granted/public or private space?
Place
7. Why did you choose this place to build the initiative?
8. Where did you meet the people who created the initiative?
9. What is the relation of the initiative with the neighborhood?
10. What is the role of the neighborhood in the initiative or the projects you develop?
11. How do you invite people from the neighborhood or the district to participate?
Positionality
12. How do you think the characteristics of the neighborhood or district have influenced
the success/failure of the initiative?
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Networks
13. How do you network with other organizations or collectives?
14. Do you have joint projects with other collectives?
15. Do you have networks with collectives outside the district? With whom?
Scale
16. What is the relation of the collective with the District Council? And with the City
Council? (Eviction threads, negotiation, intervention, collaboration, etc.)
17. Has this relationship changed after the “New Government” came into office?
18. What has been the role of the district or municipal institutions in the development of
the initiative and its projects? Have they provide you any kind of support or on the
contrary, have they put you any obstacles?
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Appendix C: List of interviews
#

Code

Interviewee

1

A-1

Activist from
La Ingobernable

2

A-2

Activist from
La Atalaya

3

A-3

Activist from
La Tabacalera

4
5
6

7

8

Activist from
La Villana
Activist from
A-4b
PAH-Vallekas
Activist from
A-5 ¡Ésta es una
Plaza!
Activist from
A-6 PVA Sputnik
ValleKas
A-4

A-7

Activist La
Cornisa

9

A-7b

Activist La
Cornisa

10

A-8

Activist from
EspinaKas

Activist from
EspinaKas
Activist from
12 A-8c
EspinaKas
11 A-8b

Description
Founder and one of the most active
members of the Social Center.
Former participant of La Villana
and participant of the Red de
Espacios Ciudadanos (“Network of
Citizen Spaces”).
Founder and active member of the
Social Center. Not member of the
Castilian Left.
Founder and member of the
Communication collective of the
Social Center
Founder of the social center Seco,
one of the first squatters of Madrid.
Coordinator of the PAH-Vallekas.

Date

Lenght

June,
2018

1:30

June,
2018

2:05

June,
2018

0:47

June,
2018
June,
2018

1:39
0:25

Activist, one of the first participants
of the space.

June,
2018

1:27

Activist, founder of the Sputnik and
full-time activist of La Villana.

June,
2018

1:06

Founder of the urban garden in El
Campo de La Cebada and very
active participant of La Cornisa
New participant of the urban
garden.
Founder of the urban garden and
pioneer of Puente de Vallecas,
member of the Cofradía Marinera
(“Seafaring guild”)
Founder of the urban garden and
pioneer of Puente de Vallecas
Participant in the urban garden
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June,
2018

0:56

June,
2018
June,
2018
June,
2018
June,
2018

1:31
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Appendix D: Characterization of Centro and Puente de
Vallecas districts
1. Centro
Centro is the first of the 21 administrative districts of Madrid. It is the oldest part of the
city and it contains the majority of its historical buildings and monuments such as the
Royal Palace, the Almudena Cathedral, the Plaza Mayor, the Royal Theatre and the
Cibeles Fountain. It also houses Puerta del Sol Square, where we can find the so-called
Kilometer Zero, the symbolic center of Spain. Moreover, it is the seat of the Congress of
Deputies, the Government of the Community of Madrid and the Spanish Bank. It also
hosts the Spanish Stock Exchange and some of the main shopping areas where
international brands offer their products. Additionally, here is one of the main nightlife
streets of the city: Gran Vía, also called “Madrid’s Broadway.” Finally, it is also the
district with the greatest amount of museums in the city: the Prado’s National Musem,
the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, the Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, the
Caixa Forum, the Royal Academy of Fine Arts of San Fernando and the Tabacalera
Museum.
As shown in Figure 24, Centro is divided into six quarters: Palacio, Embajadores,
Cortés, Justicia, Universidad, and Sol. However, people from Madrid also recognize
historical neighborhoods that overlap the official quarters, such as: Lavapiés (located in
the Embajadores district), La Latina (in Palacio) and Barrio de las Letras (in Cortés)
(See Figure 24).
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Figure 24: Map of the Centro District of Madrid
(Image source: https://www.madrid.es)

The initiatives of Centro that I analyzed are located in the latter neighborhoods. Among
them, the neighborhood of La Latina is the oldest part of the city and the area that
contains the majority of the historical buildings, while Barrio de las Letras and Lavapiés
house some of the museums mentioned above and some other cultural and educational
centres created since the beginning of the century such as La Casa Encendida, the
library of the National University of Distance Learning Education. In fact, according to
Sequera (2013), nowadays Lavapiés is the neighborhood of Madrid with the greatest
density of cultural institutions (public and private) in all Spain (qtd. in Rodríguez, 2015,
p. 179).
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However, Lavapiés deserves a special mention. To begin with, despite its centrality,
Embajadores (where Lavapiés is located) is one of the most vulnerable quarters of the
city according to the index of vulnerability elaborated by the City Council of Madrid.17
In fact, from the 1970s until the beginning of the 21st century, Lavapiés was a
neighborhood severely abandoned by public administrations, as reflected in the poor
maintenance of its streets and buildings and overall level of degradation (Rodríguez,
2015, p. 36).
Due to its centrality and its large amount of housing with relatively cheap rents, during
the 1980s young Spanish students started to settle in Lavapiés. Later on, since late
1990s and the beginning of the new century it also started to attract a large number of
migrants from all over the world, the majority of them undocumented and most of them
coming from South Asia and Latin America (Rodríguez, 2015; Madrid City Council,
2018b). Through the years, many of these foreigners have created ethinc business
enclaves consisting of small shops and restaurants. In addition, at the beginning of the
century, middle class Spanish professionals started to settle in the neighborhood,
attracted by its cultural diversity and urban renovations.
Lavapiés is also a contentious neighborhood. It not only opposed the pro-Franco regime
during the war and hosted neighborhood struggles in the 1980s but it was also where the
first squatting experiment of Madrid took place in 1982. To date, it is also one of the
districts with the largest density of collectives and the largest numbers of squatted
spaces. For this reason it has been considered a social laboratory of new forms of life
and mobilization (Rodríguez, 2015). As its alternative vibe have been commoditized in
recent years (Mendoza, 2017), Lavapiés has also been one of the neighborhoods in the
Centro most impacted by touristification and gentrification pressures in recent years –
particularly as a result of the proliferation of touristic accomodations like Airbnbs
throughout the neighborhood and the rest of Madrid. According to the activists grouped
in the platform “Lavapiés ¿Dónde vas?” in 2017 at least eighteen buildings of this
neighborhood were entirely (or mostly) turned into touristic accommodations.
Meanwhile, the Centro district as a whole concentrates around 50% - 54% of this type
of lodging, with the quarters of Embajadores and Universidad concentrating half of the
Centro’s touristic apartments (Caballero & Garijo, 2017). Naturally, this process is
affecting the population living in places like Lavapiés. Since touristic accommodation is
usually the same that was formerly offered for rent, residential units have decreased in
number while the rents have gone up (Caballero, 2017). This situation has displaced
some of the residents and put others at risk of being displaced. In this regard, the most
vulnerable inhabitants are those living in rented housing in poor conditions, as these are
the most profitable when turned into touristic apartments.

17

This index is calculated out from 5 indicators: population, socio-economic status, relation with the
economical activity, cadastral value and asistencial needs (Fondo de Reequilibrio Territorial, 2017).
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2. Puente de Vallecas
Puente de Vallecas is a district located in the south east of Madrid outside of the M-30
beltway, the highway that contains the central districts (“central almond”) of the city. It
is divided into six wards: Entrevías, San Diego Palomeras Bajas, Palomeras Sureste,
Portazgo, and Numancia (see Figure 25).
Figure 25: Map of Puente de Vallecas
(Image source: https://www.madrid.es)

Puente de Vallecas is the most vulnerable district in the whole city (Fondo de
Reequilibrio Territorial, 2017) and has the highest absolute unemployment rate in
Madrid (11.3%) and the lowest percentage of college graduates. In addition, it has an
important share of foreigners (23.8%), most of them coming from Latin America
(Madrid City Council, 2017; ibid, 2018a).
At the same time, “ValleKas” – as its inhabitants usually call it – is a district with a very
strong neighborhood identity, which is mainly a left-wing political identity product of
their history of neighborhood struggles. This history starts in the 1950s in the post-war
period when a great number of immigrants coming from the rural areas of Castilla,
Andalucía and Extremadura started to settle in agricultural lands located in what
nowadays are the quarters of Entrevías, Palomeras and the Tío Pío Ridge (Lorenzini,
2007; Cofradia Marinera de Vallekas, 2018).
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In these informal neighborhoods a dense social network was developed very early on as
people from the same region settled next to each other. Moroever, a strong organization
and sense of attachment were developed as they collectively urbanized the area. At the
same time, several clandestine political associations were created during Franco’s
dictatorship, and parishes from the liberation theology started to establish in the area.
Therefore, when the City Council sought to redevelop the area and evict the people
living there, they encountered the determined resistance from its inhabitants who –
supported by the parishes – demanded the installation of basic urban services.
Therefore, in 1968 the first neighborhood association “Palomeras Bajas” was created in
the quarter. Eventually, these contestations – distinguished from the start by their leftist
character – evolved into a strong neighborhood movement that, according to Castells
(1983, qtd. in Lorenzini, 2007, p. 163) was the most important urban movement after
the war. In this context, after Franco’s death the neighborhood was redeveloped and
during the 1980s a large urban project was built and more than three thousand families
were reallocated in the Palomeras and Entrevías quarters.
The rebellious character of ‘ValleKas’ was not limited to Palomeras and Entrevias but
also to the area that is now the quarter of Numancia and Portazgo. During the Transition
to Democracy in Spain, several small parties and associations started to proliferate
there. In this context, in 1982 the most important festivity of Puente de Vallecas “La
Batalla Naval” (“The Sea Battle”) was invented. The creators of this party were an
ecological and libertarian bookstore located on the main boulevard of Puente de
Vallecas who, after a spontaneous water battle that took place the year before at the end
of the district festivities, decided to repeat the experience in the frame of a festival that
would inaugurate a Seaport in the district (a utopian demand that was popping up since
years ago) and declare the independence of the “Republic of Vallecas” and its neutrality
against NATO (Lorenzini, 2007). Today, “The Sea Battle” remains the main event
organized by the collectives in order to reinforce the district’s identity and rebellious
character.
The purpose of this carnival was to reinforce the neighborhood identity and its
cohesion. Henceforth, along with the festivity it was reactivated the myth of the
foundation of “ValleKas” attributed to a Moor named Kas and was launched under the
slogan “Valle del Kas” the neighborhood icon “VK” and the slogan “Vallecas nuestro”
(Lorenzini, 2007, p. 151). The carnival was later organized by different collectives of
the district and since 2000 by the “Cofradía Marinera” (“Seafaring Guild”).
Over the years, this character has persisted through the permanent activities of its
neighborhood associations, parishes and collectives. Moreover, after the 15-M moved to
the neighborhoods in 2011, new collectives were created and added to this social
movements’ fabric, giving way to new initiatives and strengthening its leftist idenity.
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Appendix E: Los Madriles map of activist initiatives in
Madrid
(Source: https://losmadriles.org)
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Appendix F: Summary of comparisons of the initiatives
Summary of Comparison La Ingobernable & La Atalaya
Initiative

La Ingobernable
−

Context of
Emergence
−
−

Creators
−

−

Objectives
−

Type of space

Positionality

−
−
−
−
−

−

La Atalaya

Created after the arrival of the
“New Government” to the City
Council
Born in 2017
Former participants of the Patio
Maravillas (former squatted
social center in Malasaña,
Centro)
Participants of the “Network of
Citizen Spaces” and Platform
“Madrid is not for Sale”
Promote the creation of Urban
Commons in Madrid and
specially of a legal figure to
support it
Defense of the “Right to the
City”
Squatted
3000mz
Heart of Madrid
Area with excellent transport
connection
In the “Paseo del Arte” axis
formed by the main museums of
Madrid
Close to Lavapiés neighborhood

−
−

Created after the 15-M
Born in 2014

−

Young people from different
collectives of Puente de Vallecas
district
Young people from Yesca, a
Castilian independentist
organization

−

−

Create a space for the youth of
the district and the “Castilian
region”

−
−

Squatted
About 2500m2

−
−

Outside of the M-30 beltway
500m away from the Assembly
of the Community of Madrid but
in a separate area.
Distant from busy pedestrian
roads.

−
−

Place

−

Weak sense of place in Barrio de
las Letras due to touristification

−
−

Eviction threads
Space under the competency of
the City Council after the
cancelation of the concession to
a private foundation.

−

Metropolitan node of different
collectives

Scale

Networks

Territory

−

Territory of activists from all
over the city
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−
−

−
−
−

Strong sense of place in
“ValleKas” that plays in favor of
the creation and maintenance of
the initiative
Eviction threads
Space is Property of the Housing
Institute of Madrid Community
(Instituto de la Vivienda de la
Comunidad de Madrid, IVIMA)
With Castilian pro-independence
organizations
With other collectives of the
district and the South of Madrid
Territory of young activists from
‘ValleKas’ and the Castilian proindependence movement
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Summary of Comparison La Tabacalera & La Villana
Initiative
Context of
Emergence

La Tabacalera
−
−

Created after the international
and Spanish financial crises
Born in 2009

−

Artist collectives of Lavapiés
linked with social centers of the
neighborhood

−

Create a space for culture
understood as something broader
than artistic production but also
related to social action and
critical thinking.
Transferred space by the
Ministery of Culture
9000m2
In Lavapiés neighborhood
Next to important avenues
(Embajadores and Ronda de
Valencia) and transport node
Embajadores
Located in an area planned to
extend the Paseo del Arte axis
Different relation with the
neighborhood throughout the
years. Very active in the
beginning
Space transferred by the
Ministry of Culture (first with
the Socialist party and
afterwards with the Popular
party)
Other self-governed collectives
from the neighborhood, the city,
the country and other parts of
Europe

Creators

Objectives
−

Type of space
−
−
−

Positionality
−

−

Place
−

Scale
−

Networks

Territory

La Villana

−
−

Artist’s and activist’s territory.
Press called it the “headquarter
of the 15-M” during the peak of
the movement
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−
−

Created after the 15-M
Born in 2013

−

People coming from autonomist
movements.
People that had participated in
the Observatorio Metropolitano
de Madrid and later on in
Ganemos, the municipalist trend
of the “New Government” of
Madrid.

−

−

To become a leverage and
platform for social movements.

−
−

Rented space
200-300m2

−

Located in a relatively remote
street of Nueva Numancia
neighborhood
But relatively close to the main
Avenue of the districts and 2
Metro stations.

−

−

Have started to created a new
sense of place in the
neighborhood by inventing a
new festivity

−

Rejected to participate in a new
negotiation with the former City
Council to get a municipal space
and decided to rent a space.

−

Strong territorial networks with
different collectives from the
neighborhood

−

Has expanded its activities –and
therefore its territory– beyond its
300m2 building to: Tío Pío Park,
buildings squatted by PAH and
Sputnik park (although the
initiative has currently its own
life)
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Summary of Comparison ¡Ésta es una Plaza! & PVA Sputnik VK
Initiative
Context of
Emergence

¡Ésta es una Plaza!
−
−
−

Creators

−

Objectives
−
−
−

Type of space

Positionality

−
−

−
−

Created after the international
and Spanish financial crises
Born in 2008
Inhabitants of Lavapiés, most of
them professionals in the field of
environmental sciences and
biology.
Create a space of encounter for
the neighbors in order to strength
their bonds.
Non-profit cultural space
Ecological space
Transferred by the municipality
and then by the district
Walled
2000m2

PVA Sputnik VK
−

−
−

Activists of La Villana, squatters
and neighbors

−

−

Create a space of encounter for
the neighbors in order to strength
their bonds and sense of identity.
Discuss the urban problems of
the district trough reflecting
upon the abandon of spaces in
the area.
Dignify the neighborhood

−
−
−

Squatted
Not fenced
225m2

−

Located in a relatively remote
street of Nueva Numancia
neighborhood but relatively
close to the main Avenue of the
districts and 2 Metro stations.
Close to La Villana
Have started to strength
neighborhood ties and
attachment to the space

−

Lavapiés neighborhood
300m away from Atocha station
−

Place

Scale

−

Take part in the Popular
Festivities of Lavapiés

−

In the beginning the City
Council tried wiped out the
initiative with a bulldozer.
Later on City Council transferred
the space although they do not
provide them the basic services
Territorial networks with other
collectives of the district.
Strong thematic networks with
collectives working in the field
of culture and ecology
Neighbors, artists and ecologists
territory

−

−

Networks

Territory

−

−
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Created after the arrival of the
“New Government” to the City
Council
Born in 2016

−

−

Private space that was planned to
be developed but was abandoned
after the crises.

−

Strong territorial networks with
different collectives from the
neighborhood

−

Neighbors of all ages and
activist’s territory

Escobar Hernández María Luisa

Summary of Comparison El Huerto de la Cornisa & EspinaKas
Initiative
Context of
Emergence
Creators

El Huerto de la Cornisa
−
−

Created after the international
and Spanish financial crises
Precedents in 2011

−

Neighbors of “La Latina”

−

Communitarian and ecological
gardening
Space for agro-ecological
activism
In the beginning planned to be a
space for environmental
education

−

Objectives
−

Type of space
Positionality

−
−
−
−
−

Place
−

Scale

−

−

Networks
−

Territory

−

Transferred by the municipality
450m2
Touristic area of Madrid and
historical heritage
Space of interest for the Catholic
Church
Limited openness as a space for
encounter for the rest of the
neighborhood
Positive environmental and
urban impacts over the area
First the town hall and currently
the district

EspinaKas
−
−

Created after the 15-M
Born in 2012

−

Pioneers and activists of the
district interested or trained in
nature-related professions
Recover an abandoned space
Create a green area within the
neighborhood
Space for agro-ecological
activism
In the beginning was also
planned to be a space for
environmental education
Squatted
2,000m2

−
−
−
−

−
−
−
−

Closet o a water pipeline
Relatively far from metro
stations

−

Limited openness as a space for
encounter for the rest of the
neighborhood
Positive environmental and
urban impacts over the area

−
−

No eviction threatens

−

Its most active members are part
of the social movements tissue
of the district and participate in
some of its historical collectives
such as the “Seafaring guild”
and in another environmental
initiatives.
Territory of environmental
activists

With the Network of
Communitarian Urban Gardens
of Madrid
With neighborhood associations
Territory of environmental
activists
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