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Take Back the Land
The fight for the right to the city in Miami, Florida

On October 23, 2006, at approximately 3:00 PM, a coalition of activists, local residents, and homeless individuals liberated a vacant lot on the corner of 62nd 

St. and NW 17th Ave., in the Liberty Section of Miami.  Over the course of six months, up to 53 people at one time, and over 150 people in total, were housed 

and fed in an urban shantytown situated in the United States.  For six months, formerly homeless people not only found a place to sleep, but a place to call 

home.







- Max Rameau, Take Back the Land 


In his book, Take Back the Land, Max Rameau chronicles his firsthand experience of the rise and fall of the Umoja Village Shantytown, an informal settlement that incited a campaign for housing rights that continues today.  Miami’s city government has long been fraught with poor management and expressly fraudulent use of public housing funds.  The Department of Community Development, in particular, is due outstanding loans equaling $10.2 million, most originally earmarked for the development of new public housing units.
  When the reality of this blatant and extensive misuse of funds became publicly known, the homeless community and their advocates began to look in earnest for ways to operate outside of the confines and insufficient services of the city and county.  

In response to the visible and growing needs of the homeless community, community organizer and homeless advocate Max Rameau helped to start the Umoja Village, an informal squatter settlement on city owned land in central Miami.
  Although the current Take Back the Land movement operates as a response to the ongoing foreclosure crisis, the Miami based movement originally began with the settlement of the Umoja Village.  Before the Village succumbed to an accidental fire and was dispersed, the Village served several significant purposes, all geared towards emphasizing the importance of the right to housing and beyond that, the right to the city.

This paper will consider the relationship between the concept of the right to the city, an emerging human right, and the struggle for inclusive and adequate housing in Miami.  In doing so, I argue that the basic tenets of the right to the city are both visible in and crucial to the activism and political strategies of Take Back the Land, a growing grassroots movement in Southern Florida.  I will first outline the right to the city on the conceptual level, using the works of three of the most prominent authors to simplify the term.  With the right to the city well understood, I will then take a closer look at the Take Back the Land movement, its origins, its mission, and its presentation to the public.  Upon closer examination, it is clear that the right to the city is woven closely and effectively into the heart of the Take Back the Land movement.
The Right to the City 

Though the concept of the right to the city is invoked in many different circumstances, the right to the city is best understood through the words of three noted academics and geographers; Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey, and Mark Purcell.  Henri Lefebvre, a French philosopher and sociologist, first popularized the term, “the right to the city,” in his book, Le Droit à la ville, published in 1968.  Although the current significance of the right to the city is frequently debated, Lefebvre’s original conception of the term has created an unchanging foundation for the right to the city, regardless of its modern manifestations.  Throughout his writing, Henri Lefebvre emphasizes the need for city inhabitants to have the right to participate in, take control of, and ultimately, to change the city as needed.  Lefebvre’s use of the term inhabitant, rather than citizen, brings attention to a reconsideration of the representativeness of city politics.  The concept of inhabitance has become a cornerstone of the right to the city, as it is understood today.  A discussion paper published by the Habitat International Coalition contextualizes Lefebvre’s “inhabitance” four decades later:  

“What is still relevant for today’s cities is Lefebvre’s belief that the decision-making processes in cities should be reframed so that ALL urban dwellers have a right to participate in urban politics and to be included in the decisions which shape their environment.”
 

This principle is similarly echoed in the writings of geographer and philosopher, David Harvey.  Harvey has written extensively on the right to the city, even publishing an article of that very name.  Harvey frames the right to the city in an economic context, outlining the relationship between urbanization and capitalism in order to emphasize how the rights to private property have superseded a collective right to the city.  In spite of the pervasiveness of economic rather than public interests in city planning, Harvey notes that, “…there are, however, urban social movements seeking to overcome isolation and reshape the city in a different image from that put forward by the developers…”
  Throughout his article, Harvey continually underscores the right to (and need for) active participation by city dwellers in the production of restructuring of their city.  For Harvey, change is the key: “The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city.”
  Here, Harvey introduces an urban consciousness, an acknowledgement of the reciprocity between the city dweller and the city.  Just as a detriment to the city harms the city inhabitant, reconsideration or restructuring of the city can just as powerfully alleviate disparity and discrimination for urban dwellers worldwide.


Mark Purcell elaborates on these same concepts in his article, “Citizenship and the right to the global city.”  Purcell understands the right to the city as “…(1) the right to appropriate urban space; and (2) the right to participate centrally in the production of urban space.”
  The concepts of appropriation and participation are useful in demonstrating the active role of the city inhabitant.  Purcell writes, “If inhabitants hold a central role in the decisions that produce urban space, property ownership can no longer confer a dominant voice in decisions about what to do with urban land.”
  Just as David Harvey identified that social movements are able to act as the counter to the powers of developers, Purcell also asserts that the voice of the individual must be given space to counter that of private property.  By striking a balance where the scales have long tipped in favor of economic interests, the right to the city inserts itself strategically into the very problematic of modern cities. 

Take Back the Land  

With an understanding of the right to the city underway, we return to Take Back the Land.  As Max Rameau accounts in his book of the same name, Take Back the Land began as the Umoja Village shantytown, serving two main purposes.  Primarily, the settlement provided homeless people with a home – both a place to live and a sense of community in the settlement of approximately 50 people.  Beyond the simplicity of having a place to live, the presence of a large group of disenfranchised people on central, city-owned land, gave significant visibility to homelessness, an issue that is often ignored.  In bringing homelessness into the public eye with such ferocity, the many political conflicts over homelessness were made public as well.  Scores of videos on YouTube document the intervention of policemen after the Umoja fire – homeless individuals and activists alike shout and chant while Miami policemen, losing patience, arrest the few who had remained, protesting their eviction from the land.  Umoja residents and activists were enraged at the police intervention, after having received clearance from the Miami Fire Marshall that the land was safe.  Having these conflicts played out on public land reveals the extent to which the local government is unprepared to meet the needs of the homeless community.  The visibility of these failings only serves to strengthen the argument of those who remain behind, fighting for their right to housing.  


When the Umoja Village eventually dispersed, local activist Max Rameau looked again for other ways to address the rising numbers of homeless families, pushed from their homes by growing unemployment and accompanying foreclosures.  Noting the incongruous reality of “people-less homes and home-less people,” Rameau began to assess the living conditions of the foreclosed homes he saw on his daily drives throughout Miami’s neighborhoods.
  When Max Rameau and his colleagues were assured of the safety of these vacant, unused homes, the first homeless families were moved in and the Take Back the Land movement was again underway.    

Starting in October of 2007, Max Rameau and his activist team began to identify foreclosed or government-owned homes that were vacant and growing in number throughout the city of Miami.  As homeless families began to contact him, looking for help in finding new places to live or contesting their own foreclosure evictions, a placement system fell into place.  As recently as June 2009, Take Back the Land estimates that it has placed over 20 families into vacant homes, none of which have resulted in arrest.  Rameau’s system, though illegal, is formal and thoughtful, involving several steps to assure that places are safe and suitable for family living.  Take Back the Land typically assesses a home several times, first to see if it is indeed vacant, second to determine that it is either bank or government-owned, and then to assure that there is a functional water and electricity supply for the family to access upon moving in.  

Although Rameau acknowledges that the placement system assumes a significant amount of illegal activity on the part of the families involved, he repeatedly emphasizes that the housing crisis is an issue of morality rather than legality.  By operating outside of legal limits, Tack Back the Land is emphasizing both the urgent needs of the homeless as well as the failure of the government to appropriately address housing needs, whether during the financial crisis or before.  The symbolism of working outside of the system is intentional and effective, as it expresses the extreme frustration and desperation felt by the homeless community and those who advocate for the right to housing for all. 
It is here that we begin to see the workings of the right to the city.  As city inhabitants begin to advocate for rights that are nowhere explicitly articulated, they find themselves petitioning for fundamental changes to the city, changes in which they want to participate.  Rather than simply demand to be appropriated land, as Purcell identifies in his writings on the right to the city, the actors in the Take Back the Land movement are also, however indirectly, exercising a right to participate in the decisions that affect their daily lives.   The presence of the right to the city becomes all the more apparent after considering the movement’s mission statement and accompanying activism.
Mission 

The mission of Take Back the Land, a project of the Center for Pan African Development, is to achieve community control of land.   While race is not typically identified as core part of the mission in other contexts, the organization’s mission statement explicitly identifies that “people of African descent” are communities at risk and have been “systematically denied control of land” throughout American history.
  The mission statement identifies the struggle for land as having three objectives: to feed and house people, to assert the right to control community land, and to build a new society.  

The first of these objectives addresses general human rights: the right to food and the right to housing.  Beyond these, however, the movement enters into newer and more progressive understandings of the basic rights of a city inhabitant.  By emphasizing the need for inhabitants to control their own land, and by extension, help to build a new society, Take Back the Land brings into question the need for a reconsideration of urban democracy and the forces that control it.  

This concept of control is a central tenet to the theories behind the right to the city, particularly as elucidated by David Harvey.  Community control of land stands in direct opposition to the powerful forces of capitalism, particularly private property, that have grown dangerously entangled with city structure and routinely threaten the rights of city inhabitants.  The face that Take Back the Land presents to the public is one last aspect of the movement that reveals itself as an embodiment of the right to the city.

Publicity

Max Rameau, as the face of Take Back the Land, has dealt extensively with many different media outlets, helping to both defend and promote the movement.  Because of the movement’s notable presence in Miami, Take Back the Land has garnered a great deal of news coverage, particularly through short television interviews that have followed Max Rameau in his day to day work, showing the audience how potential homes are assessed.  Rameau’s calm and powerful eloquence is particularly significant in interviews, as he faces television hosts from a wide range of political viewpoints, from FOX Business News to DemocracyNOW.  Regardless of the host and the style of questioning, Rameau is steadfast in his emphasis on the most significant aspects of the movement.  He consistently hits on certain pillars of his defense: homelessness is a moral rather than a legal issue, families are at risk, banks are unfairly benefitting, the government response is at best inconsistent and insufficient, and communities are consistently suffering as they lose their longtime residents.  Rameau is able to simultaneously acknowledge the illegal aspects of his work and explain why these acts of civil disobedience are not insignificant or a matter of laziness on behalf of Take Back the Land.  Rather, as Rameau patiently explains to the anchors on FOX Business News, families all over the country lack the safe and affordable housing options that they truly need.   
The Take Back the Land movement’s extensive media coverage is due in large part to its unusual approach to the housing struggle.  By operating outside of the norms of property law and challenging the discriminatory status quo of the real estate market, the movement has been successful in both attracting attention to the issue overall.  In addition, the relative popularity of the movement has helped to give voices to inhabitants living without acknowledgement or help from the city government.  Rather, Take Back the Land has assumed responsibility and control where the government has failed.  In doing so, Take Back the Land has created a model of the right to the city.  Mark Purcell voices this view:  “…the right to the city reorients this focus.  Instead of revolving around state decisions, the right to the city is oriented instead towards the decisions that produce urban space.”
  In taking the land, in this case foreclosed homes, Take Back the Land has exemplified participatory control in their city, regardless of the unjust laws that forbid them to do so.
Conclusion

After reading the articles, watching the videos of the Take Back the Land movement, whether firsthand or otherwise, it is clear to me that the movement is a definitive representation of the right to the city.  The bold yet practical tactics of Max Rameau and his colleagues demonstrate Purcell’s twin concepts of appropriation and participation as they take control of their housing and in doing so, demand the right to control their city.  Regardless of whether the movement explicitly recognizes the thread of the right to the city that weaves throughout, it is fortified by a comprehensive vision of the city that aligns with many of those who believe in and write about the right to the city.  Through serving as an actual embodiment of the right to the city, the movement helps to further the discourse beyond the theoretical and into the tangible.  As the Take Back the Land movement begins to create a functional model for advocating for the right to the city, academics and activists alike may be one step closer to a city that has been changed forever and for the better.
Plans for Future Research 

In light of the links between the varied housing rights movements in the U.S., the remainder of this paper will examine other similarly radical and place-based movements that are ongoing (as of September 2009) across the country.  The temporality of these movements is significant for a number of reasons.  Primarily and most visibly, the overwhelming pressures of the foreclosure crisis link these movements together.  More so, however, the radical responses that community groups are taking, such as promoting illegal squatting, are better understood by the public in the context of the economic recession that is experienced, at some level, by all Americans.  In an interview with NOW, a PBS program, Max Rameau comments that the public in 2009 is far more tolerant of such protests, in light of the foreclosure crisis, than they would have been earlier.
  As the American public comes closer to understanding both the causes and nature of the housing crisis and homelessness, the movement will continue to pressure lawmakers and public officials at all levels to understand and realize, through action, the need for radical change.


Much of the news coverage of the Take Back the Land movement links their work to two other organizations, Picture the Homeless, in New York City, and City Life/Vida Urbana, in Boston, MA.  Several other organizations have launched similar squatter movements, including Poor People’s Economic Human Rights, located in Minneapolis, and the Kensington Welfare Rights Union in Philadelphia.  By looking at multiple organizations simultaneously, as separate but linked place-based movements, it will be easier to analyze how the concept of “the right to the city” is utilized, how the movements organize around legal structures and government policies, and their ultimate goals for radical and effective change. 


In order to place these linked movements within the broader context of the “right to the city,” it will be helpful to first address the theories that challenge the prevailing housing injustices in U.S. cities.  Whether they are explicitly acknowledged by the movements or not, works such as Henri Lefebvre’s “The Right to the City,” Mark Purcell’s “Excavating Lefebvre,” or David Harvey’s more recent article on “The Right to the City” help to underscore the most significant obstacles to justice for all inhabitants in the city.  Just as these writings are applied to the Take Back the Land movement, so too will they be utilized in understanding the strategies and tactics of other similarly place based movements. 

In addition to the literature concerning the “right to the city,” it will also be helpful to contextualize the political role of human rights overall.  Wendy Brown’s article, “ ‘The Most We Can Hope For:’ Human Rights and the Politics of Fatalism” questions the relevance of human rights in creating real change or true political empowerment.  This type of criticism helps to explain how (and why) housing rights movements are pushed to reach beyond the typical discourse of human rights to establish the “right to the city,” which takes to task a significantly broader set of challenges and changes needed to make the city a more just place for all.  

Bibliography 

Books
Blau, Judith and Albert Moncada.  2006.  Justice in the United States: Human Rights and the U.S. Constitution.  Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.  

Castells, Manuel.  1983. The City and the Grassroots: A Cross-Cultural Theory of Urban Social Movements.  Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Fulcher, James.  2004. Capitalism: A Very Short Introduction.  Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Garreau, Joel. 1991.  Edge City: Life on the New Frontier.  New York: Doubleday. 

Hardoy, Jorge E. and David Sattherthwaite.  1989.  Squatter Citizen: Life in the Urban Third World.  London: Earthscan Publications Ltd. 

Harvey, David. 2005. Global Capitalism: Towards a Theory of Uneven Development. New York: Verso. 

Harvey, David.  2001. Spaces of Capital: Towards a Critical Geography. New York: Routledge. 

Jackson, Kenneth T.  1985. Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the U.S.  New York: Oxford University Press. 

Jacobs, Jane.  1991. The Death and Life of Great American Cities.  New York: Random House.  

Mitchell, Don. 2003. The Right to the City: Social Justice and the Fight for Public Space.  New York: The Guilford Press. 

Neuwirth, Robert.  2005. Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, A New Urban World. New York: Routledge.  

Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, Andreas, ed.  The Law and the City.  Abingdon: Routledge-Cavendish. 

Rameau, Max.  2008.  Take Back the Land: Land, Gentrification and the Umoja Village Shantytown.  Miami: Nia Interactive Press.

Rudofsky, Bernard. 1964. Streets for People: a primer for Americans. Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc. 

Schweik, Susan.  2007. The Ugly Laws: Disability in Public.  New York: New York University Press. 

Journal Articles

Brown, Wendy.  2004.  “ ‘The Most We Can Hope For…’: Human Rights and the Politics of Fatalism.”  The South Atlantic Quarterly.  103: 451 – 462. 

Harvey, David. 2008. “The Right to the City.”  New Left Review.  53: 23 – 40. 

Irazábal, Clara. 2009. “One Size Does Not Fit All: Land Markets and Property Rights for the Construction of the Just City.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research. 33(2): 558 – 563. 

Kabir, Abul Hasnat Monjrul.  2002. “Development and Human Rights: Litigating the Right to Adequate Housing.” Asia-Pacific Journal on Human Rights and Law. 1: 97 – 119.   

McCann, Eugene J. 1999. “Race, Protest, and Public Space: Contextualizing Lefebvre in the U.S. City.” Antipode.  31:2 163 – 184. 

Portaliou, Eleni.  2007. “Anti-global movements reclaim the city.” City. 11:2 165 – 175. 

Purcell, Mark. 2004. “Excavating Lefebvre: the right to the city and its urban politics of the inhabitant.” Geojournal.  58(2-3): 99-108. 

Purcell, Mark. 2003. “Citizenship and the right to the global city: reimagining the capitalist world order.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research. 27(3): 564-590. 

Purcell, Mark. 2006. “Urban Democracy and the Local Trap.”  Urban Studies.  43(11): 1921 – 1941. 

Thiele, Bret.  2002.  “The Human Right to Adequate Housing: A Tool for Promoting and Protecting Individual and Community Health.”  American Journal of Public Health.  92 (5): 712 – 714.

Newspaper and Magazine Articles

Associated Press. 2008. “Activist moves homeless into foreclosures.” MSNBC.com. 1 December 2008. 

Cenziper, Debbie and Oscar Corral and Larry Lebowitz.  2007.  “House of Lies: City’s affordable housing in crisis.” Miami Herald, 3 June 2007. 

Korten, Tristam.  2008.  “Foreclosure Nation: Squatters or Pioneers?” Mother Jones, May.  

Leland, John.  2009. “With Advocate’s Help, Squatters Call Foreclosures Home.”  New York Times. 10 April 2009. 

Film/Video

CNN, 2008. “Take Back the Land.” 6 December. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uaKLYIP8GOU&feature=player_embedded (September 19 2009) 

Cody, Mark. 2007. “Umoja Village.” 20 February. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eiY1JcCSEyI (September 19 2009) 

NOW on PBS.  2009.  “Homes for Homeless?” 26 June.  http://www.pbs.org/now/shows/526/ (September 19 2009) 

Websites
Take Back the Land. 2009. “Mission of Take Back the Land.” http://takebacktheland.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=47&Itemid=54 (September 13, 2009) 
Habitat International Coalition. 2005. “Urban Policies and the Right to the City.” 

http://www.hic-net.org/printable.asp?id=229&type=a
(April 7, 2009)
� Rameau, Max. 2008. Take Back the Land.  Miami: Nia Interactive Press.


� Cenziper, Debbie and Larry Lebowitz. 2007. “House of Lies: City’s affordable housing in crisis.” 3 June 2007. 


� Cody, Mark. 2007. “Umoja Village.” 20 February. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eiY1JcCSEyI (September 19 2009) 





� Habitat International Coalition. 2005. “Urban Policies and the Right to the City.” 


http://www.hic-net.org/printable.asp?id=229&type=a (April 7, 2009)


� Harvey, David. 2008. “The Right to the City.”  New Left Review.  53: 23 – 40. (33)


� Harvey, D. 2008. “The Right to the City.” (23) 


� Purcell, Mark. 2003. “Citizenship and the right to the global city: reimagining the capitalist world order.” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research. 27(3): 564-590. (577) 


� Purcell, M. 2003. “Citizenship and the right to the global city.” (578)


� CNN, 2008. “Take Back the Land.” 6 December. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uaKLYIP8GOU&feature=player_embedded (September 19 2009) 





� Take Back the Land. 2009. “Mission of Take Back the Land.” http://takebacktheland.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=47&Itemid=54 


(September 13, 2009) 





� Purcell, M. 2003. “Citizenship and the global city.” (577) 


� NOW on PBS.  2009.  “Homes for Homeless?” 26 June.  


http://www.pbs.org/now/shows/526/ (September 19 2009) 








PAGE  
1
Margaret Scott


