
1 

“Down these mean streets a man must go.”
Raymond Chandler

The city and film
The connection between the city and cinema is as old 
—or as new—as film itself. Little wonder, then, that La 
sortie des ouvriers de l’usine, filmed on 19 March 1895 
by the Lumière brothers and regarded as the first cin-
ematographic work ever made, shows a group of work-
ers, most of them women, leaving a factory in Lyon at 
the end of the day. The importance of the process of in-
dustrialisation in some countries in the Western hemi-
sphere in determining the forms and characteristics of 
cities has already been stated by authors of major con-
temporary works, notable among them, for their ana-
lytical perspective, The Housing Question, by Friedrich 
Engels, and the volumes published by geographers like 
the Frenchman Élisée Reclus over the years.

Prior to this, attempts had already been made in re-
sponse to the advances and effects of triumphant indus-
trial capitalism to advocate more human urban designs 
linked to the countryside and nature. In addition, these 
normally went hand in hand with projects to found new 
societies, such as those put forward by the utopian social-
ists, among them Étienne Cabet and Robert Owen, who 
inspired approaches that were more realistic and, above 
all, more acceptable to the bourgeois powers-that-be, 
like Ebenezer Howard’s garden city. It was undoubt-
edly at this time that cities entered a new golden age. 
The need for a labour force to supply the ever increasing 
number of factories attracted and drew together a large 
part of the rural population, who suddenly saw their 
daily reality transformed. Film continued to play a role 
as a chronicler of social changes, as exemplified by The 
City, based on a treatment by Lewis Mumford, made in 
1939 for the New York World’s Fair.

However, following the intuitions of philosophers 
such as Michel Foucault and Henri Lefebvre, urban-
ism became subject to critical analysis, in other words, 
as a science intended to order the city and urban life so 
that it would serve the capitalist powers-that-be. Ev-
idence of this is provided by the power, influence and 
acceptance of the Rationalist movement in architec-
ture, the leading light of which was Le Corbusier. His 

functional approach, strongly influenced by the legacy 
of the Industrial Revolution, proposed a city divided on 
the basis of organicist principles into four parts: dwell-
ing, work, circulation and recreation. The vast urban 
developments on the outskirts of cities and the housing 
estates and projects that have sprung up across much of 
Europe and the United States since the 1950s are his 
progeny, those selfsame places that have been used and 
abused endlessly as sets par excellence for films that 
have entered the history of cinema, or not.

Later on, with the help of television, film was still 
there to tell us about what was happening to the people 
living in a utopian design of urban reality that isolated 
social spheres in an attempt to simplify for the benefit 
of capital. Those—in some instances—veritable night-
mares sought to show not only the arrangement of a so-
cial structure constructed in the image and likeness of 
the middle classes, but also to structure—meaning to 
control—certain social groups left behind in increasing-
ly unequal and segmented societies. The allegory of dif-
ference and the everyday evident in legendary television 
series such as The Addams Family and The Flintstones, or 
the profound existential ennui reflected in films like The 
Graduate, clearly highlights the contradictions of these 
new urban areas. 

The 1970s, with the emergence of the latest and still 
current version of capitalism, neoliberalism, was a key 
decade in cities. The rebalancing of the role of the state, 
the shift from the exercise of social control through the 
provision of collective goods and services to the estab-
lishment of a system based on individual responsibility 
and the punitive response, is revealed in the care and 
consideration for the urban space as a generator of cap-
ital gains. As a result, certain areas are utterly neglect-
ed while others, the most central neighbourhoods, are 
the subject of cleansing and hygienising. We are in the 
New York of Taxi Driver and Fort Apache, The Bronx 
and, more recently, in the banlieues of Paris shown in 
La Haine (Hate) or even on the outskirts of Madrid in 
Barrio (Neighbourhood).

Film and the city, like television and the city later 
on, images and the city, are phenomena that were born 
at the same time and which have fed on each other for 
decades. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the 
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relationship between film and the city cannot be fully 
understood without considering the relationship be-
tween the city and its constitutive elements, namely 
urbanism, architecture and, first and foremost at all 
times, the social conflict whose setting par excellence 
is none other than the street. But it is not a question 
of looking at the conflict which may—with difficulty—
develop in the ‘public spaces’ of the contemporary city, 
spaces that are deeply normativised and strategically 
stripped of any undesired presence or negative conno-
tation. Rather, it is a matter of understanding the street 
in its intrinsic and naturally conflictive, sordid, wretch-
ed, sinister and covetous essence, as it was portrayed 
to perfection in the novels of Raymond Chandler and 
transposed onto the big screen by Martin Scorsese in 
masterpieces such as Mean Streets.

With these premises as our starting point, and with 
the aim of understanding the way in which all of the 
elements that define the city are connected, we believe 
it is essential to critically reformulate the concepts of 
the ‘urban space’ and the ‘public space’, which are of-
ten—and erroneously—taken to be synonymous.  After 
viewing and then analysing a number of works in the 
vast archive of HAMACA, we have selected from 
among the most significant works those that have best 
succeeded in communicating in the audio-visual lan-
guage the close relationship that binds film and the city 
together. Thanks to these works, it will become possible 
to understand the extent to which both concepts—por-
trayed through their apparent similarities and above 
all their profound differences—are potentially key, not 
only to comprehending the type of urbanism character-
istic of the contemporary city in which we are all, inev-
itably, immersed, but also to restore to the mean streets 
the protagonism they deserve.

The city and the ‘urban space’
It was thanks to Henri Lefebvre’s contributions in the 
realm of theory, particularly between the late 1960s 
and early 70s, that the social sciences began to regard 
the space as a structure, or rather, as a structural frame-
work in which the (re)appropriation and (re)production 
of the space itself literally take place, brought about by 
the individuals who experience it physically and sen-
sorially. As a social phenomenon produced and repro-
duced by the daily practices of each person, the space 
needs to be understood as a social process constantly in 
progress and full of meanings and memories, numerous 
and immeasurable memories.

Along the same lines, Julio Cortázar offered a pre-
cise and literary definition of the space in A Manual for 
Manuel, in which he states “a bridge is a man crossing 
a bridge”. Over and above the physical characteristics, 
position or orientation of the volumes constructed in it, 
the space is what people made or make of it. It is the 
action of individuals and social groups that constitute 
it. Linked to this, as Carlos TMori tells us in Through, 
memory plays a key role since it shows us—reminds us 
of—actions or events in the past that are nothing other 
than projections of our present. A building lot, a patch 
of open ground and an abandoned house are pure social 

space, not for everyone, perhaps not now, but the mere 
recollection of its users, of the time they lived there, en-
dow it with a particular, different, unique meaning. So, 
to paraphrase Cortázar, a bridge is also the memory of 
that bridge.

Despite the determination of certain postmodern 
anthropologists—such as Marc Augé—to strip the 
space of its identity, of the relationships and history 
that characterise it, it continues to appear as a complex 
framework of ephemeral yet profoundly tangible social 
processes. Clear evidence of this is provided by works 
as seemingly abstract as V-2, by Eugeni Bonet, who 
follows the advice given by the commendable André 
Breton and seeks to evoke a past that is abstract but at 
the same time absolutely concrete. This Bonet does by 
resurrecting blurry, incomplete and evanescent images 
in a bid to communicate to the viewer that every space 
is, above all, a social space in the constant throes of be-
coming, just as every place is a place of memory. Thus, 
after the Euclidian space, we can perceive the human 
place; after the places of memory, the memory of plac-
es. While it is a fact that historically the powers-that-
be (writ large) have attempted to legitimise their acts 
by rewriting history and making it pivot around spatial 
signifiers, it is no less true that they have always been 
seen as incapable of controlling the collective and pop-
ular memory of those they dominate. Consequently, as 
V-2 shows us, these anti-memories will always remain 
latent, perhaps hidden, while there is someone that was 
involved in them and who shares them.

In other words, the space is something invariably 
dynamic that will always be above and beyond the stan-
dardisations of many technocrats, urban developers, 
architects and planners, the object of its own config-
uration and usage by the subjects that move in it. To 
describe this incessant dynamism, this constant move-
ment of individuals making their way uneasily through 
the streets and squares of the city, we urban anthropol-
ogists prefer to use the term ‘urban space’. But what we 
are referring to is, in fact, the space of the urban, the 
place where the urban manifests itself as an extreme 
succession of encounters and sharings of information 
within numerous contexts of mobility, in which the fig-
ure of the passer-by plays an essential role. In short, if 
the city is an object, the urban is pure life; if the city 
is substance and essence, the urban is spontaneity and 
connection.

Perhaps it is by following this selfsame principle 
that Raúl Bajo seeks to portray the city as a kind of es-
sence of social relations, without which every city ceas-
es to be or to stand. With good reason, the final and 
hair-raising seconds of his work The End of Words open 
and close forcefully with one of the most dramatic pas-
sages in Invisible Cities, in which Italo Calvino writes:

In Ersilia, to establish the relationships that sus-
tain the city’s life, the inhabitants stretch strings 
from  the corners of the houses, white or black or 
grey or black-and-white according to whether they 
mark a relationship of blood, of trade, authority, 
agency. When the strings become so numerous that 
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you can no longer pass among them, the inhabitants 
leave: the houses are dismantled; only the strings 
and their supports remain. From a mountainside, 
camping with their household goods, Ersilia’s ref-
ugees look at the labyrinth of taut strings and poles 
that rise in the plain. That is the city of Ersilia still, 
and they are nothing.

The city of Ersilia, invented and described by Calvino, 
constitutes an excellent metaphor for understanding 
the distinction that Lefebvre drew, in conceptual terms, 
between the lived space and the conceived space; a differ-
ence that will work constantly as a clear opposition be-
tween the space of users and the space of planners. Thus, 
if the lived space is configured by means of individuals’ 
practices and uses of the space in their everyday lives, 
then  the conceived space is, in contrast, the represen-
tation of that space linked to the production and power 
relationships established by the capitalist order, in other 
words, the commodity space. We can, therefore, presup-
pose that there exists in the city an intrinsic state of con-
flict between the urban and urbanism, a state of conflict 
that can be explained in spatial terms: on the one hand, 
the commodity space, conceived and mobilised as a val-
ue in order to obtain capital gains; and on the other, the 
lived space, the space of experience, produced through 
everyday practices, appropriations, memories, transits, 
uses and social relationships.

In the light of this perspective, it is not advisable 
to regard the city as a static, immovable object trapped 
in its material and architectural form. From this, it 
can be deduced that the urban space needs to be anal-
ysed and described as a process that is intrinsically dy-
namic and hence subject to all kinds of contradiction, 
rife with countless conflicts and full of power relations 
and ideologies. This is why, when we talk of the ‘urban 
space’, we are referring more properly to a space under-
stood not only as the sphere where social life takes place, 
but also as a space conceived in an all- encompassing 
manner, with its interfering facets that are also inter-
dependent on the space of production relations and 
architectural space. To understand this seemingly par-
adoxical two-fold nature, which characterises the ur-
ban space as a dimension of confrontation and conflict, 
it is necessary to analyse the rhetorical function played 
in the city by the currently fashionable notion of the 
‘public space’, demystifying it and stripping it of that 
idealised character usually attributed to it. 

The city and the ‘public space’
During the 18th century, the bourgeoisie began to 
acquire ever greater economic power, but their chief 
aspiration was also to achieve political power, the mo-
nopoly of the nobility, which is why it ended up op-
posing the absolute monarchy of the Ancien Régime. 
Consequently, for the newly-emerged Bildungsbürger-
tum, the public sphere came to be seen as that ambit 
where the ethical principles of citizenship could be put 
into practice, along with a long series of virtues that un-
derpinned its possibility, the so-called ‘egalitarian de-
mocracy’. Subsequently, intellectuals such as Reinhart 

Koselleck, Hannah Arendt and Jürgen Habermas took 
up the theorisings of Kantian political philosophy and 
approached them in a progressive manner, viewing 
the public space as a mere theoretical domain to which 
no particular spatialisation should be attributed. The 
legacy of this tradition of thinking, which elevated the 
public to a space of equality, has today been convert-
ed into its sublimated conceptualisation of the ‘quality 
public space’.

By this, we mean a depoliticised space freely lacking 
any hierarchical structuring, untouched by any type of 
practice of domination, and in which there is no expecta-
tion of conflict or consumption, let alone social control. 
An illusory space where only harmony and tranquillity 
reign and in which institutional discourses seek to make 
any—vacuous—ideal of democracy, civic values or citi-
zenship a reality. In short, saying ‘public space’ does not 
mean talking about practices and uses that shape the 
social space, the urban, but employing a sterile and yet 
largely standardised concept that owes its success to its 
usage by numerous politicians, architects and urbanists 
of international standing in recent decades. It is useful 
to bear in mind that much of the classic literature on the 
study of the city—from Kevin Lynch, Jane Jacobs and 
Amos Rapoport to Raymond Ledrut, William Whyte 
and John Lofland—makes virtually no reference to the 
concept of the public space as we understand it today. 
What’s more, in the few cases that it is mentioned, it is 
always employed as a synonym for squares, streets and 
pavements.

Erving Goffman, for example, uses the term to refer 
to a space physically traversed by the individuals who 
find themselves in it by chance, as he regards the public 
space as a space of and for the relationships pursued ‘in 
public’. Thus, in accordance with Goffman and para-
phrasing Pierre Bourdieu, the human groups who make 
their way through the public space could be considered 
structuring structures that will never be structured. As 
Raúl Arroyo shows us in I Pass Through Here Every Day, 
the plurality of the space crossed by urban passers-by 
and pedestrians is the result of an endless succession 
of déjà vus, sequences, repetitions and representations. 
These could, in turn, come to be learned and appre-
hended by other members of the group, but in the end 
they will never prosper, remaining a kind of perpetual 
liminal situation.

Henri Lefebvre, in contrast, uses the term ‘pub-
lic space’ on just one occasion, and that to affirm that 
the public as such does not exist but is organised, in the 
Gramscian manner, under the hegemony of the private. 
In this light, subverting an order that believes itself to 
be regular becomes a revolutionary action, and this was 
the thinking of the Situationists when they proposed 
actions such as those that appear in Public Case: Blue 
Zone and Public Case: Intruders. This latter work in par-
ticular represents a veritable social experiment through 
which Diana Larrea shows us the relative fragility of 
urban environments by suddenly interrupting the usual 
functioning of certain spaces in Madrid, some of them 
very significant, such as the flights of steps leading up 
to the Prado or the Reina Sofía. Despite their relative 
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originality, the images are deeply suggestive and alert 
us to the extreme vulnerability of our everyday lives, as 
well as that of the true constitution of the urban space: a 
spontaneity often forgotten and strongly subjugated by 
the oppressive yoke of the private.

In the city, this strategic separation between the 
public and the private generates domination relation-
ships that re-produce obedient subjectivities moulded 
to the prevailing order in themes such as ‘civic values’ 
and ‘urbanity’. Evidence of this is provided by the re-
cent institutional exploitation of the public space as 
a tool of social domination: by negating the political 
and economic connotation of this concept—elevated 
to a pure category and free of its conflictive nature—a 
series of urban policies of a classist nature are legiti-
mised, policies intended to perpetuate certain forms of 
conceiving, perceiving and thinking of the city. Forms 
of ‘city-making’ that end up being veritable practices 
and representations of the city in itself, in other words 
aimed at capturing the subjective experiences of the 
‘users’ (meaning clients) of the space in terms of political 
obedience and formalised commercial consumption.

A clear example of this process of ‘capturing’ is to 
be found in the work of Itziar Barrio, Return (Welcome 
to the New Paradise), in which we see a range of inter-
twining concerns and opinions on an eye-catching 
and colourful billboard that reads “WELCOME TO 
THE NEW PARADISE. YOU, A LONELY WILD 
CAT”. Installed on top of a building on the main avenue 
in Bed-Stuy, a ‘multicultural neighbourhood’ in Brook-
lyn (New York), the poster succeeds in drawing the at-
tention, but also kindling the discontent, of a number of 
local residents and passers-by. The extremely interesting 
interviews conducted by Barrio, judiciously contrasted 
with the view of the expert of the day, reveal the value 
and impact of subjective experiences of the place when it 
comes to reformulating the urban doctrines that tech-
nocrats seek to foist on us by means of city branding.

Portrayed by the media and political discourse as 
a ‘depressed, poor and dangerous’ neighbourhood—a 
perception that is to a certain extent confirmed by its 
residents themselves—Bed-Stuy is in fact representa-
tive of the very many neighbourhoods currently under 
threat due to severe processes of territorial devaluing 
and stigmatisation, discursive mechanisms that pre-
cede the ever more notorious and irreversible process of 
gentrification. Thus, despite the interviewees’ interpre-
tations—many of them mystical or metaphysical—of 
the new paradise promoted on the billboard, they not 
only display a certain perplexity at the idea of opening 
their doors and arms to future ‘neighbours’ with greater 
purchasing power, but also succeed in undermining it 
by highlighting a reality that they cannot escape, nor 
do they wish to do so.

In fact, the testimony they give is illustrative of the 
way that, in a deeply capitalist society, the class strug-
gle still represents an undeniable daily reality in spite 
of every attempt to hide it from view. Seen in this light, 
Return would thus prove to be a very valuable audio-vi-
sual work for documenting and describing the perverse 
functioning of the political rhetoric associated with the 

cult of the public space; that political rhetoric which 
hopes to ruin the experiences that constitutes the ur-
ban space by guaranteeing its conversion into a com-
modity space. However, as the ungovernable and uneasy 
streets of Bed-Stuy clearly show, the practice and the 
idealised representation of a harmonious, neutral and 
idyllic city free of social upset and agitation proves to 
be a mere fallacy.

The city and the urban
Nowadays, the supposed equality of relationships im-
plied by the sterilised concept of the ‘public space’ is being 
increasingly discredited by unprecedented property spec-
ulation, a process of gentrification that borders danger-
ously on the social utopia of the wealthier social classes 
and social control over every type of relational practice. 
To paraphrase Foucault, this is institutionalised control 
of personal subjectivity in the framework of a wider un-
scrupulous capitalist exploitation of life in general. This 
obdurate rhetoric, intended to reveal the supposed ben-
efits of the ‘public space’, is in reality an essential tool for 
implementing government action and the rationalising 
control of urban—not urbanistic—planning interven-
tions in the space. 

As seen in the case of Return, underlying this rhet-
oric are portrayals of hygiene and moralism apparently 
applied to the space but which, in fact, serve the func-
tion of delegitimising those individuals whose way of 
urban life is regarded, deliberately, as unproductive. 
To put it another way, action is taken in the space by 
altering the physical and symbolic experiences of its 
users—and not of its consumers—insofar as the spon-
taneity and unpredictability of their social relations 
cannot easily be adapted to increasingly restrictive, 
normativised, homogeneous and stratified contexts. 
Similarly, in the hands of certain urbanists, planners, 
architects and technocrats, these rhetorics are turned 
into a key discursive tool when capitalism intervenes 
and administers that which, being presented as ‘public 
space’, remains nothing other than simple land, in oth-
er words, real estate space, space for buying or selling.

The increasingly rapid urban development char-
acteristic of global urban policies in recent decades is 
closely linked to the rise of capitalism, as understood 
in neoliberal terms. Its violent operations to dispossess 
the public of the common good, aimed at perpetuating 
the massive—and yet virtual—accumulation of vast 
amounts of capital, are given material expression in an 
ever more tangible manner in the ‘quality’ public space. 
A quality which, it should be noted, is not confined to 
being of an environmental nature but makes claim to 
being human. The main objective of these policies is 
very clear: to produce and reproduce a space that is to-
tally purged of its conflictive nature, a space whose 
appropriations, interpretations, memories and experi-
ences end up being systematically hidden by official 
specialist knowledge, criminalised by the authorities, 
and stamped on by the powers-that-be and their rhet-
orics. An emptied space in which what takes precedence 
is the absence of the passer- by, the loss of class identity 
and of collective memory. In the final analysis, we are 
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witnessing the emergence of an urban space without the 
urban, a kind of dystopia which, as we will see later, Raúl 
Bajo has succeeded superbly in conceptualising in the ti-
tle of his work, The End of Words.

We have, then, examples of institutional processes 
aimed at halting, disciplining or even neutralising ac-
tions that attempt to challenge the public order physi-
cally or symbolically, tacitly or verbally, in an individual 
or a collective manner, organised or otherwise. But we 
also find other more subtle examples of the submission 
and institutionalisation of the urban in those dynamics 
that seek to theme the space, to convert into heritage or 
turn it into a tourist attraction, dynamics that are time 
and again accompanied by the so-called ‘participative 
civic processes’. As has been amply demonstrated in nu-
merous critical urban studies, these processes have of-
ten been a party-political exploitation, which has made 
the real social involvement of local residents difficult 
if not impossible. In this manner, cleansing initiatives 
and government practices are legitimised and, far from 
achieving the ‘citizen involvement’ they so loudly trum-
pet, instead they curb it with punitive legal frameworks 
that are increasingly moralistic and repressive.

In other instances, despite being implemented with 
an extremely relative scope, the aim of these policies is 
nothing other than to mediate or calm ‘neighbour dis-
putes’. In this way, as can be seen in Neighbours, directed 
by León Siminiani, the end of words portrayed by Raúl 
Bajo is turned drastically into the end of bodies, into their 
absence, that is, into the end of the neighbourly relations 
that constitute and structure a neighbourhood and, at 
a wider level, the social relations that shape the city. 
The same relentless global dynamics that produce and 
demand a space without the urban, then, reveal them-
selves locally, producing and demanding a community 
of neighbours without neighbours. An ulterior dystopia 
thus emerges: a space crossed solely by the verbal echo 
of what was once, one day, the genuine and spontaneous 
conflict that used to form the neighbourhood relation-
ships at number 36 on Calle Yunque. But there is more. 
Another tool that legitimises and supports the domi-
nant order is the idea of a ‘city patriotism’, which every 
good citizen should pay homage to.

In I’m From the Big City, Raúl Bajo dusts off the 
discursive rhetoric of the Great Madrid of the Franco 
era, founded, among other things, on the extolling of 
the civitas and the defence of the polis, and masterfully 
reworks it in a contemporary manner. In the archive 
images that the artist presents us with in the opening 
part of his work, taken from an influential local news 
bulletin, it is possible to perceive a strong city patri-
otism, as clearly reflected in the words of a woman 
praising ‘our Madrid’ and calling for citizens to have 
the right to stroll around it. A Madrid that is, then, 
manifestly utopian or, rather, a Madrid bent upon 
attaining that bourgeois utopia of a harmonious and 
conflict-free city. A city which, as Bajo shows, is bound 
to be ultimately reduced to ashes. The second part, in 
contrast, keeps up a strong audio-visual counterpoint 
by means of an outstanding selection of close and quick 
shots that seek ironically to glorify the now declining 

grandeur of the capital. A city which, however, no lon-
ger seems to have been conceived for citizens—that 
phantasmagorical political category—but for the cli-
ents of a cultural and ideological system rooted in the 
expansions of an increasingly commoditised polis. A 
city that is exclusive and excluding, classist and clas-
sifying, inhabited—not lived—by individualistic indi-
viduals who, as shown in the closing moments of the 
work, shot with a stills camera, ensconce themselves in 
the bourgeois comfort of their flats.

Far from constituting mechanisms of social control 
isolated from the economic sphere, these urban policies 
foster and ensure the ongoing activity of an organic set 
of dynamics of commoditisation of the city undertaken by 
the authorities and capital: the devaluation and revalua-
tion of urban land, privatisation, gentrification, property 
speculation, peripheralisation, segregation and the like. 
With various doses and forms of ‘urbanistic violence’, 
these processes increasingly remove large sectors of the 
population from sight and force them out of urban spac-
es regarded as ‘central’, expelling them to the periphery. 
But, it should be noted, this is not just a physical periph-
ery, understood in spatial terms, a territory relegated to 
the geographical fringes of the city. Rather, it is also a 
symbolic, conceptual and sensorial periphery, a kind of 
limbo into which the subjects that do not adhere to the 
ideology of the polis are cast or where they take refuge.

It is within this definition of the periphery that we 
should place Nightwalk, a work in which Andreas Wutz 
presents us with a new dystopian image of the city and 
particularly of its peri-urban space. Through night-time 
wanderings, the space is created in an autonomous man-
ner; it materialises as the person crosses it and practic-
es it, endowing it with meaning. Wutz states this to us 
more or less explicitly from the outset when a map ap-
pears that indicates an imaginary route around the out-
skirts of Prague and, at the same time, around the mental 
periphery of the pedestrian who makes his way through 
the space like a sleepwalker. The constant tension be-
tween reality and dreaming, which calls to mind the 
films of David Lynch and in particular the black-and-
white spaces traversed by the eccentric protagonist of 
Eraserhead, makes the viewer feel increasingly confused 
as Wutz’s work advances. In the film, the images follow 
each other in a virtually unchanging loop and, just as 
occurs in Lynch’s terrifying film, the sounds make up an 
audio tapestry that evokes a sense of unease, anxiety and 
depression in equal measure.

Between them, these elements end up pleasantly 
disturbing our perception, forcing us to ask ourselves 
whether we are indeed passing through the outskirts 
of Prague or, more likely, travelling through the men-
tal highways and byways of the nocturnal pedestrian. 
However, Nightwalk also shows us something more: 
the unmistakeable presence of a rationalising spatial 
order that tends to do away with any relational possi-
bility between individuals, visibly reflected in the des-
olation and anonymity of the huge housing blocks and 
wide avenues on the periphery of Prague. A spatial or-
der articulated physically and symbolically by mobilis-
ing and ejecting the urban to the margins of ‘centrality’, 
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there where urbanism seeks to hone it to suit the capi-
tal’s need to accumulate. We could, then, speak of an 
urbanism of a neoliberal nature, given that the current 
process of neoliberalisation to which contemporary cit-
ies are now subject needs to be understood and analysed 
as the direct action of the economic and political poli-
cies of neoliberalism on the urban.

The city and urbanism 
Historically, the city has tended to constitute the place 
par excellence in which a fundamental role is played by 
the networks of power and social control over individ-
uals by both determining and denying the spontaneity 
of their social relations. Michel Foucault, one of the 
philosophers who has studied power in greatest depth, 
devoted much of his work to analysing the idea of spati-
ality, in other words, the importance of the space when 
it comes to establishing a relationship between insti-
tutional power and social control. It was precisely the 
emphasis placed on spatiality that enabled Foucault to 
go beyond subjectivity—to combat the centrality of the 
subject in philosophical terms—and to begin to con-
sider the space itself and architecture as central compo-
nents in the location and exercise of power.

With the implementation of hygienist theories in 
Haussmann’s Paris during the second half of the 19th 
century, urbanism at last became one of the basic means 
for establishing military control, regulating activities, 
distinguishing between different sectors of the popu-
lace, and establishing widespread order over the territo-
ry. However, it was not until the end of the same century, 
following experimentation in the cities-cum-laborato-
ries of European colonialism, that urban planning dis-
covered its potential for social control and domination, 
eventually coming to intervene in the urban. From the 
Foucauldian viewpoint, we are witnessing the affirma-
tion of bio-power, that is to say, the embedding of con-
trol technologies in bodies, a phenomenon that converts 
social life into something that is visible and into a pos-
sible field of intervention for political techniques. This 
aspect marks the emergence of a power that is diffuse, 
fragmented and dispersed; a ubiquitous power that per-
meates all social relations that take place in the city; a 
power that has both a physical and a symbolic location 
where it can manifest itself, reproduce and, at the same 
time, conceal itself.

The idea of spatiality allows us, then, to understand 
the displacement produced in the exercise of power 
in the course of the evolution of disciplinary societ-
ies towards control societies. In the latter, a new logic 
based on the practices of open and ongoing control is 
instituted, a control that has no need of visibility and 
which transcends physical barriers. In such societies, it 
will no longer be necessary to subject urban subjects to 
discipline; instead, thanks to the emergence of the so-
called ‘total institutions’, they will begin to discipline 
themselves and will do so even outside the places de-
signed for surveillance and control. We are, therefore, 
witnessing the shaping of the transparent city, there 
where the police and judicial authorities, as well as hos-
pitals, schools and the Fordist factory, will organise 

themselves to dissolve the disorder associated with the 
opaque city. It is at this point that The End of Words once 
again acquires particular importance for the purposes 
of this programme.

In this work, Raúl Bajo starkly shows us how sur-
veillance has installed itself in the most intimate part 
of the city, ultimately causing its decline and disap-
pearance. The virtuality that defines and harbours the 
false essence of the ‘public space’ is the most palpable 
evidence of the way that the urban space has reached 
its end. To communicate to the viewer this catastrophic 
reality, the images contained in The End of Words de-
note a profound surrealism which, nevertheless, we all 
recognise in its tragic reality. The hypertrophy of real 
time, the result of surveillance taken to extremes, char-
acterises the everyday rhythms of a city in which the 
logic of fear and security have succeeded in destroying 
the desires of the individual, replacing them with the 
dream of an illusory reality. As Bajo rightly concludes, 
“this disturbing globalisation has resolved the old prob-
lem of the total visibility of bodies, of individuals and of 
things under the centralising gaze of the eye of power”. 
The fact is that his comments are not only true, they’re 
also evident.

In short, The End of Words desperately tells of a re-
ality that is already here and from which there is no es-
cape: the materialisation of a society of control in which 
power takes more subtle and internalised forms that 
exploit subjects’ aspirations, identifications and desires. 
Subjects perceive themselves as active participants in 
their lives when, in fact, the technologies of govern-
ment have persuaded them to enter into an alliance 
between personal and objective aims and ambitions or 
activities that are socially valued: consumption, leisure, 
profitability, efficiency and social order. However, these 
technologies are no longer deployed by means of coer-
cion but—as Bajo showed us in I’m From the Big City—
through the persuasion inherent in collective beliefs 
that subjects place in the civitas, as well as through anx-
ieties fuelled by the rules and norms that prevail in the 
polis. They are also expressed through the attractions 
exercised by images of life and of the self that the sub-
ject hopes to convey, as seen in the case of Return, by 
Itziar Barrio.

The relentless spread of these technologies and, in 
particular, their effects on the essence of the city, the ur-
ban, seem to be superbly encapsulated in Kc#3: Digital 
by León Siminiani. This work shows how capitalism has 
come to be seen as the permanent remedy to that inten-
sification of nervous lives that Georg Simmel spoke of in 
relation to cities. Through its absorption—and later re-
production—of the streets and squares, the geography 
of capital has managed to reduce the infinite number of 
sensations felt by users and, at the same time, to make 
a profit from them. All at the cost of a crushing homo-
genisation of the physical surroundings and of a punitive 
ordering of social behaviours. The former passers-by, 
lovers and occupants of the urban space have ended up 
fleeing to another space, the digital realm, where, poor 
things, they believe themselves to be free and equal in a 
sort of utopian re-edition of the late figure of the public. 
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Nothing could be further from the truth: on the inter-
net, the old inhabitants of cities are still threatened by 
homogenisation and control, whereas their old streets 
and squares have not disappeared due to normalisation 
but have instead become a simple market.

So, visibly inspired by the essay-like tradition of 
the subjective documentary, and in particular by works 
such as Sans soleil by Chris Marker, Siminiani recounts 
the exasperated praise of a profoundly ethereal idea of 
the city, in which its residents resort to the disappear-
ance of the barriers between the public and the private, 
an aspect directly responsible for the physical annihi-
lation of the urban subject pursuing his digitisation. 
Paradoxically, this annihilation reached its apogee with 
the fall of the American dream. In Digital, that is, in 
any of today’s global cities the networks of power install 
themselves in both the private and the public realm and 
exercise over them a subtle social control by means of 
tactics that do not shatter the individual’s belief that he 
is acting freely in a space presumed, perceived and con-
ceived, in fact, to be public.

Consequently, whereas in disciplinary societies, 
subjectivity ‘is instituted’, leaves a mark and shapes, 
reproducing itself even as the dispositif that institutes 
subjectivity itself reproduces, in societies of control the 
relationship between subjectivity and power is more 
insidious and perverse, more complex and difficult 
to demonstrate, since it promotes and appeals directly 
to subjects’ autonomy and freedom. Power now stops 
acting directly on the individual—disciplining his au-
tonomy and hence limiting his supposed freedom—and 
moves on to intervening in a much wider social and po-
litical dimension, the public space, in which subjects 
relate to each other and, at the same time, (re)produce 
relationships. In short, power goes beyond the individ-
ual’s subjectivity and comes to dominate the space he 
inhabits and practises every day. As Digital shows us, 
unlike what happens in a disciplinary context, in con-
trol societies the exercise of power constitutes an inter-
vention of an indirect type on the social, in other words, 
it acts on the physical space of the city as an architectur-
al space, thereby reaching the social space in which the 
individual pursues his everyday practices and produces 
his relationships.

However, it is important to note that in the con-
temporary city, in which capitalism of a neoliberal bent 
acts as the dominant social order by deploying itself 
and gradually imposing itself in every aspect of urban 
life, there is a corresponding predominance of social 
struggles against the submission of subjectivity. The 
active and decisive presence of urban resistances in the 
shaping of the social and spatial order of the city is an 
unavoidable phenomenon and, by its very nature, im-
possible to mask or suppress. In effect, at the precise 
moment that the subject begins to practise the space, 
we witness the spontaneous emergence of resistances, 
shaped by the extensive uses of it, that are opposed to 
its instrumental consumption and which immediately 
disrupt the logics and technologies of social control. 
It was Foucault himself who argued that “where there 
is power, there is resistance”. And even though this 

resistance is always thought of—and portrayed—as be-
ing epic in nature, there are other resistances, everyday, 
intimate and hence uncontrollable resistances that usu-
ally manifest themselves in the corner of quotidianity.

This is precisely what Pedro Ortuño talks to us about 
in Queen 135, a work centred on the analysis of the pop-
ular resistances that developed in the Cabanyal neigh-
bourhood of Valencia as a consequence of a series of 
violent and unjustified urbanistic interventions that once 
again claimed to be urban. The protagonists of Queen 
135 show how attempts to alter the urban framework of 
cities rest not only on the tireless wheel of the dynamics 
of capital and its need to reproduce, but also on its need 
to control and direct every type of resistance that might 
emerge at ground level. “It’s not just your house they take 
but your life”, says one of the interviewees. Consequent-
ly, Ortuño’s work constitutes yet more evidence of how 
capital does not understand any form of life except that 
of exchange value, the commoditisation of each and ev-
ery aspect of lives. And what it cannot subjugate, it sim-
ply eliminates or casts aside.

Thus, the relative pacification of social relations in 
the city is matched by the harshness of the social rela-
tions of exclusion, discrimination and stigmatisation 
that affect those categories of the population which, 
as seen in Nightwalk, are systematically concentrated 
and relegated to the peripheral social habitat. Con-
sequently, the analysis of the resistances that develop 
against unscrupulous urbanism should not ignore the 
vast human plurality and the immense social and spa-
tial imbalance characteristic of the city. Linked to this, 
the processes of negotiation of the urban and its local 
decline in the social, cultural and political sphere of the 
metropolis involve a kind of ‘struggle for recognition’ 
within a broader global society, profoundly marked by 
the neoliberal imperatives of making and living the city. 
We could then say that any form of desertion or resis-
tance that takes place in the city needs to be understood 
as a social struggle, one activated on the basis of the ur-
ban and against the neoliberal model of ‘city-making’.

As is clearly reflected in Jacobo Sucari’s work The 
Struggle for the Urban Space, every social struggle will, 
inexorably and above all, be a class struggle. When 
land becomes a prized commodity, when every square 
centimetre of the city reaches unimaginable market 
values, when the city becomes a production space, its 
residents start to act on the basis of production relations 
and hence are workers in the vast factory-city. Sucari’s 
piece invites us to reflect on one of the most important 
social changes to have manifested itself in our cities: 
whereas in the 19th century and much of the 20th, the 
confrontation between capital and labour occurred be-
hind factory walls, in the 21st century, in the current 
prevailing form of the socioeconomic system, neoliber-
alism, the conflict has reached squares and streets that 
now look like veritable social battlegrounds. Children 
playing with a ball, a park for children, an allotment on 
a squatted plot of land or a simple bench on which to 
rest have become resistances detrimental to the domi-
nant mode of production. In the factory-city, every-
thing that does not smell of profit has to be eliminated 
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or reprogrammed. Resisting this reprogramming is the 
fundamental task of the new urban workers.

The city and the street 
The municipal agenda of many global cities is increas-
ingly characterised by a vast amount of surveillance and 
social control activity, and this is taking the process-
es of the normativisation and supervision of the street 
to extremes. Consequently, the badly-named ‘public 
space’ has become the paramount setting for social 
conflict of an antagonistic nature: rationality opposed 
to relationships; formality opposed to informalism; or-
der opposed to disorder; and so on. In general, this type 
of conflict has always been associated with the street, 
understood above all as the ephemeral and short-lived 
setting of the collective, there where we urban anthro-
pologists are permitted to contemplate society’s work 
on itself, tirelessly making and unmaking itself. On 
the street, urban life is not characterised by a stable or 
particular order, but by an order that is in the constant 
throes of ordering, since it responds to social dynamics 
and expressions underpinned by an ongoing and unfin-
ished process of structuring.

So, as Raúl Arroyo tells us in Every Day I Pass 
Through Here, what we find on the street is a collective 
life that can only be observed at the precise instant that 
it emerges, since it is destined to immediately dissolve. 
Its expressions are at all times ephemeral and evanes-
cent. From the perspective of an orthodox study of the 
city, which accords priority to the materiality and mea-
surability of the social, these expressions prove confused 
and blurry, almost rough and undefinable. Consequent-
ly, any attempt that sets itself the goal of describing them 
is bound to fail. For these reasons, Arroyo limits him-
self to representing his daily journey through the city 
by means of shots that feature road signs and plaques, 
assorted stickers and posters, graffiti and tags, walls and 
even the miscellaneous rubbish littering the pavements 
in the El Raval neighbourhood of Barcelona.

However, without wishing to belittle Arroyo’s 
highly opportune work, Toni Serra (Abu Ali) has fully 
attained this objective in South Side, a work worthy of 
special attention since it manages in barely 16 minutes 
to encompass every element that defines the city. He 
achieves this, unsurprisingly, by observing, strolling, 
sniffing, listening, practising, daring and interacting 
against the moving backdrop of the streets of a Puer-
to Rican neighbourhood on South Street in Brooklyn 
(New York), popularly known as ‘Los Sures’ (South 
Side in Spanish). However, the journey to describe and 
document the essence of Los Sures involves a series of 
prior efforts. The work opens with a brief tracking shot 
filmed from a local train heading towards Brooklyn. 
The visual content of these opening images, as well as 
the rhythm of the sound dictated by the train as it trav-
els along the track, seems almost to invite the viewer 
to a kind of improvised reboot of Daybreak Express, the 
innovative urban symphony directed by Donn Alan 
Pennebaker in 1953.

But the journey comes to a sudden end and the cam-
era turns its attention to the anonymous remnants of an 

indistinguishable material caught on barbed wire,  or 
the remains of a dead seagull swinging from a wire. 
The viewer suddenly finds himself transported into the 
entrails of a peripheral reality that conveys desolation, 
poverty, neglect and a whole host of sensations kindled 
in close-ups, the counterpoints and sound mixes of 
which inexorably call to mind works such as One Way 
Boogie Woogie, by James Benning. An evident contam-
inating urbanism thus appears, reflected in the images 
of an overturned, burnt-out car on the street, or in the 
constant presence of security mesh and fences that sep-
arate the spaces where people socialise. However, the 
apotheosis of this sad condition is superbly embodied 
in the images that show us a man rummaging through 
rubbish produced by a sickly capitalist society. There 
are countless contrasts in the building plots and patch-
es of open ground in this territory far from centrality, 
and there is virtually no human presence here. The im-
poverished residents caught unawares confine them-
selves to looking out at the street from their windows, 
while contact with it is forbidden to young children. As 
a final flourish, iron bars bent back on themselves stick 
out from the rubble and rise up against the New York 
skyline like a monument to neglect. 

Yet the journey continues, and the first glimpses 
of human life begin in a disorderly fashion to flourish. 
Children playing boldly at cops and robbers, imitating 
the repression they have been starkly exposed to since 
their infancy. On the other side of the East River, far 
from the majesty of the Big Apple, the patches of open 
ground come to life at dusk, giving free rein to the in-
formality characteristic of simple actions such as fish-
ing, dancing, music and modest non-formalised lei-
sure. Suddenly, a fade-out transports us elsewhere, to a 
place where the rain and the darkness of night have tak-
en over the street, which is deserted and yet desired and 
contemplated from within a fast-food Chinese restau-
rant. An insubstantial woman answers the phone, but 
the call goes unheeded, just like the street. However, in 
order to understand the seminal significance of South 
Side, it is essential to go beyond a clear-cut, rote vision 
of the street and instead to contemplate its multifaceted 
face, its darker, more sordid dimension.

As has been said, the ‘public space’, elevated to a 
pure dimension free of the conflictive core that ex-
plains and underpins it, is assigned strategic tasks in 
the systematic shaping of the social skills and attitudes 
of the individual. In this way, the public space becomes 
the  anti-street par excellence, a social structure or or-
dering of people that is institutionally controlled or 
defined and in which each person is given a role. Asso-
ciated with this, speaking of the street will also mean 
speaking of a space governed by dynamics related to 
class power and subjected to ideologies of a political and 
economic nature that go beyond the local sphere. Both 
the observation and the interpretation of the street will, 
then, involve analysing its hidden logics without losing 
sight of the deep overlapping between a certain type of 
urbanism and the processes of the spatial materialisa-
tion of social inequality. It is on the street, in fact, that 
the collective fusion of individuals is in conflict with 
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a model of society founded on or heading on princi-
ple towards exclusion, which the individuals adapt to 
suit their needs or overturn for the benefit of their de-
mands. The implicit merit of Toni Serra lies precisely 
in the fact that he has intuited that it is not possible to 
explain urban life on the street without first accepting 
that the urban is not an object of study but an object of 
knowledge.

Documenting the urban necessarily implies adapt-
ing the ways we look at and describe the city, accepting 
that the street is not by any means the limpid and di-
rect mirror of the social, but at most its mere reflection, 
representation and image. Consequently, the street is 
a thick texture of the most diverse elements, codes and 
formats typical of a vast and never-ending flow of voices, 
things and bodies that resist not only being interpreted 
but also, and above all, being organised and planned. 
We can clearly perceive this aspect in the second part 
of South Side when the camera, half hidden behind a 
window of a room, begins shyly to film the street and 
the furtive and fortuitous uses made of it by children, 
teenagers and more adult people. At this point, the 
camera goes down to the street and immerses itself in 
it without mediations or filters. In this new stage of the 
journey towards South Side, the viewer intuits the im-
portance for the person behind the camera of penetrat-
ing deeper into the place of the filmed subjects, because 
it is impossible to interpret their actions while taking 
them out of the context and the history in which they 
acquire meaning. In this way, Toni Serra begins really 
to come to terms with that facet of the city understood 
as the chief protagonist of a broader and more complex 
community dimension: the neighbourhood. 

Whereas neoliberalism sees a neighbourhood as a 
kind of social laboratory in which to test urban inter-
ventions of a classist and utopian nature, for collective 
action a neighbourhood represents a true framework 
for social and political organisation. All of this emerges 
clearly in the final take of the street band, a key moment 
in which, for the individuals who live in South Side 
and frequent its streets, the neighbourhood becomes 
a significant sociocultural extension of the home. This 
extension is a true space of transition between the pri-
vate—the assurance and protection provided by the 
home—and the public, which is vulnerable, hostile and 
barely intelligible. In this sense, as Henri Lefebvre 
rightly points out, the neighbourhood is “an entrance 
and exit between qualified spaces and a quantified 
space”, that is to say, between an increasingly planned 
and architecturalised territory and the familiarity of 
our homes.

As the director of South Side intuited, the neigh-
bourhood dimension simply happens when the street 
becomes home, in other words, when the continuity of 
collective appropriations and uses of and on the street 
enables the reproduction of exclusive forms of sociabil-
ity: those based on reciprocity, recognition and famil-
iarity typical of neighbourly relations. In South Side, as 
in other parts of Brooklyn and New York or other cities 
around the world, these close connections and affini-
ties converge in an ‘individuality’ that nevertheless 

becomes and remains intrinsically collective. In short, 
to say neighbourhood is to imply that one is referring to a 
portion of urban territory endowed with a social identi-
ty shared by those individuals capable of associating it 
directly with profoundly intimate and always singular 
functions, affects, feelings and sensations. Against all 
urbanistic expectations, and in response to the harmo-
ny of the social homogenisation and forms advocated by 
city technocrats, the street continues to be experienced 
by its users and passers-by as a dense system of relation-
ships, a multifaceted social entity whose categorisation 
and classification are unlikely to be able to put an end to 
the immeasurable meanings embedded in the countless 
encounters that configure it.
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