Observations by Gerardo Pisarello

March 2006
Dear Enrique and Sebastián:

The lines that follow reflect provisional impressions and I would not want them to have a negative impact on the Charter discussion process. 
Joe’s proposal produces a certain perplexity for me. I think that it is a personal, and of course legitimate, initiative. But as a whole I feel it offers few of the virtues anticipated from a revision of the Charter.  
In general, I feel that it moves too far away from the initial impulse of the movements involved in discussion of the Charter, adding questions that require discussion and not simplifying or clarifying others that remain opaque. Perhaps for questions of language or others, the proposal selectively reflects some of the opinions aired in Barcelona (those of Knut or Davinder, for example) and fails to reflect the richness of the discussion.

The selection of the title continues to seem unfortunate to me. With all the limits that may be desired, the expression “right to the city” has a political weight and an educational persuasion capacity that is lacked by other similar slogans. Abandoning it or diluting it with a more indeterminate demand such as the right to community would require posing a different process, with other timeframes and directed to other actors.
The rural movements have a clear demand: agrarian reform and the right to land. The urban movements that defend that struggle should support it, denounce the role of today’s cities in exploitation of the countryside and propose a different relation between the two. That is precisely the sense of urban reform and the right to the city: to transform the current excluding, violent and unsustainable cities into inclusive and participative spaces compatible with the development, not the ruin, of other rural and urban spaces.
This task is incumbent on all the movements for a different world, but especially on the urban movements, which are those of the people who live in the cities, preserve their memory, build the best of them, and often suffer the worst of them. Those movements demand a battle-cry that gives a more or less unified sense to their struggles or at least places them in common. In America, in Europe, and even in Asia, the right to the city is the slogan that best reflects an innumerable list of demands that are found in the local space and are linked to questions such as property occupations, real estate market encroachment, informal settlements, ghetto-ization, etc.
In any case, the right to the city is not a call for more capitalist urbanization or for fewer rural spaces. It is quite the opposite. It is the generalization of the right to the city, to an urban space in which living with dignity surely demands the quantitative decrease of many capitalist urban centers and a democratically determined transfer of social resources to many rural areas (in the end, the rural areas may also need drinking water services, medical care, and dignified and culturally adequate housing and facilities). 
The struggles for agrarian reform can not remain impassive or occur on the margin of the struggles for urban reform, or vice versa. They have much to teach and much to learn from each other. The fact that in addition to their common demands they also each have their own specific claims does not mean that they must be contradictory. 
The right to the countryside and the right to the city, in other words, can perfectly well be seen as rights each with their own emphases, but brothers. In reality, the right to the city is the right to the cities, and therefore it might be said, to more modest, more sustainable, and more “ruralized” cities. The right to the countryside, for its part, is also the right to a rural space with cultural, social and aesthetic opportunities, in other words, more “urbanized” and with possibilities of access to many of the resources that the capitalist mega-cities currently concentrate in a savage manner.
A Charter could certainly be elaborated for the joint right to the countryside and to the city, or for agrarian reform and for urban reform, or, as Joe suggests, for the right to the community or a place to live with dignity. But the sense of such a text would be distinct, and both the urban and the rural movements would surely be left unsatisfied. 
The issue would be, on the contrary, to pose a Charter for the Right to the City: a) specifically urban; b) but conscious of the current relation of exploitation between city and countryside, or between cities of the North and of the South; and c) the need to transform the city in an equalitarian, participative and sustainable sense. I do not think that Joe’s proposal achieves that balance, aside from a few interesting concrete points. 
The structure of the Charter is also a bit strange. In my opinion there is an excess of descriptive articles that to not enable or prohibit or obligate anything. Article 4 is a good example of this. Although the sections –repetitions aside- are interesting, it is a description of what occurs in cities that would correspond more to the Preamble than to the body of the text.
In our proposal, we suggested to maintain the rights consecrated in the initial version, while simplifying the wording. In contrast, it was proposed that the titles be modified in a sense that would confer content to the otherwise “neutral” expression of right to the city. Thus, for example, the rights of participation would be included in the section on “the right to a participative city;” social rights would be gathered under the title “the right to a socially inclusive city;” environmental rights under “the right to an ecologically sustainable city,” and so on.
Joe’s proposal is entirely different. Many rights disappear, not always with sufficient reason, and the titles used are not very attractive from a pedagogical perspective.
On the other hand, I feel it would be very useful to have an introduction of a series of overriding principles that allow a transversal interpretation of the different rights contained in the Charter. The sense of some of them might be discussed –such as the principle of the rule of law- as well as the introduction of many of them in an additional chapter on “visions and demands” (?).
The problem of the subjects (consignees) of the rights and of the obligated subjects also remains unresolved. Article 7, for example, refers to all inhabitants as entitled to all the rights, while article 6.2 –although it does not use rights language- maintains the notion of citizenship. It is not that it is wrong, but the point was to be as clear as possible on these questions.
The chapter on “commitments” seems reasonable to me, although in many cases I prefer the expressions used in the original version of the Charter, and in others, I find unjustified repetitions or inclusions. For example, why must only local governments improve the quality and quantity of social housing (article 10)?
In reality, my general perplexity has to do with the fact that the Latin American Charter had been criticized, among other reasons, for its confused, repetitive and unclear character. But I do not think that Joe’s proposal is immune from these same criticisms. 
It is an original text, yes, but to the extent that the previous text in many extremes is unrecognizable. This seems to me to be a problem that is not minor for the whole of the process. It is a text that also clarifies things, but at times it unnecessarily obscures them and introduces a type of descriptive language that either should go to the Preamble or should be modified in a sense similar to that of the previous Charter.
What to do now? The intention of these lines … is to avoid paralysis and to pose an alternative course of action. I feel it is indispensable to preserve the expression right to the city, arguing all that needs to be argued. Regarding the final structure, perhaps it would be possible to again review the last version of the Charter alongside that discussed in Barcelona and alongside Joe’s proposal, which certainly has more than a few interesting points. …
Gerardo
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