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Social Production of Habitat:

Marginal option or reality-transforming strategy?

Enrique Ortiz

Several years ago, after the fall of the Berlin wall, in a meeting called by the World Bank in Washington to discuss social policies with Latin American civil organization representatives, we were informed in no uncertain terms of the new rules for playing development.

One of the Bank’s Vice Presidents, in his inaugural speech, addressed us in fulminating terms to inform us — according to the synthesis I built as I heard his words — that there are two bowls of soup, that one of them is gone, and the remaining soup would be eaten according to their recipe, or there would be none.  

As the solemn international functionary reached this categorical conclusion, I also pondered my response, based on the vast wealth of Latin American social experience — represented in this meeting by numerous colleagues with long histories in the field — which allowed us to affirm the falsehood of said conclusion, that peoples’ ways are immensely diverse and a world can be built in which we all have a place, based on that wealth. I was struck by the fact that the soup being offered, in addition to being tasteless and boring, being the only option, would surely sicken us, leaving us no doubt at the mercy of their only medicine: structural adjustment and belt-tightening.  

All of this moved me to react immediately, but I was unable to request my turn to speak. Mr. Bank Vice President had spoken, establishing the only and immutable truth, which would from that moment on rule our debates and surely our lives. He had finished his speech, and he marched, haughty and satisfied, without listening to anyone in return. 

In this same authoritarian way and with complete disregard for the people, the triumphant model — that of infinite accumulation, the one-way-of-thought, fierce competition, unrestricted free trade, financial and productive globalization, city-corporations, and habitat-merchandise — is imposed. The supposed end of history, and the announced death of ideologies.

Today we suffer new more abstract forms of domination, further removed from our control, which expropriate the popular assets and knowledge and snatch away or cancel the autonomous productive capacity of large social sectors. The logic itself of the triumphant system drives it to grow at the cost of the degradation of nature and the exploitation, dispossession, and exclusion of large majorities. To avoid their rising up and their protests, collectives are disintegrated and problems and solutions are individualized. Nation-states are debilitated, and leading roles are assigned to the cities, forced to compete among themselves to gain the favors of the nationless investors, subsidizing them with the peoples’ money.

Reality is reduced in order to control it. The communications media help in the homogenization of cultures, minds, products, and even human beings, ignoring and crushing the continuously reduced autonomous cultural production and social management spaces. 

The other, the different, the minority, is ignored, persecuted and even exterminated. The invisible hand of the market does not work, as Thomas Friedman would say, without an invisible fist. Focused wars, violence, and repressive acts against the model’s opponents, proliferate; the fist becomes more visible every day, and its use more cynical.  

In the field of social policies, accelerated transition takes place from the welfare state to the facilitator, which abandons old responsibilities in favor of the free play of the market. In the habitat field, the concepts of need, solvent demand, and market supply of housing solutions substitute now-considered obsolete concepts of state provision of goods and services, with no consideration given to what may be cutting-edge inclusive proposals based on the inalienable right of everyone to a dignified and safe place in which to live and in fundamental principles such as free determination and co-responsible action of citizens.

The globalized-era state decentralizes itself, depositing its traditional responsibilities in one alone of the potential social actors: the private sector. Financial capital and the large corporations are privileged, and all support and recognition of social producers is cancelled, even while they remain the main builders of cities and housing in the majority of our countries, in part as a consequence of the same noted conditions.

Satisfaction of the human right to housing, whose definition, recognition, and defense have brought together vast efforts of diverse United Nations bodies and an innumerable list of civil organizations and organized populations throughout the world, is understood today limited to the massive production and sale of habitable (even when only marginally so) spaces. The abundance of houses for sale fits within this conception, providing satisfaction of this right, just as the abundance of foodstuffs and medicines on the shelves of supermarkets and pharmacies pretends to fulfill, from the supply side, the rights to food and health.

It does not matter that this profusion of inhabitable objects for sale is out of the reach of large social sectors, and that their conception ignores peoples’ ways of living, preferences, and dreams. The fact that these objects turn their backs on the cities in which they are located is of even less concern, destroying every urban concept of encounter and conviviality, and imposing their monotonous rows of repetitious constructions ad nauseam.

Nothing matters, as long as someone can buy the supplied products. While there is business, while the abstract statistics and macro-economic indicators grow, everything is fine with the model and for those who control it.

Partial and contradictory policies are designed, which on the one hand conceive housing as a strategic macro-economic factor, motor for economic development and important activator of financial capital, while on the other hand limiting its social impact on quality-of-life improvement and on construction of the family’s private patrimony. Policies which, on one side, prescribe the free market and promotion of the housing industry and private promoters to produce and offer for sale inhabitable objects to carefully selected credit subjects, and, on the other, focalize state intervention on sectors excluded from the model through compensatory programs which distribute crumbs to a sea of socially excluded, as paternalistic social assistance.

Property-centered and individualized policies are imposed which minimize and tend to cancel housing cooperativism and other organized popular housing production, management, and tenure forms.

They are policies centered on economic-financial interests which ignore and intend to cancel the macro-social and micro-economic potential of other conceptualizations which, like social production of habitat, focus on the human being, in his or her personal as well as collective dimensions.

The possibility is thus lost to conceive of housing production as generator not only of walls and roofs, but of aware, productive, and responsible citizens, and at the same time as a popular economy stimulating process. 

Social production of habitat, especially that supported by collective self-managed processes incorporating training, participative responsibility, organization, and active solidarity among the inhabitants, contributes to strengthen community practices, direct democratic exercise, participants’ self-esteem, and more vigorous social co-existence. The growth of organized inhabitants’ management capacity and their control over habitat production processes; the channeling of resources from savings, credit, and subsidies within the communities in which the actions unfold, and the subsequent strengthening of popular market circuits, contribute in turn to strengthen the economies of individual participants, the neighborhood community in which they are located, and the popular sectors as a whole. Placing the — collective and individual — human being at the center of their strategies, work methods, and actions, puts innovative processes in march with profound content and impact toward transformation of reality.

Centering housing policies and habitat planning, design, and production processes around people and not around money, holds the potential to produce housing and popular neighborhoods which are social products that recognize the diversity and the creative and living wealth of the communities, and that build upon (instead of over) the historic traits, life forms, aspirations, and dreams of the participant social groups.

On the contrary, imposition of housing policies which ignore cities and citizens, has generated enormous contradictions: massive production of merchandise-houses inaccessible to large population masses who are then forced to self-produce their neighborhoods and their homes with no support; growing social and urban segregation, citizens without cities and cities without citizens, and massive evictions of poor populations in favor of macro-investments justified in concepts of public utility, progress, and the city’s global competitive edge, supposedly to the benefit of its inhabitants. An in fact dual city is created, that of the excluded and poorly-housed who seek to integrate themselves, versus that of the city masters enclosed in well-serviced, controlled, and gated ghettos. 

These contradictions penetrate us, and with minimal critical sense we accept the formulations which express this duality: formal and informal city, normal and subnormal housing, global enclave and marginal neighborhood. 

Where does this leave the right of all to the city? The universal and inalienable human right to a place and to housing? How do we explain the mutation of human rights into merchandise? The subordination of social rights to the commercial rights of large corporations? The postponement of the rights of the majorities to satisfy the interests of a few?

The growing contradictions can not bring anything positive for human co-existence. The destruction of the social fabric generated by these situations has grave consequences for society as a whole: violence, insecurity, lack of governance, social polarization, privatization and subsequent suppression of public spaces, and the rejection of all initiatives which aim to resolve our neighborhoods’ problems, to the extreme of opposing all public-benefit works.

The city’s purpose as space for socialization and community co-habitation, as political theater, and as context for civilized human life, is thereby denied. Either the city is for everybody or it will be for nobody. This is a theme which unifies struggles, processes, thoughts, and projects in today’s Latin America.

The historic struggle of those of us participating in this collection of essays has focused, and continues to focus today more than ever, around support for initiatives which tend to strengthen the autonomy and free determination of the social sectors who consciously and responsibly assume the construction of the city and of citizenship, through concrete and often heroic efforts to produce and manage their habitat and to transform the polices and structures of power which impede and obstruct their efforts.

At this dawn of the XXI century, does this upstream struggle represent only a marginal option or survival tool destined for failure? Hopeless socialistic nostalgia in times of fierce individualism? Anachronic struggle to defend peoples’ lands and places, in times dominated by the imposition of the non-location, the space of flows through virtual networks, and society conceived as only communication?

Or, on the contrary, may this stubborn struggle to promote transforming processes driven from tangible places and by live people be considered part of a global strategic process exploring new routes in the search for another possible world, founded on respect for nature, life, and human beings?

Faced with the brutal enslavement imposed on us by transnationalized economic power and its local allies, themselves increasingly subordinated, obedient, and ambitious, the struggle to defend and broaden autonomous spaces of production, management, and cultural creation, is for many a ridiculous and marginal effort with no future. 

It is increasingly common to find cases of intellectuals and social and civil organizations who have abandoned these struggles to jump aboard the train of economic or political profitability: NGOs converted into private businesses or that have abandoned their community work to manage their political agendas or position their leaders as full-time state functionaries or “interlocutors;” social organizations, which call themselves revolutionaries, mutated into housing intermediaries or organizers of housing demand in support of private real estate interests; “organic” intellectuals now converted into experts or consultants selling their services to the highest bidder; social movements beheaded by the abandonment of their leaders in favor of political party or public sector positions.

But this does not in any way represent the only possible route. New strategies are explored, new processes are opened and multiplied, and new searches are embarked upon, especially by women and youth. Old organizations also move forward, deepening their experience and renewing their strategies and methods, maintaining themselves open and in continual search consistent with their social commitment and historic work, despite the obstacles and limitations imposed by current trends.

Recently, and in response to some of the recommendations of the World Assembly of Urban Inhabitants held in Mexico in October 2000, we undertook a survey to identify and document complex cases of social production and management of habitat in Latin America. With support from the networks of Habitat International Coalition — Latin America (HIC-LA) and the Latin American Popular Housing Secretariat (SELVIP), a sample of 45 cases from 13 countries was collected, representing a broad range of experiences focused on implementation of peoples’ rights to the city and to housing.

Most of the documented cases are tremendously vital experiences exploring and developing innovative paths, demonstrating the capacity of the social organizations to administer and drive complex processes. Their approaches vastly surpass the sectoral vision of the governments, the homogenizing reductionism imposed by the transnationalized markets, and the fragmented specialization of the experts.

The programs and projects registered integrate diverse components and processes, beyond the housing construction, training, and organizational strengthening which characterize social production of habitat. They include various of the following components and processes: income-generating  activities or others oriented to strengthen the popular economy; use of eco-techniques, environmental education and ecological project development; health, security and basic-goods supply support actions; attention to special-needs sectors (children, youth, elderly); gender equity promotion within the collective itself; cultural and sports activity promotion; active participation in public policy negotiation, and strengthening of democratic struggles or local empowerment.

From the micro level, these experiences build popular sovereignty and new culture centered in collective practices and strategies based on training, use of information, participative decision-making, socialization of responsibilities, and self-management of the inhabitants’ own knowledge, skills,  assets, and resources. Independently of which actor originated the experience, the most advanced cases center on the community and imply the interlinked and interdisciplinary work of technical support persons and professionals who assist the productive and self-managed processes.

These experiences, which represent only a sample of the work being developed by the organizations in which this book’s contributing authors collaborate, among many other habitat organizations, are also paralleled in experiences of organizations working in many other fields. Thanks to electronic media, contacts and solidarity ties among such organizations are growing, and encounters and joint actions are celebrated which contribute to interweave and link processes at different scales — local, national, regional and global — simultaneously and progressively, without following pre-established patterns or mechanical models.    

New organizational and action forms develop which unite wills and build synergies in the global defense of human rights, nature, and human habitat; cultural and biological diversity; the dignity and rights of the indigenous, laborers, the displaced, refugees, migrants, victims of war and man-made and natural disasters; the hungry, the ill, and the homeless.

Experiences, testimonies and reflections are exchanged on innovative processes in fields as diverse as organic agriculture, fair trade, barter, alternative medicine, transforming education, and self-managed popular habitat. Actions are linked against the exclusive globalization of the powerful, drug trafficking, the arms race, and social and environmental impacts of macro-development projects.

The other possible world is being built today on diverse fronts, in multiple places, and at every scale — a world that inspires the dreams, encounters, and debates integrated within the World Social Forum and other spaces which imagine and build, step by step, the other globalization, that which conceives our world as space and patrimony for all. That other world will certainly not emerge from the institutions, too closed within their own reductionist, separatist and fragmentary rationality, and bogged down in their bureaucratic routines and obstacles. The other world we refer to, on the contrary, bursts with vitality in innumerable, perhaps millions, of small experiences driven by communities, solidarity groups, and social networks which, throughout the planet, resist the enslavement of their autonomy and struggle for their dignity and survival, collectively interacting and learning to drive increasingly complex and integral processes and projects.

Opposed to the gray men, accumulators of time, power and money, new ways of living in community are developed which take us closer to building and inhabiting — to borrow the words of the Zapatistas — a world with room for all worlds.

Nevertheless, almost 40 years working in the margins of the system impede us from being naive. We know that our best experiences, many of them recognized and rewarded as “best practices,” are but singular flowers grown among rocks.

While our achievements and the new experiences inaugurated today on so many fronts inspire us to continue to move forward to invent and open new routes, we do so in the face of the enormous economic and political power concentrated in the large corporations that want it all, and which count on the support of their operators in the governments, international agencies, massive communications media, and armed forces.

What place does our current daily work have among these situations? To what point do we dedicate our meager strengths to confront the monster in his territory, the monster which in his long agony wipes out everything opposing his path? How long do we continue to plant seeds of the new in the most fertile and modest fields of the people who struggle for their dignity and survival? Is the upstream struggle to multiply, intensify, and link these experiences and processes, the work we must undertake at the dawn of a new civilizing era?

The answers to these questions will not be found in new “models” or in narrow utopias used to justify our steps. The only certainty we can count on is that this certainty does not exist. That both science and history show us that the universe and our world constitute a dynamic, undetermined, unpredictable, profound, and increasingly complex system, and that everything that happens at the smallest scale of matter and of social existence, impacts in some way on what happens at the planetary scale and in the confines of the universe.

These facts are precisely what affirm our hope and motivate us to continue forward, even if we must do so from the cracks opened by the great contradictions of our time and from the chaotic, random, and unpredictable reality in which the social processes which may transform this reality are developed.
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