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Abstract: After the impact of the 2007 crisis and post-crisis austerity policies, cities are being
reconfigured under the auspices of inequality. Social divides are widening, and there is a growing
population of excluded and poor people. The urban and welfare state crises of the 1980s are currently
being replicated, albeit even more acutely, given that the welfare state in many countries is very weak
and there are worrying signs of a crisis of democracy. In the present urban order of globalization,
new players have emerged from the financial sector, including investment funds and the so-called
vulture funds. Our contribution to this Special Issue is an analysis of urban inequality today based
on theoretical and empirical research. The issue includes articles on social movements and resistance
in Latin American cities, vulnerability in crisis-hit Spanish cities, and the segregation and quality of
basic services in US cities.
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“Any city, however small, is in fact divided into two, one the city of the poor, the other of the
rich; these are at war with one another” (Plato, The Republic IV, 422B, 380 BC). [1]

One of the main problems of the recent process of urbanization is the increase of the polarization
and the social inequalities in the inner city. In the first decade of the 21st century, Michael Pacione
(2001) [2] characterized the post-industrial city by the coexistence of four main processes. One of them
is the increase of the inequalities, the social and spatial segregation, the privatization of the urban
space and increase of the defensible spaces. From an urbanistic point of view, the fragmentation
of the urban form is a consequence of many of these processes and an increasingly palpable
reality of the city of the 21st century. A growing interest can currently be seen in analysing social
polarization, the impact of post-crisis policies and the new social order that have come about from the
processes of impoverishment, the risk of declining social mobility, and greater vulnerability and social
segregation [3,4]. Over the last 50 years, there have been two key dates linked to greater inequality
in cities, and both are related to periods of crisis of capitalism and changes in economic cycles: 1973
and 2007.

The city product of the crisis of 1973 is urbanistically extensive and socially unequal. In the early
21st century, Hammett (2001) [5] stated that most urban inequality between rich and poor came about in
the 1980s. Dual cities [6] and divided cities [7] are some of the terms coined from the urban crisis from
the 1980s onwards to analyze inequality in late capitalist cities. Nonetheless, Hammett’s affirmation
should be reviewed in the face of the socio-urban transformations being seen in cities since the
2007 crisis. Initially the crisis and then the neoliberal policies of austerity have not only widened the
chasm between social classes and are configuring new urban spaces characterised by segregation and
exclusion but have also collectively led to a new stage in investigating urban inequalities. The crisis
has dragged a large section of society down into a situation of unprecedented precariousness and
social unrest. Alongside this, the current, fragile, and uncertain recovery is spatially imbalanced and
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socially polarizing. In short, we find ourselves in a new period for analysing urban inequality where
globalization, in its different analytical perspectives and especially those linked to the world of finance,
have brought new agents into the analysis of inequality and opened up new lines of research. In this
context, the capitalism–welfare state–democracy trifecta is crumbling. Many of the processes that
lead to inequality are common around the world, albeit at different intensities based not only on
each country’s level of economic development but also, and especially, on the state’s protective role
and the strength of the welfare state. In this sense and on a large scale, the main differences can be
seen between two types of countries: those with high levels of economic development, and a highly
developed social safety net and welfare state; and those who have committed to privatized services
and the market economy which, in Europe, includes countries in the south and the most recent member
states of the European Union.

The analysis of urban inequalities needs new analyzes and interpretations in recent years.
The socio-urban consequences of the economic crisis and policies called post-crisis, or austerity,
are transforming everyday life in cities around the world. There are processes of impoverishment,
increased vulnerability and social segregation, which is producing a new space order. The first public
responses to the crisis were dominated by the impulse of neoliberal policies, which are aggravating
socio-urban inequalities. The current real estate-financial cycle is producing a new stage of
accumulation, albeit without abandoning the processes of dispossession (mortgage foreclosures and
repossessions, insecure employment and lower wages, the privatization of social housing, expanding
new forms of poverty...). The recession and austerity have had a negative impact on most cities [8].
Authors such as Harvey (2012) and Peck (2012) [9,10] point out that the financial crisis is a particularly
urban one. In this way, the consequences of the economic crisis and neoliberal strategies introduced
for the recovery have led to fundamental changes in cities: lower investment in public spaces, a halt
to urban regeneration, abandoning sustainable mobility policies, the introduction of privatization
measures in urban management and planning, etc. Nevertheless, and above all these, we would
spotlight the impoverishment of many urban spaces and higher inequality within cities.

Cities are therefore ever more unequal and polarized [11–13]. Even those with the highest economic
growth rates have seen increases in the number of people at the risk of exclusion [14]. Societies have
fractured into seven or even eight levels, with worryingly large increases among those in precarious
circumstances or exclusion. A precariat comprising diverse socio-professional groups in terms of
education levels or the type of job they have, but who share a collective experience of precariousness [15].
In this new stage of research into inequality, special focus is placed, on the one hand, on intraurban
analysis. Studies into gentrification, vulnerability, or evictions at the neighbourhood level are examples
of this trend. On the other, focus is placed on new types of urban agents, mainly those from the world
of finance. Investment funds are the main purchasers of land and property in the new property cycle.
The so-called vulture funds moved strongly into real estate during the crisis, especially in those countries
who most suffered from the bursting of a property bubble.

In this context, the objective of this Special Issue is to study inequalities in the city at different
scales and in all territories, from informal settlements and the “urbanization of poverty” in the countries
of the South to the fragmentation of the city or urban segregation as global phenomena in the city
of the 21st century. In line with this, we have proposed introducing new debates on the city and
inequality linked to social movements, urban governance, and access to and quality of drinking water,
among other topics.

A total of seven articles have been published in this Special Issue looking at the problems of
urban inequality from different perspectives and methodologies. The multi-scale and -sector analysis
perspectives contribute to understanding the problems of inequality in cities today. Three articles [16–18]
look at cities in countries that were most seriously affected by the Great Recession (Bolivia, Mexico,
Argentina, and Brazil in Latin America and Spain as an example from southern Europe). Two articles
offer a more theoretical approach [19,20], and a further two are focused on US cities [21,22].



Urban Sci. 2018, 2, 0062 3 of 5

The two articles that look as the problem from a more global theoretical scale analyze urban
inequality from two different perspectives. In his article “Urbanization and Inequality/Poverty” [19],
Brantley Liddle uses different indicators to show the relationship between urbanization and poverty
and inequality. The article pays particular attention to urban and rural comparisons, without looking
at the socio-urban inequalities within cities. Although increases in GDP per capita unambiguously
lower poverty and narrow rural-urban gaps, this paper has confirmed that rapid and excessive
urbanization can lead to greater poverty and inequality. In turn, Vojislava Filipcevic (“City Sovereignty:
Urban Resistance and RebelCities Reconsidered”) [20] includes a major theoretical component
in her reflections on the city, inequality, urban commons, and city power from a critical and
committed approach. The article argues for an increase in de facto already claimed city sovereignty.
If cities are to assume greater capacity to govern and to ensure life, liberty, and the sustainability
of their populations, they have to overcome serious constraints in the four domains: surveillance
and control of urban space, privatization of public space, the rise of the luxury city, large-scale
developments, megaprojects, and homelessness. The article highlights the role played by sanctuary
cities that represent “bottom-up sovereignty” and rebel cities, which are similar to rebel governance in
the sense that both seek legitimacy that the state has been unable to provide.

Two articles look at cities in Latin America: Brazil, Argentina, Mexico, and Bolivia. Although they
use different methodologies and have different objectives, both analyze socio-urban processes linked
to the lowest social strata, including the so-called precariat, mainly from the standpoint of social
movements and resistance. The paper “Counter Land-Grabbing by the Precariat: Housing Movements
and Restorative Justice in Brazil” [16] reflects on Brazilian social housing movements’ courageous
response to the grave and growing land and housing crisis in Brazil. Professor Irazábal offers an
extraordinary paper on social housing movements and the role of Brazil’s precariat or lowest-income
class in claiming their rights to the city mainly through restorative justice practices. Land occupations
by the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sen Teto and other social housing movements in Rio de Janeiro and
São Paulo serve as the basis for the article. In turn, Chryssanthi Petropoulou (“Social Resistances and
the Creation of Another Way of Thinking in the Peripheral ‘Self-Constructed Popular Neighborhoods’:
Examples from Mexico, Argentina, and Bolivia” [17]) offers an interesting counterpart to the debates
opened up in the previous article. In looking at urban movements, Petropoulou adds an analysis of
self-constructed popular neighbourhoods. The article refers to urban social movements, creative
social resistances (refers to all those collectivities that offer not only an anti-systemic logic but,
also, that express creative action in everyday life), and the collectives that are emerging today in
“self-constructed popular neighborhoods.” The research is based on the use of qualitative techniques,
including interviews and thorough fieldwork in villas in South Greater Buenos Aires, barrios of Ciudad
Nezahualcóyotl in the Metropolitan Area of Mexico City, and barrios of El Alto in the Metropolitan
Area of La Paz.

The real estate-financial crisis and post-crisis policies introduced since 2007 are having serious
socio-urban impacts in countries in southern Europe, especially those who had large property markets.
Supported by an interesting mapping, Piñeira, Durán, and Taboada analyze the impacts of the crisis
from two points of view. First, to what extent the crisis has impacted the different urban sectors
through the analysis of degree of vulnerability. Second, through urban governance, they analyze
the proposals to combat vulnerability presented by the ruling parties in their programs for the 2015
municipal elections. Although the case study looks at two medium-sized cities in Spain (Vigo and A
Coruña), the first sections analyze urban vulnerability in Spain through different indicators. The article
prioritizes research at an intraurban level. In this sense, the authors highlight the need to take action in
historical centres, where the loss of centrality and the predominance of an aging population has led to
degradation, and in working-class neighbourhoods and the outskirts, where social unrest is increasing.

Two articles look at US cities. Walter, Foote, Cordoba, and Sparks (“Historic Roots of Modern
Residential Segregation in a Southwestern Metropolis: San Antonio, Texas in 1910 and 2010”) [22]
analyze residential segregation in San Antonio (Texas) based on racial patterns. The methodology



Urban Sci. 2018, 2, 0062 4 of 5

used and the historical analysis are particularly interesting aspects. The article reveals a consistent
residential racial pattern as the city core expands over the last century. By 1910, San Antonio
was already a remarkably segregated city and the original patterns of residential segregation
resemble contemporary San Antonio. Particularly, residential racial segregation in the Hispanic
concentrated southwestern portion of the city has increased over time resulting in an exceptionally
racially divided metropolis. Finally, in the article “Pipe Dreams: Urban Wastewater Treatment for
Biodiversity Protection” [21], Cunningham and Gharipour, inequality is approached from a new
variable: the different treatment of wastewater in cities in the United States and its environmental
impact, and how this treatment mainly prejudices the poorest urban areas. After a detailed analysis
based on case studies, the authors underline three main conclusions: (a) wastewater treatment systems
in urban areas of the US are in a state of disrepair leading to significant negative outcomes affecting
human and non-human habitats, (b) green wastewater infrastructure strategies that support native
hydrology with positive environmental impacts are integral to the protection of the clean water
humans and other species rely on for survival, and (c) the use of constructed wetlands in green
wastewater infrastructure has great potential to ameliorate biodiversity losses in urban ecosystems
while supporting and enhancing densely populated anthropogenic environments with multiple
benefits to human health.

In short, in the decade after the start of the last great crisis of capitalism inequality has risen
in cities. Three final reflections on the issue: (i) Inequality needs to be mapped; (ii) The territorial
spread of the different expressions of inequality and the characterization of the subsequent urban
shaping have become increasingly important in the context of the most recent real estate-financial
crisis; and (iii) Inequality needs to be confronted by ideas of spatial justice (Soja, 2010) [23], as some
governance models are beginning to incorporate. The challenges for the academic and scientific
communities are extraordinary. Urban studies must maintain a critical, non-conformist stance in light
of the increasing social divisions and urban fragmentation being seen in our cities.
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