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ABSTRACT  

 

Urban planning in the neoliberal era is marred by a lack of public engagement with urban 

inhabitants. Henri Lefebvre’s ‘right to the city’ theory is often treated as a way to 

empower disenfranchised urban inhabitants who are lacking control over the urban 

spaces they occupy. Though the right to the city has seen a resurgence in recent literature, 

we still lack a deep understanding of how right to the city movements work in practice, 

and what the process looks like through the lens of the everyday urban inhabitant. This 

dissertation seeks to fill these gaps by examining: 1) how a minority-led grassroots 

movement activates their right to the city in the face of an incoming light rail extension 

project in South Phoenix, Arizona, USA, and 2) how their right to the city movement 

demonstrates the possibility of urban society beyond the current control of neoliberalism. 

Through the use of participant observation, interviews, and media analysis, this case 

reveals the methods and tactics used by the group to activate their right to the city, the 

intra-and inter-group dynamics in the case, and the challenges that ultimately lead to the 

group’s demise.  

Tactics used by the group included protesting, organizing against city council, and 

creating a ballot initiative. Intra-group dynamics were often marred by conflicts over 

leadership and the acceptance of outside help, while inter-group conflicts erupted 

between the group, politicians, and pro-light rail supporters. The primary challenge to the 

group’s right to the city movement included neoliberal appropriation by local politicians 

and outside political group. By possessing limited experience, knowledge, and resources 

in conducting a right to the city movement, the grassroots group in this case was left 

asking for help from neoliberal supporters who used their funding as a way to appropriate 
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the urban inhabitant’s movement. Findings indicate positive possibilities of a future urban 

society outside of neoliberalism through autogestion, and provide areas where urban 

planners can improve upon the right to the city. If urban planners seek out and nurture 

instances of the right to the city, urban inhabitants will have greater control over planning 

projects that effect their neighborhoods.  
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CHAPTER 1 

THE RIGHT TO THE CITY AND LIGHT RAIL TRANSIT: A CASE OF 

NEOLIBERAL APPROPRIATION IN SOUTH PHOENIX 

 

Introduction 

“To see the present urban we must be willing to imagine and demand a possible 

world, even if that world is impossible under the conditions that exist now” (Purcell, 

2013b, 151). 

Urban planning in the United States has largely failed to offer inhabitants control 

over the urban spaces they occupy (Lefebvre, 1991). The ‘expert’ moniker given to 

planners suggests that these practitioners of urban space know how to best control and 

develop cities. In urban planning, this attitude suggests space is an absolute, independent 

entity that can be controlled through ‘rational’ practices like zoning (Agnew, 2011). Yet 

urban space is also a relational, lively entity filled with the everyday experiences of urban 

inhabitants within and across space, ranging from the most mundane of tasks to the 

largest of revolutions (Agnew, 2011). As evident in cases of environmental racism and 

social injustices, space is not an entity that can be simply segregated via zoning without 

consequence (Pulido, 2000). It is within the everyday experiences of relational space we 

can begin to understand the fabric of cities, and more importantly, how urban inhabitants 

claim their right to the city. 

Though the right to the city theory has been around for nearly 50 years, it is 

gaining popularity again for good reason. Cities have only grown more attached to 

capitalist ideologies, often leaving disenfranchised populations behind for privatized 
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growth. Since the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s, American society has experienced 

economic hardships, increased rates of child poverty, environmental degradation, and a 

breakdown of public health and education (Monbiot, 2016). The power of the state has 

been reduced in favor of the privatization of what were once state-provided goods and 

services. Perhaps the most striking consequence of this is that the primary form of 

democracy, voting, is being replaced with spending power.  

In urban America, this translates to disenfranchised populations having little say 

over what develops in their neighborhood, while millionaires change the course of urban 

politics through funding. The right to the city offers a way for urban inhabitants to not 

only become active participants in the creation of urban space but to also look beyond the 

barriers placed in front of them by capitalism. The theory strikes a balance between 

realism and idealism, lingering on the edge of possibility (Purcell, 2013b). The right to 

the city’s reliance on the active participation of urban inhabitants is what initially drew 

me to the concept as an urban planner. Urban planning has a rich history of participatory 

theories and techniques, some of which push the boundaries of what has become 

expected in public sector planning. But where are these more radical visions of urban 

planning now in the neoliberal era?  

Like the right to the city, more non-traditional planning theories like advocacy, 

radical, and communicative planning were established decades ago. Advocacy and 

radical planning, in particular, stemmed as a response to similar issues facing neoliberal 

cities now. Yet, it seems like these ideas have gone missing in the wake of recent 

struggles. While this is partly due to public planning practice becoming a victim of 
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neoliberal policies, I also question whether urban planners are becoming complacent, 

particularly in relation to how limited public engagement has become.  

Contemporary artist Leda Black encourages us to “use PRIVELEGE to sow 

JUSTICE” (2017). Under a neoliberal system, urban planners can be considered a part of 

a privileged urban elite, or a small group of people with a disproportionately large 

amount of decision-making power in a city. If we become complacent and lose the sense 

of responsibility to the urban inhabitant, we are only contributing to their 

disenfranchisement in a neoliberal city. Using the right to the city as a catalyst to 

understand the power of politically active urban inhabitants allows planners to begin 

tearing down the walls of the neoliberal system through their inclusion. In many ways, I 

am offering this dissertation not only as a way to expand and reflect upon the right to the 

city, but also as an exercise in shattering complacency in urban planning. By inserting 

myself into the frontlines of a right to the city movement, I hope to demonstrate to urban 

planners the value of nurturing the voices of the disenfranchised in planning practice.  

   

Problem Statement  

 The right to the city theory, developed by Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre in 

the 1970s, offers a way of encouraging urban inhabitants to reclaim urban space and 

dictate its future outside of a capitalistic political system (Lefebvre, 1991). Though 

Lefebvre was adamantly hopeful about translating the right to the city theory into 

practice, existing examples focus primarily on government-led (Belda-Miquel, Blanes, 

and Fredani, 2016) and small grassroots initiatives (Iveson, 2013), but not from the 

perspective of the urban inhabitants themselves. Therefore, it is critical to gain 
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perspective on how the right to the city movement applies to the urban inhabitant’s lens, 

especially when pivoted against a neoliberal economic system that is designed to plan for 

profit, and not for people (Marcuse, 2009). To help fill this gap in right to the city 

literature, this dissertation will examine through the lens of the urban inhabitant: 1) how a 

minority-led grassroots neighborhood group is activating their right to the city against a 

large public transportation project, and 2) how their right to the city movement 

demonstrates the possibility of urban society beyond the current control of neoliberalism.   

To answer these questions, the right to the city will be explored in the context of a 

light rail transit (LRT) planning project in Phoenix, Arizona. Transit projects are 

particularly relevant to the right to the city due to these projects ability to completely 

change urban space and the communities that occupy it, primarily through economic 

development around transit. While transit literature does provide many examples of 

public participation, the neoliberal political system has largely changed the landscape of 

transit policies since the 1990s, creating more privatized transit systems with reduced 

public transparency in design processes (Sager, 2011). In addition, more detailed, 

qualitative perspectives of public opinion regarding transportation projects is limited, 

especially in relation to minority voices (Ferbrache and Knowles, 2017). This 

dissertation, therefore, provides a case study focused on how minority voices in a 

grassroots organization push back against a neighborhood changing transportation 

planning project that threatens their right to the city. In addition, it details their successes 

and failures in doing so, and what lessons can be learned for urban planning.  
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Basic approach  

The context for this dissertation surrounds LRT development led by the City of 

Phoenix, Arizona, and its regional public transportation authority, Valley Metro from 

May 2018 to March 2019. Responses to this development focus on a grassroots group 

called 4 Lanes or No Train in the South Phoenix community, where the current Phoenix 

light rail is set to expand into by the year 2023 (“Projects and Planning”, 2019). While 

other extensions are currently planned around the city, South Phoenix is of particular 

interest from a planning perspective due to its history of social and environmental 

injustice. Marred by a history of racial segregation that left them amid environmental 

industrial contamination and unwelcoming traffic from flight paths and freeways (Bolin, 

Grineski, and Collins, 2005), South Phoenicians have reason to organize against the 

continual planning decisions that have scarred them in the past. Examining LRT 

pushback from the perspective of predominately minority South Phoenix inhabitants in a 

grassroots group will breathe life back into the right to the city concept in a neoliberal 

American society where race and democracy are increasingly contested.  

Understanding the dynamics and nuances of a right to the city movement takes a 

thorough examination of the interactions between and among urban inhabitants, city 

officials, and other relevant stakeholders. By using participant observation, and informal 

and semi-structured interviews, this dissertation will use a variety of methods to capture 

the right to the city in ways we have not seen before. What these methods offer is a way 

to demonstrate the right to the city through the lens of the urban inhabitant, rather than as 

a generalized large scale movement. Although brief, one of the most intriguing 

demonstrations of this is Colombo and Mascarenhas’ (2003) narration of urban inhabitant 
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and worker perspectives during the creation of neighborhood assemblies in 1990s 

Argentina. We have yet to see, however, a detailed account of inhabitants in the frame of 

the right to the city.  

To expand upon this type of narration, Lefebvre suggests focusing on the 

perceived-conceived-lived space triad, also known as spatial practice, representations of 

space, and representational space. While perceived space (spatial practice) is based upon 

how the body uses and perceives space, conceived space (representations of space) is the 

realm in which planners operate, “whose system of localization assigns an exact spot to 

each activity” (Lefebvre, 1991, 45). It is not until representational space that we truly see 

the world of inhabitants, who assign meanings and symbols to space, creating social 

movements and ideas such as the right to the city (Lefebvre, 1991). Yet representational 

space is difficult to find in the urban planning world because planning is so narrowly 

focused on knowledge and power that representational space is reduced to small acts of 

art and symbolism. At its core, this dissertation is a way to expand our understanding of 

the linkages between the representational space that creates the right to the city and the 

decision-making processes that occur in a neoliberal planning context.  

Purcell (2013b) encourages more participation on behalf of the researcher, by 

helping organized groups through the battle toward democracy. He surmises, “We should 

document and narrate the exhilaration that participant after participant reported having 

felt as they refused to be ruled and took on the challenge of ruling themselves” (323). 

Documenting the exhilaration of participants can demonstrate not only how the right to 

the city occurs, but how planners can advocate for those rights by knowing where and 

how it is occurring in urban space. By becoming both an observer and a participant, the 
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researcher uses their body as a vessel to feel new ways of moving through space, while 

also developing the skills to observe the nuances that may be missed by those outside 

(Musante and DeWalt, 2010). The use of the body is essential for Lefebvre’s 

representational space and plays a central role in demonstrating the right to the city in my 

dissertation. 

 

Findings  

 Throughout the process of 4 Lanes or No Train’s right to the city movement, we 

see both positive instances of a minority led grassroots group enabling their right to the 

city, and incredible challenges that ultimately lead to the end of their movement. The use 

of participant observation illuminated the methods and tactics used by the group to 

activate their right to the city and the complex inter-and intra-group dynamics that 

influenced the evolution of the movement over time. Common tactics included 

protesting, organizing against city council, and creating a ballot initiative. Findings 

regarding group dynamics often included conflicts over leadership within the group, as 

well as conflicts between the group and other stakeholders like politicians and pro-light 

rail supporters. The tactics and methods used by the group in mobilizing their right to the 

city demonstrate a level of active participation and collective power that allows the 

movement to push forward despite various barriers.  

Such barriers to the movement included limited public participation and 

appropriation of disenfranchised urban inhabitants by neoliberal supporters such as 

politicians and political groups. Their battles over rights, limited public engagement, and 

a lack of experience, knowledge, and resources led to the group seeking outside help, 
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which ultimately led to their appropriation by outside actors. Despite these challenges, 

the 4 Lanes or No Train case captures a promising instance of urban inhabitants 

mobilizing their right to urban space, revealing the possibilities of a future urban society 

that operates outside of the state and capitalism. Planners can use these findings as a way 

to nurture such instances of urban society and create more involved public participation 

processes so that urban inhabitants’ rights to the city can be realized more effectively.  

 

Organization of dissertation 

This dissertation continues by providing the theoretical context for this case, 

which includes discussing the right to the city framework, its benefits and issues, and 

how urban planning can help to address the issues (Chapter two). The literature review 

chapter will also discuss important literature related to LRT. The methods chapter 

(Chapter three) then describes the case study context of the South Phoenix light rail 

extension, including the background on grassroots group 4 Lanes or No Train. The 

various methodological tools used to capture the right to the city from the perspective of 

the 4 Lanes or No Train movement are also discussed. Chapter four provides a narrative 

on the events and key findings in the 4 Lanes or No Train movement before Chapter five 

concludes by discussing the implications of the case’s findings for the right to the city 

and urban planning. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ESTABLISHING CONNECTIONS BETWEEN THE RIGHT TO THE CITY, URBAN 

PLANNING, AND LIGHT RAIL TRANSIT 

Introduction  

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the theoretical context for this 

dissertation by outlining the right to the city framework, understanding its benefits and 

gaps, and identifying ways in which urban planning can help address the major issues and 

gaps in the right to the city. While the right to the city offers great potential in addressing 

concerns of urban social justice, the literature is lacking in applied examples of the 

theory. More specifically, applied examples are missing important narratives of urban 

inhabitants struggles for a right to the city in various urban development contexts. In 

addition, Lefebvre’s vision for the right to the city is in great conflict with the current era 

of neoliberalism, which presents numerous challenges for planning cities for people, not 

profit. By examining the right to the city theory and its issues, this chapter will help to 

illuminate how the empirical findings of this dissertation demonstrate promising 

instances of urban society in a neoliberal system (Chapter Four). The chapter begins by 

outlining the right to the city theory and practice and addressing issues with both before 

discussing literature on planning theory and LRT. The chapter then concludes by 

highlighting the gaps in the theory.  
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‘Right to the city’  

 

“A city can truly be called a city only when its streets belong to the people” (Friedmann 

1993; 139). 

 

In the late 1960s, French philosopher Henri Lefebvre took note of a new urban 

form in his city of Paris, in which the primary ways of spatially organizing the city came 

in the form of utilizing property values and exchanging land on the market (Purcell, 

2013a). He termed this form of urban production as the “industrial city”, and emphasized 

its ability to segregate out people and land uses for the benefit of a capitalist market 

(Lefebvre, 1991; Purcell, 2013a). Lefebvre argues that the industrial city creates urban 

spaces that value the property rights of owners over the rights of inhabitants who use 

them (Lefebvre, 1991; Purcell, 2013a; Attoh, 2011). The theoretical push against the 

industrial city leaves what Lefebvre calls the ‘right to the city’ and ‘urban society’ 

(1991). In its most basic form, the right to the city is “an exigent demand by those 

deprived of basic material and legal rights, and an aspiration for the future by those 

discontented with life as they see it around them and perceived as limiting their potentials 

for growth and creativity” (Marcuse, 2009). The right to the city is essentially the right to 

urban space, and the ability to transform that space for an individual or collective benefit 

(Lefebvre, 1991; Schmid, 2011).  

 When inhabitants exercise their right to the city by appropriating urban space, 

making it their own, and using it to meet their needs, they help to create what is deemed 

an urban society (Purcell, 2013a; Lefebvre, 1991). For Lefebvre, appropriation of urban 
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space can occur by rejecting private ownership of property in a capitalist market and 

creating cooperative social spaces defined by inhabitants (1991). Urban societies are 

characterized by their ability to create collective spaces and facilitate negotiations 

between inhabitants to help illuminate differences between them while also creating the 

urban space inhabitants desire (Purcell, 2013a; Schmid, 2011). Whether or not urban 

societies are successful at negotiating in practice is yet to be seen. Lefebvre (1991) 

promotes the concept of autogestion, or self-management, which requires the inhabitant 

to be an active participant in creating space. The active participation of urban inhabitants 

can lead to important social movements that advocate for a supportive living environment 

(Marcuse, 2009).  

 

Embracing an urgent utopia 

The need for active participation from urban inhabitants in the right to the city 

emphasizes the demand for a different perspective from scholars and practitioners. If the 

right to the city is a living, breathing struggle that can occur in fleeting moments, those 

studying the topic must be attuned to perceive such small instances of the right to the city 

(Purcell, 2013b). In addition, the right to the city also requires a willingness to imagine 

what urban societies would look like if urban inhabitants controlled the urban spaces they 

occupy. Lefebvre refers to such imaginative possibilities as an “urgent utopia”. However, 

he does not advocate for a utopia in the extreme and unrealistic sense of the word. He 

instead advocates for the transformation of pessimistic, realist thinking into imaginative 

thinking that values possibility in all urban situations (Purcell, 2013b). This type of 

thinking values the reality of urban situations but does not let current restrictions such as 
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neoliberalism hinder possible solutions (Purcell, 2013b). Urgent utopia is a key frame for 

the right to the city as it allows urban inhabitants to reclaim urban space without being 

disillusioned by existing obstacles. Through increments of autogestion, ranging from the 

smallest of moments to the largest of revolutions in urban life, urban inhabitants can 

slowly chip away at the state and capitalism by exposing urban society in their fight for a 

right to the city. The next section highlights some attempts at examining instances of the 

right to the city in practice.  

 

The right to the city in practice   

Lefebvre was adamant that his theoretical right to the city concept could be 

applied in a practical, concrete manner (1991). How the right to the city plays out in 

practice, however, remains an understudied topic. Since its recent resurgence, the right to 

the city has become a rather muddled concept. In some cases, the right to the city 

includes an array of differing rights, such as the right to housing, transportation, and 

social services among others (Purcell, 2013b). In other cases, the right to the city is so 

narrowly defined that it can lose many of its important distinctions. The various 

conceptions of the right to the city are not necessarily an issue, however, since the right to 

the city should be as flexible as the perspectives of urban inhabitants fighting for their 

rights. Purcell (2013b) advocates for various conceptions of the right to the city in 

practice, as long as these conceptions and their political contexts are explicitly stated.  

Using a method called transduction, Lefebvre advocates that by examining 

occurrences of the right to the city, we can extrapolate such practices to this theory and 

infer what an urban society may look like in the future. Doing so would eventually create 
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a lens of urban society that we can use to examine current practices today (Lefebvre, 

1991; Purcell, 2013a). Beyond this approach, Marcuse (2009) advocates for using critical 

urban theory to encourage the right to the city. To go from critical theory to “radical 

urban practice”, he suggests a three-step model: expose, propose, and politicize (43). An 

urban planner by training, he deems this approach as “critical planning”, and used it to 

examine what planners were doing after Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans. The expose 

phase involves analyzing the root of the urban problem and communicating that with 

relevant stakeholders, while the propose phase follows up by working with those 

stakeholders to come up with effective proposals and strategies to overcome problems 

(Marcuse, 2009). The final phase, politicize, involves demonstrating the political 

implications of the issues and proposals before organizing to implement solutions.  

Applying theory to practice, however, is not a simple process and has thus far 

been a topic of debate in scholarly literature. Applied instances of the right to the city 

occur in various ways, ranging from government-led initiatives to community-based 

movements. South American countries, particularly Brazil, have led the way in 

attempting to institutionalize the right to the city in laws. After informal development 

became a normalized occurrence in Rio De Janeiro, the city developed a right to the city 

statute that is based on collective rights and regularizes informal development (Brown, 

2013). The successful institutionalization of the right to the city was born out of a unique 

time when the state was transitioning from military to democratic rule. A shift to 

democratic rule elevated the role of social actors in governance, allowing for the 

promotion of democratic management in the city. Therefore, Brown (2013) argues that 

changes in government are vital to successful right to the city movements.  
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Meanwhile in the Brazilian state of Bahia, the MSTB, or homeless movement, 

reflects the right to the city by mobilizing squatters and homeless communities to self-

organize and find work (Belda-Miquel, Blanes, and Fredani, 2016). After occupying 

empty buildings/land and creating democratic organization in the new settlement, the 

MSTB then pressures public administration to help improve the now occupied space 

based on a city statute that declares citizens’ right to housing and infrastructure (Belda-

Miquel, Blanes, and Fredani, 2016).   

Purcell (2013b) provides examples of political movements in Argentina, Spain, 

and Greece that lead to instances of urban inhabitants directly managing themselves, 

rather than being managed by the state. While Argentines created neighborhood 

assemblies to govern themselves outside of the state in response to economic and 

political crises, Spaniards followed suit in the Spanish Revolution of 2011 by holding 

demonstrations around city squares, advocating for direct democracy (Colombo and 

Mascarenhas, 2003; Purcell, 2013b). The Spanish and concurrent Greek protests for self-

management also spurred the Occupy Wall Street movement in the United States months 

later (Purcell, 2013b). Though these movements represent a form of the right to the city 

in practice by demonstrating instances of self-management, they are not representative of 

urban planning issues that may elicit complex and conflicting rights to the city among 

various groups under a neoliberal political system. These examples also occur at large 

scales, which overlooks the right to the city in the everyday practices of urban 

inhabitants.  

A more grassroots example of establishing the right to the city involves the New 

York Street Advertising Takeover Project (NYSAT), an effort that organizes artists who 
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paint over commercial billboards with non-consumer messages (Iveson, 2013). The result 

was a direct show of do-it-yourself (DIY) urbanism that reclaimed and appropriated 

urban space (Iveson, 2013). Yet how effective are these institutional, community-based, 

and grassroots attempts at implementing the right to the city? At the government scale, 

the primary danger to institutionalizing the right to the city is that it can potentially fail to 

address underlying causes of problems and downplay power struggles by co-opting social 

movements to serve existing power structures (Mayer, 2012). In addition, government-

led efforts to implement people’s right to the city can also take away the meaning and 

significance of the concept (Belda-Miquel, Blanes, and Fredani, 2016). In fact, the MSTB 

demonstrates that the radical change Lefebvre calls for in the original theory is not 

possible if the right to the city is only conducted by the state (Belda-Miquel, Blanes, and 

Fredani, 2016). What is more successful is if inhabitants can make small, progressive 

changes over time, especially when institutions and regulations can severely limit large 

scale revolutionary actions like Lefebvre envisions. Such small changes over time 

indicate a major limitation of the right to the city, which is that a total overhaul of 

government is unlikely in most situations. In the case of NYSAT, Iveson (2013) argues 

that DIY approaches will not necessarily lead to a right to the city unless they are 

politicized. To politicize these approaches, groups need to stage their disagreements with 

existing authorities by publicly demonstrating how their urban politics conflict with 

current urban practices. In this case, graffiti was used to cover up commercial billboards 

with critical questions or statements about rights, which eventually did impact the 

placement of such billboards around the city (Iveson, 2013).  
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Despite the various examples of the right to the city occurring in practice at 

different scales, it is important to realize how many of these efforts occur within a 

neoliberal framework. In the case of Brazil, the government institutionalizes the right to 

the city, while the other cases rely on the politicization of the right to the city to enact 

changes in policy. All of these examples still leave decision-making power in the hands 

of the state and reduce the right to the city to a legal right (Purcell, 2013b). Lefebvre’s 

vision instead sees urban inhabitants gaining control outside of the legal system, 

eventually withering away the power of the state entirely. For urban planners who work 

in the public realm, this presents a challenge to the way we think about planning practice 

under neoliberalism. Fortunately, urban planning has a rich history of frameworks that 

similarly value the participation of urban inhabitants in the formation of urban space, 

particularly through the lens of advocacy and social justice. The next section discusses 

some of these approaches before concluding with the role of public participation in the 

right to the city theory. 

 

Power and justice planning models  

One of the primary issues for utilizing the right to the city in government and 

public sector planning relates to an imbalance of power among the various actors 

involved in the process (Davidoff, 1965; Arnstein, 1969). Forester (1982), a planner 

associated with communicative planning, argues that a planner’s access to information, 

and their ability to misinform the public about this information, is the primary way power 

is held in the planning process. He elaborates further by outlining five perspectives in 

which a public sector planner may use information as a source of power. The first 
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perspective is that of the technician. The technician holds power through technical 

information such as ownership or access to data and the ability to analyze it, which often 

does not become involved with politics, as they believe their technical work is the form 

of best practice (Forester, 1982).  

The incrementalist acknowledges the often-complex process of project approval 

and the various stages of the process. In this perspective, planners hold power by 

understanding all of the stages in the planning process and where/whom to go to for the 

fastest approval (Forester, 1982). The liberal-advocate relates back to Davidoff’s (1965) 

call for advocacy planning. These planners see information as power because they can 

use it to respond to the needs of underrepresented groups. The final two perspectives are 

the structuralists and the progressives. The structuralist perspective sees a planner’s 

information as a source of power because it “legitimatizes and rationalizes” the existing 

power structures (Forester, 1982, 69). Progressives, on the other hand, see information as 

power because it can enable public participation, avoid legitimatizing, and can expose 

structural, organizational, and political barriers to planning (Forester, 1982, 69). 

Therefore, the progressive perspective on information and power in planning is heavily 

related to the progression of public participation as an important tool in current urban 

planning. This does not mean, however, that planners use this progressive perspective in 

modern practice. Rather, current planning practice seems to go with the motions, 

including public participation via public meetings because it is required. One may argue 

this expectation is due to the previous historical backlash of the urban renewal era, which 

was characterized by large scale removal of urban blight with little to no public input. 
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Rather than the government possessing a desire to include public input (which generally 

slows down planning processes and development), they do so to save face.  

To address concerns of power and community representativeness, various social 

justice oriented models of urban planning started gaining traction in the 1960s as a 

response to the shortcomings of the urban renewal era. The primary approaches include 

advocacy, radical, and communicative planning. Before discussing these approaches, it is 

important to note the importance of public participation in planning for social justice. 

Akin to the right to the city, justice planning is not possible without the voices of urban 

inhabitants. The most dominant and widely accepted representation of public 

participation in planning is Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation. Arnstein highlights 

a major concern in planning, which is how much stakeholder input is actually considered 

in final decision-making. If input is not considered at all, those in power will likely try to 

“educate” or “cure” the participants, which Arnstein deems non-participation (1969, 

217).  

Steps beyond non-participation include informing, consultation, and placation. All 

of these ensure that voices are heard, but do not ensure they will be included, which is 

deemed as “tokenism” (Arnstein, 1969, 217). True public participation will occur with 

partnerships, delegated power, or citizen control. Partnerships offer the ability to 

negotiate with the power holders, while delegated power and citizen control ensure the 

majority of decision-making seats or ultimately full power (Arnstein, 1969). Advocacy 

and communicative planning utilize Arnstein’s (1969) ladder in different ways. The 

urban renewal era was informed by the rational comprehensive approach to planning, 

which is characterized by surveying a region, conducting analysis of the survey, and 
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implementing a plan based on public input from the survey (Lane, 2005). In this 

approach, the planning profession is seen as a scientific process and planners are seen as 

experts who know what is best for public interest. Many of the problems with rational 

comprehensive planning are highlighted by its lack of public participation or inclusion of 

diverse values and perspectives. The approach tends to oversimplify the world, leaving 

no room for adaptability and for public input (Lane, 2005). It does, however, offer a 

strong reliance on scientific data and objectivity, which can be extremely beneficial in 

decision making. Overall, the rational comprehensive approach to planning may be the 

most closely aligned with a neoliberal economic system, hindering the urban inhabitant’s 

right to city most.  

Advocacy planning emerged in response to the desire for more public 

participation around the same time as the civil rights movement. Some planners during 

this time developed advocacy approaches to representation, working on behalf of their 

clients in disadvantaged groups (Davidoff, 1965). Davidoff (1965) takes the position that 

planners should not only include residents in the process but also become advocates for 

them. This was a bold shift in thinking compared to the heavily positivist, rational 

comprehensive planning approach. His position highlights how planning is essentially a 

value-laden field, or one that cannot escape the opinions and preferences of those 

involved. Advocacy planning, therefore, moves away from a singular public interest to 

acknowledging differing and often competing interests among the public.  

Advocacy planners typically work with disadvantaged groups who are normally 

excluded from the planning process. Planners try to actively include them, mainly by 

facilitating the formation of groups so they can learn to advocate for themselves 
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(Davidoff, 1965). The most often cited example of this approach is the Cleveland City 

Planning Commission’s work in the 1970s (Krumholz, 1982). The planners in Cleveland 

were able to serve as activists on behalf of poor populations via improved transit and 

through opposing certain types of development; that is, stances often eliciting a lot of 

pushback from other stakeholders such as politicians and businesspeople. This approach 

to planning follows more closely with the partnership level of Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of 

public participation, and perhaps even beyond depending on the context.  

In comparison to the right to the city, advocacy planning adopts similar values of 

serving those who are underrepresented and teaching urban inhabitants to organize and 

advocate for themselves. However, advocacy planning offers a couple of potential 

benefits over the right to the city in practice. Firstly, advocacy planning inherently 

acknowledges competing interests among the public, which is thus far a primary struggle 

for the right to the city in practice. Secondly, the urban planner is used as a tool to 

facilitate social change, rather than as a distant accomplice for neoliberal development. 

The potential issue with using advocacy planning to facilitate a right to the city, however, 

is the need to choose who should be advocated for. Even underrepresented groups may 

have internal conflicts and create their own “sides” to planning situations. How does the 

advocacy planner choose what and who to advocate for, especially when groups 

challenge their own personal values and come from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds? When is it acceptable for a white urban planner to choose what should and 

should not be advocated for among minority groups? The broader nature of the right to 

the city may provide enough room to create answers to such challenging questions.  
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An approach that closely aligns with the right to the city is radical planning, 

which argues a new paradigm is needed to overcome the “elitist, centralizing, and 

change-resistant tendencies” perpetuated by the current economic system (Grabow and 

Heskin 106, 1973). The fathers of radical planning continue to emphasize the need for 

public participation by saying, “It is basic to see that without authentic participation of 

the members of the community, on equal footing, no effective planning -- de-alienating 

and genuinely responsive to human needs -- can evolve,” (Grabow and Heskin 107, 

1973). Friedmann (2008) argues that radical planning works beyond the state and often 

against it through mobilizing communities, or grassroots movements.  

A more targeted approach is utilized in communicative planning. Developed in the 

1970s-1980s, communicative planning asserts that knowledge is socially constructed and 

maintained through communication (Healey, 1992). In this sense, planners are often seen 

as facilitators who actively work and interact with people to better understand the context 

of the situation. Planners have a responsibility to collectively create information with the 

public (Innes, 1998). Innes et al. (1995) demonstrate communicative planning by 

examining case studies using an approach called consensus building. Consensus building 

involves bringing together various stakeholders and conducting activities, such as role- 

playing, to understand each other’s perspectives before brainstorming possible ways 

forward on an issue. In Arnstein’s (1969) ladder, communicative planning and methods 

such as consensus building reflect the partnership rung and the ability for negotiation 

among those partners. Though less radical than advocacy planning and the right to the 

city, communicative planning offers consensus building as a viable tool for practice. I 

argue using the more applied aspects of advocacy and communicative planning in public 
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sector planning can help to improve the right to the city framework in today’s neoliberal 

system, particularly through their use of public participation.  

 A key component of power and justice planning models is increased levels of 

public participation. Participation is also at the crux of the right to the city, but Lefebvre 

is highly critical of the participation used in city politics. He claims public participation 

in city government, “allows those in power to obtain, at a small price, the acquiescence of 

concerned citizens. After a show trial more or less devoid of information and social 

activity, citizens sink back into their tranquil passivity...” (1968, 105). Therefore, 

Lefebvre calls for active participation through the mobilization of urban inhabitants. 

Doing so allows them to be awakened, and see participation “not as speaking at a public 

hearing or serving on a citizens’ panel, but as the living struggle for a city that is 

controlled by its inhabitants” (Purcell, 2013b, 150). This type of participation shows 

urban inhabitants what they are capable of as a collective, paving the way for their 

appropriation of urban space. In the neoliberal city where such participation is 

minimized, I argue urban planning’s rich history of participatory theories and justice 

models can offer a way to combat the suppression of urban inhabitants. The next section 

further explores the key issues in right to the city theory and practice.  

 

Issues with the right to the city   

 Right to the city literature reveals two primary issues with the framework as it 

stands today. As frequently mentioned in the previous section, the age of neoliberalism 

brings about new challenges to the right to the city in ways Lefebvre could not account 

for at the time of his writings. If scholars and practitioners wish to continue using the 
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right to the city, it is necessary to imagine the possibility of an urban society beyond 

neoliberalism. Another critical question resulting from the scholarly literature is whose 

right to the city is it? Though the right to the city has potential to give voices to those 

who are often unheard in urban planning, certain rights may be privileged over others. 

Questions about who is choosing what rights and for whom are critical in moving 

forward in a challenging neoliberal system, especially when handling differing dynamics 

and conflicts amongst and between groups of urban inhabitants.   

 

Neoliberalism 

Lefebvre created the right to the city concept when the United States still operated 

in a liberal democratic framework. Since the 1990s, however, work on the right to the 

city and planning policy has focused more specifically on the rising neoliberal political 

era (Fawaz, 2009; Kemp, Lebuhn, and Rattner, 2015; Sager, 2011; Balzarini and Shlay, 

2016). Though related in fundamentals, the basic distinction between liberal democracy 

and neoliberalism lies primarily in the role that people play in society. While both operate 

under principles of laissez-faire economics where the economy (and subsequently 

culture) is market driven, assets are privatized, and there is little government intervention, 

neoliberalism focuses even less on people and society, and more on the free market. The 

concept originated in the late 1930s through the ideology of Ludwig von Mises and 

Friedrich Hayek (Monbiot, 2016). Concerned with the increasing levels of social 

democracy exemplified through collectivist ideologies such as communism, von Mises 

and Hayek developed an ideology based on individualism, primarily through freedom 

from regulations and taxes (Monbiot, 2016). The idea eventually caught on with the rich, 
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and even more prominently in the 1970s after economic crises in the United States and 

the United Kingdom (Monbiot, 2016). The policies of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald 

Reagan then solidified neoliberalism as the dominant ideology for decades to come.  

Urban planning has not been immune to the neoliberal shift, and some even argue 

that planners facilitate neoliberalism by encouraging growth within cities (Molotch, 

1976). In New York City, community garden advocates fought unsuccessfully to save the 

gardens in the face of a government that wanted to use the space for affordable housing 

and market-rate revenues (Schmelzkopf, 2002). At face value, this may seem like a loss 

for community advocate’s right to the city. However, what about those community 

members who would benefit from affordable housing? Again, this illustrates the 

challenges of using the right to the city in a capitalist system. 

 Sager (2011) details how planning policies, ranging from infrastructure 

provisions to housing and neighborhood renewal, have become neoliberal minded since 

the early 1990s in many countries around the world (even in more socialized political 

systems like Sweden). Infrastructure provisions in neoliberal policies are characterized by 

increased private control over the “construction and operation of urban infrastructure” 

(Sager, 2011, 163). In practice, this means more public-private partnerships for projects 

ranging from transportation to acquiring drinking water. Consequences of public-private 

partnerships in urban infrastructure include a bias toward private interests, and in the case 

where projects are primarily funded through private entities, a lack of democratic 

processes and transparency with the public (Siemiatycki, 2005, 2006).  

Along with neighborhood renewal policies, the most relevant discussion for this 

dissertation is regarding neoliberal transportation policies. Transportation is inherently 
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connected to the right to the city because: 1) disadvantaged people, such as the 

handicapped, may not be able to enact their right to the city due to inadequate mobility, 

and 2) fixed transportation inherently influences place in positive and negative ways  

(Attoh, 2012; Farmer, 2011). Rail transit policies are now characterized by separate, 

private ownership of rail infrastructure, from the tracks themselves to the operating 

companies (Sager, 2011). In Chicago, such policies have widened the inequality gap by 

creating unaffordable housing and unequal access to public resources (Farmer, 2011). 

Privatization is also concerning because it reduces public subsidies, focuses more on 

share value, and is unconcerned with ridership and consequences of gentrification (Sager, 

2011). In addition, it has vast consequences for public participation. The development of 

the RAV transit system in Vancouver, Canada demonstrated how public-private transit 

partnerships can result in limited transparency and public input for the benefit of financial 

gain in a neoliberal city (Siemiatycki, 2005).  

One of the most dangerous potential outcomes of neoliberal policies in 

infrastructure, neighborhood renewal, and transportation is gentrification. Gentrification, 

a term first coined in 1964 by Ruth Glass, is a well-documented, highly contested area of 

planning related literature (Lees, Slater, and Wyly, 2013; Smith, 2005). The term is used 

to describe changes in a population after a change in the built environment, such as the 

influx of people of higher socioeconomic status after the development of a luxury 

apartment building (Sager, 2011). Some of the primary characteristics of gentrification 

include changes in the housing market, economic status, and demographics (Bates, 2013). 

Initially, the narrative around these policies tends to be positive in the sense that they will 

improve living conditions, upgrade decaying districts, and attract visitors and business 
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(Sager, 2011; Atkinson, 2003). Studies consistently show, however, that gentrification in 

the United States is a highly racialized and class-based phenomenon. It leaves gentrified 

neighborhood populations primarily white with higher levels of displacement for 

minorities, and/or surrounding low-income neighborhoods continually disinvested 

(Hwang and Sampson, 2014; Lees, 2016). In addition, gentrification is becoming more of 

a strategy used by local governments for economic improvements.  

In the UK, quasi-non-governmental organizations called Urban Development 

Corporations lead urban renewal efforts in many British cities primarily to increase 

business investments by cleaning up decaying districts (Haughton, 1999). Critics of these 

efforts suggest a myriad of issues, primarily citing a lack of engagement with local 

communities and a lack of concern for gentrification (Deas et al., 2000; Haughton, 1999). 

Such social consequences include the reclamation of the city by the middle class, 

breaking up concentrations of poor people, and displacement through rent increases and 

the inability for people to find other homes (Sager, 2011). Some go as far as to say that 

neoliberal policies that promote gentrification are also promoting the recolonization of 

the city at the expense of vulnerable populations (Atkinson, 2003).  

Community-based responses to gentrification, particularly from low-income, 

minority populations are also prevalent (Freeman, 2006; Newman and Wyly, 2006). 

Attitudes and perceptions of gentrification have been explored using interviews with 

residents and community organizers in Harlem and other neighborhoods in New York 

City (Freeman, 2006; Newman and Wyly, 2006). Perceptions of residents typically 

correspond with findings from the academic literature, with primary reasoning including 

a changing economy, appreciation of housing stock in Harlem, and the locational 
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convenience of these neighborhoods. For example, a prominent finding is an increase in 

rents by landlords, and eventual harassment of tenants in the hopes they will move out so 

rents can be increased. Residents say those who have been displaced have had to move in 

with other family members, a shelter, or become homeless. In some cases, they will move 

out of the city or state entirely for cheaper rents. Those who are affected the most are 

often the elderly and immigrants, with the elderly living on fixed incomes and 

experiencing long waitlists for senior living communities (Newman, 2006). It is 

important to note, however, that discussions around displacement are highly contested in 

the literature. Freeman himself has found conflicting evidence over displacement in 

gentrifying neighborhoods (2004; 2005). Therefore, displacement is not necessarily a 

given in any gentrifying neighborhood, but the fear of it happening may spur enough 

negativity around gentrification itself to ignore any potential benefits (Freeman, 2005). 

Even the resident created community organizations that fought to revitalize 

neighborhoods are now dwindling, and new community organizations are now working 

to fight displacement (Newman, 2006). Such organizations include Community 

Development Corporations (CDCs), the Lower Park Slope’s Fifth Avenue Committee 

(FAC), and the Pratt Area Community Council (PACC). In this case, CDCs provide aid 

for tenants who are experiencing harassment by landlords using illegal tactics for 

eviction, while the FAC created an anti-displacement campaign (eventually adopted by 

other community groups) to challenge landlords with excessive rent increases (Newman 

and Wyly, 2006). The PACC also helps to tackle displacement with the creation of the 

Displacement Watch program, which is a weekly meeting for tenants that teaches them 

how to negotiate with landlords among other activities (Newman and Wyly, 2006). With 
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the support of various community groups, residents can receive aid that helps mitigate the 

negative effects of gentrification, though it might not be enough to sustain the livelihoods 

of pre-existing residents.  

In sum, what a review of the literature shows is that planning in the neoliberal 

context is planning for profitability, not for urban inhabitants. Neoliberal policies focus 

on time efficiency and economic gain, include little public participation processes, and 

rely on the private market to solve urban problems (Sager, 2011). Many people are left 

marginalized and underserved by neoliberal policies. Yet as we see with the right to the 

city, determining whose right should take precedence is tricky, especially when some 

rights may align with neoliberal policies. In addition, public participation is a vital 

component of facilitating the right to the city, because without the perspectives of the 

stakeholders who have developed personal memories, history, sense of place, and 

attachments to place, planners cannot successfully produce urban space that is 

representative of inhabitants (Cilliers and Timmerman, 2014; Lepofsky and Fraser, 2003; 

Hou and Rios, 2003). Using public participation as a tool for producing urban space not 

only allows for the successful creation of desirable, livable urban spaces that people are 

proud of, but also creates the social capital needed to maintain it (Cilliers and 

Timmerman, 2014). One of the biggest threats to public participation in a neoliberal 

system is the use of public participation to reaffirm the agendas of social elites, or to 

increase organizational learning rather than empowering inhabitants right to the city. 

Sager (2011) argues it is the responsibility of planners to show the public that market- 

driven policies are not to the benefit of society at large.  
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Whose right to the city? 

Yet, what rights and whose rights do these concepts apply, especially when urban 

inhabitants usually have conflicting perspectives? The answers to these questions largely 

vary in the literature and seem highly dependent on context. For example, rights can 

range from the right to housing, the right to participate and be heard, or the right against 

police brutality (Attoh, 2011). People who are excluded, alienated, and generally those 

who do not currently have the right such as low income, minority, or undocumented 

populations typically represent Lefebvre’s vision of autogestion and reclaiming the city 

(Marcuse, 2009; Schmid, 2011). Yet it is important to recognize that the right to the city 

does not automatically guarantee rights for all, as leaders of corporate organizations are 

typically the first to possess that right in an industrialized society (Marcuse, 2009). Even 

in instances where programs are developed to aid those without rights to the city, the 

outcomes still serve those in greater positions of economic power. In Syracuse, New 

York, a program called Rides for Work assists welfare recipients by giving them 

individualized transportation to and from work. By limiting transportation to the 

workplace, it continually restricts recipients from accessing grocery stores, childcare, and 

higher paying jobs (Attoh, 2011). In addition, those without a right to the city may find it 

more difficult to assert their rights due to a lack of knowledge or resources. Therefore, 

not everyone will be winners in the process, at least not initially.  

Purcell emphasizes Lefebvre’s point that enabling the right to the city “does not 

entail a project to achieve a purely democratic, stateless, post-capitalistic ideal city at the 

end of history” (320, 2013b). Therefore, to what extent can urban inhabitants claim the 

right to the city, what does that process look like, and what are the outcomes? Harvey 



  30 

(2008) argues that combating neoliberal rights to the city involves establishing 

democratic management, which is akin to the citizen control rung of Arnstein’s ladder of 

participation (1969). As McCann (2002) puts simply, the right to the city is “the right not 

to be marginalized in decision-making” (26). In the context of urban planning, I argue the 

only way to manage conflicting rights to the city in practice is through collaborative, 

democratic methods of public participation that promote transparency from the beginning 

of a planning project. Currently, this is difficult to achieve when urban planners primarily 

operate within a neoliberal political context that values efficient economic development 

rather than extensive public outreach and feedback that can slow down development. 

Even if public sector planners want to facilitate more public participation, they might not 

possess the necessary tools to deal with complex and conflicting stakeholder 

perspectives. While Lefebvre continually stresses a working-class, anti-capitalist focus, 

the reality in a neoliberal city is that self-interests of working-class inhabitants can often 

be capitalistic and negatively affect the overall public.  

Balzarini and Shlay (2016) demonstrate the viewpoints of community members in 

the face of plans to build a casino in a diverse south Philadelphia neighborhood. In 

understanding the viewpoints of urban inhabitants on the potential casino, they found two 

important issues in applying the right to the city in a neoliberal context. Firstly, high 

variability exists across and among groups regarding the benefits and drawbacks of 

building a casino. The differing opinions largely varied based on length of residence and 

social class, demonstrating that different people can desire different rights within the 

same context. In addition, urban inhabitants who actively participate in opposing or 

supporting such projects do so based on their own self-interests. 
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In this example, it was the long-term, working-class residents who favored the 

economic benefits of the casino, rather than the newer residents who contributed to the 

gentrification of the neighborhood to begin with and opposed the casino based on their 

desire to maintain the economic and cultural gains that resulted from previous 

gentrification (Balzarini and Shlay, 2016). The results of this case study highlight the 

challenges of using the right to the city theory in a neoliberal planning context, primarily 

because of the various competing rights within communities. Ultimately, urban 

inhabitants are left fighting amongst each other for their own self-interests, and not 

against the overarching economic system as Lefebvre originally envisioned. A 

reimagined right to the city framework will need to account for competing perspectives, 

of which possibly promote neoliberal development.  

Purcell (2002) further notes that the outcome of the right to the city will largely 

depend on the political identities of urban inhabitants and that their rights will not always 

be inherently positive. This is especially the case when considering the perspectives of 

diverse urban inhabitants who may have conflicting desires and push outcomes that are to 

the detriment of society at large (Attoh, 2011; Belda-Miquel, Blanes, and Frediani, 2016). 

As previously mentioned briefly, recent scholarship is discovering and unraveling the 

complexities surrounding both whose right to the city it is, and what rights those are 

(Attoh, 2011). The answers to such questions can largely depend on how the right to the 

city is defined and the undemocratic urban policies that dictate their outcomes. For 

example, urban policies exist that exclude homeless individuals from sleeping in public 

parks (Mitchell, 2003). Though such policies inhibit the rights of the homeless to the city, 

it may be argued that the majority of inhabitants support these exclusive policies so they 
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can enjoy public parks without seeing the homeless (Mitchell, 2003). This instance 

highlights conflicts between majority and minority rights to the city. Neoliberal rights to 

the city, which are those of a small urban elite with private interests, also produce 

conflict. This conflict is not only defined by urban inhabitants fighting against the urban 

elite, but also between urban inhabitants who support or do not support neoliberal 

policies (Attoh, 2011).  

 

Gaps in the right to the city 

 In addition to addressing the issues related to neoliberalism and conflicting rights 

to the city, my dissertation will also help fill two gaps in the right to the city literature. 

Firstly, though the literature discusses the unique dynamics and tensions among and 

between urban inhabitants, it rarely does so from the lens of the urban inhabitant. Instead 

of presenting the fight for a right to the city as a living, breathing constant in urban 

society, scholarly literature is limited by discussing the logistics of social movements and 

gauging how people feel about them through traditional methods like interviews. I 

question what the right to the city literature might gain from a researcher putting 

themselves into a movement, to experience the inner workings of this theory in practice. 

Because the right to the city is a dynamic, living concept in practice, movements need to 

be studied in real time to account for the dynamic relationships and potential issues.  

 Secondly, the right to the city needs to be studied across more varied urban 

contexts. While the literature provides some examples from large scale movements and 

government interventions, we lack more examples of the right to the city in small scale, 

everyday experiences of. Applying the right to the city framework to urban planning 
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issues such as housing, gentrification, and in the case of my dissertation, transportation, 

will further help to refine this framework for the benefit of social justice.  

 

Urban inhabitant lens 

 Right to the city literature typically focuses on its theory rather than its practice. 

To heed Lefebvre’s desire to find instances of the right to the city in practice to further 

develop the theory, some scholars are making an effort to document the right to the city 

in various cases around the world. I argue, however, that there has been a primary focus 

on larger-scale movements and subsequent government responses rather than more 

localized cases focused on urban inhabitant’s responses to neoliberal urban development. 

The right to the city theory has a lot to gain from understanding the journey of the 

ordinary urban inhabitant’s fight for the right to the city, especially when we know how 

easily their rights can be restricted in a neoliberal society.  

 The primary instances in which we see the perspectives of urban inhabitants in the 

literature is when the right to the city intersects with gentrification. As discussed 

previously, Balzarini and Shaly’s (2016) study on the development of a casino in 

Philadelphia revealed tensions between residents who supported or opposed the project. 

The authors use interviews to provide more in-depth perspectives of residents who will 

be impacted by the casino, which creates a richer depiction of what is at stake with the 

right to the city. Dialogue from residents questioning the authenticity of residency and 

who has a right to make decisions provide more powerful glances into the complexity of 

the right to the city. In Buenos Aires, Argentina, Centner (2012) produces similar work in 

relation to displacement as a result of development. Using ethnographic methods, the 
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author’s narrative produces the sense of urgency many of those facing displacement are 

experiencing, as well as their difficulties in mobilizing against the government.  

 Studies like these provide more personalized evidence of the right to the city in 

practice, though I believe scholars can push the narrative even further. As neoliberalism 

continues to make it harder and harder for urban planners to fulfill social justice needs in 

cities, one of the most radical actions a planner can take is to become a participant in the 

right to the city themselves. Too often the planner is an outside observer, tasked with 

fulfilling public participation requirements that are rarely adequate. By becoming a 

participant, planners are forced to learn the nuances of the urban struggle, and more 

importantly, are forced to confront their own roles in establishing a right to the city. The 

next section discusses LRT, an area of urban planning that is lacking in the right to the 

city literature, and that will provide the context for my dissertation.  

 

Light rail transit (LRT) 

LRT initially developed as a response to transportation, land use, and 

environmental issues that entered the urban consciousness in the 1970s (Babalik-

Sutcliffe, 2002). Although LRT has been shown to reduce greenhouse gases, improve 

public health, and reduce traffic congestion (Topalovic et al., 2012), the overall effects of 

LRT on various aspects of the urban form have been shown to be rather minimal in 

relation to their initial problem-solving purposes (Babalik-Sutcliffe, 2002). Studies 

suggest that positive LRT effects only occur in conjunction with other improvement 

projects such as transit-oriented development overlay zones. Urban factors such as the 

liveliness of the central business district (CBD), usage, and image can all impact the 
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success of LRT in terms of high ridership, cost-effectiveness, and traffic reduction. For 

example, LRT is more likely to be successful in dense areas such as central business 

districts, where ridership is higher and subsequently perceived as safer than areas with 

fewer people around (Babalik-Sutcliffe, 2002). Other aspects that can contribute to 

successful LRT are: implementing land-use policies that support the system, integrating 

the LRT system into other urban projects such as redevelopment, linking the system to 

other transit systems like buses, and keeping the system service frequent, with good 

security and low fares (Babalik-Sutcliffe, 2002; Dziauddin, Powe, and Alvanides, 2014).  

While LRT can stimulate the economic growth of an area by increasing 

connectivity, LRT investment alone is not enough to create wide-scale economic change. 

Supportive policies, such as transit-oriented development (TOD), are what help create the 

most economic investments in a city with LRT. As stated previously with neoliberal 

policies, public-private partnerships (PPPs) are a popular way for cities to create new 

transit projects, as they can work with private entities to finance large projects. However, 

such economic partnerships are not always ideal for populations of lower socioeconomic 

status, as the private sector is more likely invest in affluent areas where they can make 

the most profit (Farmer, 2011).   

If LRT is only successful in conjunction with other improvement projects, why 

has it become so popular? The answer typically lies within government funding or 

support. In the case of six LRT projects in the Netherlands, De Bruijn and Veeneman 

(2009) reveal how the strict focus of the government to fund only light rail projects led to 

delayed implementation of the projects due to conflicting perspectives among 

stakeholders. In the United States, the power of the government over transportation 
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projects often leaves local officials struggling between serving the economic benefits of 

serving the suburbs and meeting the needs of the underserved who rely on transportation 

(Grengs, 2005; Farmer, 2011).  

In terms of the production of space, LRT can have large impacts on the shape of 

cities, their materialities, and subsequent spatial interactions (Olesen and Lassen, 2016). 

Olesen and Lassen (2016) argue that light rail systems are not just pieces of urban 

infrastructure, but rather a collection of normative decisions that create ‘light rail scapes’ 

or visions and rationalities that center around an object, in this case the light rail 

infrastructure. Light rail scapes include everything from the color of the trains, the design 

of the stations, how people interact with the system, and vice versa (Olesen and Lassen, 

2016). Of equal importance are the people and cultures that give these light-rail-scapes 

meaning. In the case of Bergen, Norway, the light rail holds a significant historical and 

cultural connection to when the system was tram based, indicating how the light rail can 

be representative of a specific time and place (Olesen and Lassen, 2016).  

Although LRT and subsequent development can have many positive impacts on 

urban space, serious drawbacks exist for establishing a right to the city. Though 

beneficial to homeowners, one of the primary drawbacks of transit development for 

renters and low-income populations is an increase in property values, particularly in areas 

that are desirable to live in, are close to the CBD, and link to other transit forms 

(Dziauddin, Powe, and Alvanides, 2014; Knowles and Ferbrache, 2016). Improved 

accessibility to work opportunities and other services due to LRT is also linked to 

increases in property values, though increases are shown in both low-income and high-

income neighborhoods (Dziauddin, Powe, and Alvandies, 2014).  
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Nilsson and Delmelle (2018) show that impoverished neighborhoods in transit 

areas have a 62 percent chance of transitioning to a young and educated neighborhood, 

while all types of neighborhoods have the highest probability of turning into young and 

educated neighborhoods after the opening of LRT stations. In terms of the link between 

light rail stations and gentrification, Baker and Lee (2017) found mixed results depending 

on the context. In some cities like San Francisco, gentrification was prevalent around 

light rail stations, while in Portland, strong transit-oriented development initiatives 

incentivized developers to combat potential gentrification (Baker and Lee, 2017). 

However, the authors also acknowledge that the effects of LRT on displacement are still 

far from understood. In sum, one of the largest threats of LRT to the right to the city is 

the potential impact of gentrification and subsequent displacement. Yet given the proper 

programs and incentives, gentrification can be effectively combated.  

Though the literature demonstrates mixed results regarding transit impacts on 

property values, any increase in low-income neighborhoods can cause more drastic 

effects as it may displace those who ultimately rely on public transportation the most 

(Knowles and Ferbrache 2016; Luckey et al., 2018). Luckey et al., (2018) found that 

affluent, white households with access to multiple vehicles are moving to transit station 

areas in much larger proportions than low-income households. The negative effects on 

lower-income populations primarily stem from uneven transit development, which can 

limit the opportunities and sociospatial relationships one has in a place (Farmer, 2011). 

Without the support of affordable housing policies, low-income populations are unlikely 

to compete with affluent populations for desirable housing in transit-oriented 

communities (Luckey et al., 2018). Aside from these localized effects of transit 
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development, it is also important to note those people who do or do not support the 

development of transit to begin with, and how that can positively or negatively impact the 

right to the city.  

Uneven development can be a result of planners creating large projects in the 

urban core as pressure for transit grows. In these situations, developers and real estate 

agencies hold enough economic power to control development in the urban core, often 

displacing working-class residents and minorities (Farmer, 2011). In the case of Chicago, 

this included the removal of affordable housing in the central city and resulted in these 

populations moving to the city edge where public transit and the job market are not 

accessible (Farmer, 2011). This type of developer-controlled, municipal-supported 

development creates and reproduces spatial inequalities for those populations such as 

African Americans who are the most dependent on transit than any other population 

(Farmer, 2011). As Friedmann (2010) summarizes, “…displacement is one of the most 

common phenomena in modern city life. We often use other words to talk about it—

people removal, squatter eradication, slum clearance, gentrification, rehousing, 

redevelopment—some terms more benign, others more brutal, but in the end, the results 

are the same.” 

In addition to issues of displacement and gentrification because of LRT, other 

important barriers exist in relation to tensions between public and private stakeholders 

(Dorsey and Mulder, 2013). Since the light rail is developed in a highly normative 

fashion, differing visions of what the light rail should be create a lack of consensus 

between stakeholders. Such differing visions of the light rail can have various 

implications for the right to the city, of which is one of the primary foci of this research.  
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Dorsey and Mulder (2013) argue that TOD should always be community driven so that 

the resulting LRT system is one that is representative of urban space and supported by 

inhabitants. The next subsection addresses how transportation planning goes about 

including the urban inhabitant through public participation and why it is often 

problematic for establishing a right to the city. 

Pros Cons 

o Reduction in greenhouse gases 

o Improvement in public health (less 

pollution, promotes walking) 

o Reduction in traffic congestion 

o Increased connectivity 

o Increased access to services and 

jobs 

o Increases in property values  

o Increases in property values 

o Uneven development 

o Gentrification 

o Displacement of low income 

residential and commercial 

populations 

o Potentially less cost-effective than 

bus rapid transit 

Table 1 

Pros and cons of LRT 

 

The role of the urban inhabitant in transportation planning 

The primary way transportation planners include urban inhabitants in projects is 

through forms of public participation. Public participation in transportation planning has 

been required by law since the development of the Federal Highway Act of 1970 (Schary, 

Brown, and Becker, 1977). The responsibility of planners and other institutional agencies 

in representing the public in transportation decisions has been subject to criticism, 

especially because traditional public input meetings may only attract certain stakeholder 
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interests to the table, and may actively privilege certain values by making them accessible 

to certain groups (Schray, Brown, and Becker, 1977). The unintentional bias created by 

voluntary public input meetings may particularly exclude the interests of elderly, ethnic 

minorities, young people, and low-income persons who cannot drive to meetings, which 

are the groups who may need transit the most (Elvy, 2014). Even in instances where more 

innovative methods of public participation are used, such as targeted focus groups, 

shortcomings can occur when the most vocal stakeholder groups are more represented 

than others (Bickerstaff, Tolley, and Walker, 2002; Casello et al., 2015).  

While these best participation practices provide useful input for planners and 

other institutional stakeholders, they ignore the potentially contentious dynamics between 

and within stakeholder groups. For instance, what happens when community-based 

groups push back against transit plans, or when community groups are hesitant to include 

certain members of the community? Dorsey and Mulder (2013) address the former in 

their study examining proposed transit plans for an urban gondola in Ogden, Utah. Due to 

the gondola’s threat to open green space in the city, community groups began to 

pushback against the project in favor of a rail line instead. This pushback revealed 

resistance from institutional leaders who began characterizing these groups as against the 

good future of Ogden. Ultimately the plans were derailed by community resistance 

because they were able to point to the Mount Ogden Community Plan, which specifically 

calls for the protection of open space – something the gondola would not do. This not 

only demonstrates the power of non-authoritative groups, but the often-tense dynamics 

between stakeholders.  
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Yet stakeholder tensions also exist within groups as well, as demonstrated by 

González et al. (2012) in the context of a community coalition in a majority Latin(x) 

Californian neighborhood facing transit-oriented development. The Santa Ana 

Collaborative for Responsible Development (SACReD), acts as a voice for residents and 

to create a community benefits agreement (CBA) that the coalition could offer to the city 

and developers. The coalition emphasized the need for affordable housing as well as 

cultural and historical preservation in the forms of community centers, art, open space, 

and safety. Clear tensions arose between residents with differing opinions, and while the 

coalition’s concerns did show up in areas of the plans, the CBA was never achieved. 

Reasons why tensions arose in the coalition were primarily due to the emergence of 

Latin(x) immigrants from neighborhoods not originally present in the formation of the 

coalition. Some members even questioned the need to create a ‘resident group’ to capture 

different perspectives, since the coalition already had a historically shared praxis. These 

examples show how difficult it can be to reach consensus among and within different 

stakeholder groups, which can severely impact the ability of all voices to be represented 

in transportation planning projects.  

 The case of Ogden, Utah highlights Molotch’s (1976) growth machine driven 

development, which assigns the private sector as the primary actor for development. 

Doing so creates a system of reactive planning, where public participation is only used 

after a plan has already been developed and proposed. In this sense, public participation 

is already limited to a consultation role or less, where the public can provide their 

opinions but does not necessarily guarantee the inclusion of their opinions in final 

decisions. This role of participation is further exemplified in the failure to reach a CBA in 
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the Santa Ana case, where the authors are quick to caution the link between public 

participation and implementation of opinions (González et al., 2012). 

Yet what are these opinions, and what are their implications for the right to the 

city in transportation planning? In terms of LRT, the literature on stakeholder attitudes 

and perceptions is sparse, particularly using qualitative methods (Brown and Werner, 

2010). Ferbrache and Knowles’s (2017) recent review of light rail impacts on city image 

summarizes three specific aspects that are thus far missing from LRT studies: 

1) Stakeholder views about light rail in particular places 

2) In-depth qualitative methods that capture the meanings social actors give the 

light rail 

3) The absence of minority voices, which gives the impression that the light rail 

is “more positive than other populations might perceive” (112). 

Brown and Werner (2010) use longitudinal surveys to assess attitudes of light rail 

before and after station implementation. Their findings show that residents expected the 

most changes to occur in economic conditions such as housing costs, property taxes, and 

economic opportunity in the neighborhood. These expected changes proved to be 

accurate after implementation, and residents felt the LRT enhanced the neighborhood’s 

reputation and sense of community. In addition, LRT increased place attachment and 

neighborhood satisfaction. Though their study presents a positive image of resident 

perceptions before and after light rail, their small sample was from a majority white 

community (79 percent), which addresses another need of examining minority voices in 

LRT literature.  
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 What these two studies specifically demonstrate is the need for the urban 

inhabitant’s lens in LRT planning. The lack of diverse perspectives potentially leaves out 

the inhabitants who possess the least amount of rights to the city, and the complex battle 

to claim those rights in a transportation context. My dissertation will address both 

concerns by utilizing the lens of the urban inhabitant to explore the fight for the right to 

the city against neoliberal transportation planning in a predominantly minority 

community.  

 

Conclusion 

The right to the city calls for a radical shift in power, away from the small urban 

elite and into the hands of urban inhabitants. Including urban inhabitants is vital in 

enacting the right to the city and can change the way the public is utilized in a socially 

detrimental neoliberal system. It is clear from this review that much work is left to be 

done in terms of demonstrating the right to the city from the lens of the urban inhabitant, 

especially in relation to minority communities. The reality of a dominant neoliberal 

system is that urban inhabitants who wish to fight for their right to the city must typically 

collaborate or operate within the confines of this system, often leaving them discouraged 

and powerless in the decisions that impact their communities. Urban planners have a 

unique opportunity to assist urban inhabitants through innovative public participation 

techniques.  

 

 

 



  44 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODS FOR ATTUNING TO THE RIGHT TO THE CITY 

 

Introduction 

With its plentiful sunshine, unique Sonoran Desert landscape, and relatively cheap 

land, the sprawling desert city of Phoenix has quickly become the fifth most populous 

city in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). The city, primarily formed by 

migrant populations, is still described as a place people move to. Phoenix lacks a larger 

sense of community and is recognized mostly for its nature rather than its people (Gober, 

2006). Perhaps it is this perceived lack of identity or sense of place that is creating more 

recent redevelopment of the Phoenix urban core, and along with it the development of 

LRT.  Using LRT for city boosterism, or the improvement in city image, is not an 

uncommon occurrence for cities (Ferbrache and Knowles, 2017). Phoenix is quickly 

becoming yet another example in which LRT is used as a tool for creating a modern city 

image. The first half of this chapter provides the history of light rail in Phoenix, Arizona, 

before providing the context of a recent light rail extension in South Phoenix. The 

remaining half discusses the data and methods used to examine the right to the city 

movement of a South Phoenix grassroots opposition group called 4 Lanes or No Train, 

who are fighting for their right to the city in the face of LRT.  

 

History of light rail in Phoenix  

In 1887, the Phoenix Railway Company implemented Phoenix’s first mule-

powered streetcar service on Washington Avenue in downtown Phoenix (“Our History”, 
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2019). Its early success led to various extension lines and the addition of electric 

streetcars for faster commutes. Like its successor over 130 years later, the streetcar 

provided massive investment in residential development in North Phoenix. However, the 

streetcar’s infrastructure was crumbling and in dire need of repairs by the 1920s, and the 

owner of the Phoenix Railway Company was no longer finding the system as profitable 

(Towne, 2016). After announcing that the system will close, the City of Phoenix decided 

to buy the streetcar system and fund its necessary repairs. Unfortunately, the system 

could not survive after a fire destroyed all but one streetcar, and buses and automobiles 

quickly took over as the primary forms of transportation in Phoenix (Towne, 2016).  

Almost 50 years later, serious discussions of reviving a similar system via LRT 

began in 1996, when a major investment study was conducted for a light rail starter line 

(“History and Funding”, 2019). A preliminary map of the light rail was then created in 

1999, extending from Mesa in the East Valley to Christown Mall in Uptown Phoenix. A 

20-mile line similar to the preliminary map was eventually approved by Phoenix and 

Tempe City Councils in 2000 and was funded by a sales tax increase for public 

transportation which was passed by voters the same year (“History and Funding”, 2019). 

Predevelopment occurred in the following years, and included the development of the 

non-profit agency called Valley Metro Rail Inc., which is still responsible for the design, 

building, and operation of the light rail (“History and Funding”, 2019). The first line of 

track was then built in 2006, with the entire line completed and tested by the end of 2008 

(“History and Funding”, 2019). The Phoenix light rail officially began service on Jan.1 

2009, with higher than expected ridership. A complete map of the system and the South 
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Phoenix extension is shown in Figure 1. Looking forward 10 years later, however, reveals 

conflicted narratives regarding the light rail’s success.  

 
Figure 1 

Valley Metro Light Rail System with South Central Extension 
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A history of opposition  

The success of the light rail eventually led to various expansion projects, 

including the now completed downtown Mesa and 19th avenue Phoenix expansions. The 

City of Glendale, where the Arizona Cardinals football stadium is located, also seriously 

considered bringing in light rail service. All of these expansions, however, spurred 

instances of opposition to the light rail from community members and other stakeholders 

before, during, and after construction. Outside of Phoenix, the extension under 

construction from 2013-2015 in nearby Mesa drew the ire of business owners along Main 

Street where the line was being installed. One business owner complained about how 

construction left customers unable to turn into his business due to one-way streets, while 

others had to close entirely (Anderson, 2014). Despite their annoyance during 

construction, some business owners remained optimistic about the potential benefits post-

construction, and also cited instances of financial support such as rebates on utility bills if 

they attended special light rail meetings (Anderson, 2014).  

More serious concerns arose when resident and business owner Joe Price filed a 

lawsuit that was eventually handed to the Maricopa County Superior Court after multiple 

rejections (Polletta, 2014). The lawsuit primarily criticized Mesa’s use of highway-

project advancement notes, which do not require a public vote to be used. Price argued 

that the $162 million from the project-advancement notes should be used to improve 

existing infrastructure instead. The court ruled against him, once again, as a public vote is 

not required by law in instances of advancement notes (Polletta, 2014). The decision 

allowed Mesa to move forward with the extension project.  
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In the City of Glendale, voters passed a sales tax increase in 2000, partly as a way 

to fund a light rail line into downtown Glendale and beyond sometime around 2016 

(Vandell, 2017). By October 2017, however, the Glendale City Council killed a seven-

mile route set to open in 2026 despite the vote of citizens and supportive 

recommendations by a council-appointed committee. The Council’s reasoning mainly 

came down to the high cost of the project, which would see Glendale footing $114 

million of the cost (Vandell, 2017). Other concerns included a perceived lack of ridership 

and skepticism of the estimated economic benefits that come along with LRT. As for the 

completed 19th Avenue extension in North Phoenix, the light rail has brought a series of 

complaints regarding crime and safety issues. Residents claim the light rail has brought 

disruptive homeless people into their neighborhoods and that Valley Metro and the city 

need to respond with increased security (Goth, 2017). 

As for the rest of the planned Phoenix extensions, opposition was present from the 

moment Proposition 104 was created to help fund the expansions over the next 30 years. 

One of the biggest complaints about the proposition was its reliance on a 0.3% increase in 

sales tax. Republican Phoenix City Council members Jim Waring and Sal DiCicco were 

and still are adamantly against the proposition and light rail in general, citing it as too 

expensive for the kind of service it offers. Based on studies comparing the cost-

effectiveness of LRT versus bus rapid transit (BRT), it is really dependent on the city and 

level of ridership (Hensher, 2007; Bruun, 2005). Other Phoenix residents took to local 

media to provide opinion pieces lambasting the proposition, and the Arizona branch of a 

conservative political group called Americans for Prosperity created pushback using the 

slogan, “No Tax for More Tracks” (2015). In their online statement, the group claimed 
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the system is an inefficient form of transit if the goal is to remove cars from the road. 

They also claimed that the light rail loses nearly $10 million a year in operating costs 

(“No Tax for More Tracks”, 2015). Despite this generalized opposition to the tax, 

Proposition 104 passed in August 2015, leaving Valley Metro and the City of Phoenix 

moving forward with the South Phoenix extension, set to be completed in 2023. 

This dissertation further hones in on opposition to light rail in Phoenix but in the 

context of a grassroots neighborhood group who are activating their right to the city 

against the incoming light rail extension. While the other extensions demonstrate 

instances of opposition before, during, and after light rail is implemented, the level of 

community organized opposition in South Phoenix is particularly unique due to the 

history of the area (described in the next section). Specifically, this dissertation focuses 

on 4 Lanes or No Train opposition in South Phoenix between May and October of 2018, 

which falls into Valley Metro’s design stage for the project. 

  

Study Area 

The South Phoenix light rail expansion covers six miles of new track that will 

affect two distinct communities in this geographic area: South Central Phoenix, which 

encompasses the first mile or so of the extension north of the Salt River, and South 

Phoenix, which is the remainder of the line south of the Salt River. The South Phoenix 

extension is shown in more geographic detail in Figure 2. In general, the South Central 

region contains fewer businesses and experiences more problems related to food deserts, 

drugs, and homelessness than south of the river. Though Valley Metro defines this entire 

expansion as “South Central”, I was told by one community leader that the South Central 
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community has their own distinct community groups and are eager not to be lumped in 

with Downtown, nor South Phoenix (Figure 3). The area’s CDC, the Phoenix 

Revitalization Corporation (PRC), refers to this area as Central City South. This 

dissertation, however, focuses on a grassroots group based south of the river (Figure 4). 
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Figure 2 

South Central Light Rail Extension  
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This general area of Phoenix has been described as a ‘hazardscape’ due to the 

presence of environmental contamination by industry and waste sites, and the 

unwelcoming traffic from freeways and above flight paths (Bolin, Grineski, and Collins, 

2005; Grineski, Bolin, and Boone, 2007). It is no coincidence that South Phoenix is also 

home to the city’s oldest Latino and African American neighborhoods (Bolin, Grineski, 

and Collins, 2005). As defined by the 4 Lanes or No Train grassroots group, South 

Phoenix extends west from 19th Ave and east to 43rd street, with the geographic 

boundaries of the Rio Salado river and South Mountain representing north and south 

boundaries respectively. For the City of Phoenix, these boundaries fall within City 

Council districts seven and eight, and sociodemographic data from these districts vary in 

comparison to the overall city (Table 2). Overall, South Phoenix is predominately 

Hispanic or Latino (64.6%) and presents a lower median household income, higher levels 

of poverty, and lower levels of educational attainment when compared to Phoenix as a 

whole (United States Census Bureau, ACS 2017 5 year estimates). Despite these 

differences, vehicle availability by housing unit, and methods of transportation to work 

remain quite similar in comparison, perhaps reflecting Phoenix’s continued dependence 

on cars.  

Environmental racism in South Phoenix can be traced back as early as the 1890s 

when racial segregation and unregulated land use in the area first appeared. Though the 

Phoenix region’s roots trace back to Native Americans (Hokoham) and Mexican 

migrants, an increase in cotton production left many Mexican immigrants exploited for 

agricultural labor as early as the 1870s, which is when the City of Phoenix was officially 

founded (Bolin, Grineski, and Collins, 2005; Gober, 2006). Mexicans were marginalized 
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by Anglos to the agricultural workforce, and as the city began to grow rapidly, meat 

packing plants and other types of industries were also built in the area (Bolin, Grineski, 

and Collins, 2005). As Anglos continued to develop further and further north in the city, 

basic services such as sewage and water lines followed, leaving South Phoenix residents 

without services for decades, often dealing with the stench of untreated sewage from the 

north (Russell, 1986; Mawn, 1979). 

 

 
                      Figure 3 

                      Picture of Central Avenue north of the Salt River 
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                 Figure 4  

                             Picture of Central Avenue south of the Salt River  
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 CITY OF PHOENIX 

(ALL DISTRICTS) 

SOUTH PHOENIX 

(DISTRICTS 7 AND 8) 

TOTAL POPULATION 1,574,421 415,425 

HISPANIC OR LATINO 

(%) 

42.5% 64.6% 

WHITE (NON-

HISPANIC) (%) 

43.3% 17.7% 

BLACK (NON-

HISPANIC)(%) 

6.6% 11.5% 

AMERICAN INDIAN (%) 1.6% 2.0% 

ASIAN (%) 3.5% 1.8% 

OWNER OCCUPIED 

HOUSING (%) 

53.4% 46.2% 

RENTER OCCUPIED 

HOUSING (%) 

46.6% 53.8% 

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD 

INCOME 

$52,080 $43,359 

FAMILIES IN POVERTY 

(%) 

16.3% 24.0% 

HIGH SCHOOL 

EDUCATION OR LESS 

(AGE 25 AND OLDER) 

42.3% 58.0% 

FAMILY HOUSEHOLDS  63.5% 70.0% 

NONFAMILY 

HOUSEHOLDS 

36.5% 29.9% 

NO VEHICLE 

AVAILABLE (BY 

HOUSING UNIT) 

8.5% 11.4% 

1 OR MORE VEHICLES 

AVAILABLE (BY 

HOUSING UNIT) 

91.5% 88.6% 

COMMUTING TO 

WORK – CAR OR 

TRUCK (ALONE AND 

CARPOOL) 

87.1% 87.8% 

COMMUTING TO 

WORK – PUBLIC 

TRANSPORTATION 

3.3% 3.7% 

Table 2  

Sociodemographic data comparison for Phoenix (all City Council Districts) and South 

Phoenix (Districts 7 and 8)  

Source: United States Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2013-2017 5yr 

Estimates 
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 It was not until the 1970s that the effects of white flight into the outer city were 

felt in the increasingly decentralized downtown. Billions of dollars were spent to 

revitalize the central business district (CBD), spurring large amounts of commercial and 

industrial developments that did not help poverty or environmental conditions in the 

already marginalized South Phoenix community (Bolin, Grineski, and Collins, 2005). 

Even today, South Phoenix is still heavily zoned as industrial land. This makes the social 

and environmental changes the community seeks is structurally difficult. Some may 

argue that the incoming light rail extension will offer a unique opportunity for planners to 

create more equitable development through federally funded transit; however, 

understanding South Phoenix’s history with mammoth transportation infrastructure is 

critical.  

In the 1970s and 1980s, interstate highways I-17 and I-10 were built along an 

existing rail corridor that previously segregated South Phoenix from the rest of the city 

(Bolin, Grineski, and Collins, 2005). Not only did these projects continue to reinforce the 

racial geographic divide in the city, but they also increased air pollution for the area 

(Bolin et al., 2000). In addition, Phoenix’s Sky Harbor International Airport expanded 

during the same time, removing 1600 residences in one of the oldest South Phoenix 

Mexican-American neighborhoods called the Golden Gate Barrio (Dimas 1999). The 

combination of the new interstates and expanded airport left South Phoenix with 

depreciated home values and increased pollution (Dimas, 1999). Most strikingly, it also 

left 40 percent of residential land to be converted to industrial zoning (Bolin, Grineski, 

and Collins, 2005).  
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The struggles endured by South Phoenicians since the 1890s spurred various 

social movements over the years, though the political and economic influence of minority 

groups before World War II remained limited. Using the Civil Rights movement of the 

1960s as a catalyst, South Phoenix citizens saw an opportunity to fight for improved 

housing and employment (Luckingham, 2016). Despite the industrial businesses 

dominating South Phoenix, many residents were unable to actually work there due to 

racial discrimination and outsourcing (Bolin, Grinkeski, and Collins, 2005). Later in the 

1990s, citizen groups organized against environmental hazards from these industries, 

typically via lawsuits and protests. The success of their movements, however, were often 

mixed and required little action on the part of the industries (Sicotte, 2003).  

 South Phoenician’s long history with social and environmental racism in the face 

of Anglo-American economic interests and mammoth public projects understandably 

leaves some residents concerned about the incoming large light rail project. While some 

aspects of light rail can prove useful for South Phoenix, it is important to approach any 

neighborhood changing project with care in such marginalized communities. This is 

especially true with Phoenix’s use of transit-oriented development (TOD) zoning within 

half a mile of light rail stations, which may create drastic, and not necessarily positive, 

changes in the urban geography of South Phoenix.  

 

Research methods 

Undertaking right to the city research requires a different way of attuning to the city.  

Purcell (2013b) argues that we have already become so sensitized to capitalist cities that 

finding instances of the right to the city and recognizing the potential of an urban society 



  58 

beyond capitalism takes practice. The importance of capturing such potential is even 

more important in marginalized communities, where community voices are often set 

aside, and where the effects of structural racism are already prevalent. Due to the 

complex interactions between 4 Lanes or No Train and other institutional and 

community-based stakeholders, multiple research methods are used in this single 

embedded case study. The primary method in this case study, participant observation, is 

used to examine, through the lens of the urban inhabitant, how 4 Lanes or No Train is 

activating their right to the city, and to reveal instances of urban society beyond 

capitalism. Informal and semi-structured interviews, along with media analysis of 

television and newspaper articles help to triangulate the findings observed through 

participant observation (Yin, 2014).  

 

Case study design and methods  

To collect data on the 4 Lanes or No Train movement in South Phoenix, a single 

embedded case study design is used. Case studies are used as “an empirical inquiry that 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within a real-world 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be 

clearly evident” (Yin, 2014, 16). In this study, the phenomenon refers to 4 Lanes or No 

Train pushback, and the context refers to the light rail extension project that is occurring 

in South Phoenix. Single embedded case studies are used when there are several different 

subunits of analysis within a single case. The primary unit of analysis in this case is the 4 

Lanes or No Train group, with other secondary units being transportation entity Valley 
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Metro, pro-light rail supporters, and political actors who interfere with the grassroots 

movement.  

The case is primarily comprised of data collected within 4 Lanes or No Trains 

meetings and events between May 31, 2018, and October 3, 2018. A timeline of the 

major case developments (detailed in the next chapter) is shown in Figure 5. 4 Lanes or 

No Train is the primary opposition group to the South Phoenix light rail extension, and 

they are originally concerned with the train causing a reduction of vehicle lanes, from 

four to two, on major corridor Central Avenue. Business owner Celia Contreras and her 

three children decide to form the group after she grows concerned about the possible 

effect of the lane reduction on her business and livelihood.   

Figure 5 

Timeline of key developments in case study 
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Though many criticisms exist in terms of the generalizability of single case study 

findings, it is an appropriate method in this context due to the gaps in existing literature 

regarding qualitative analysis of light rail induced production of space and the right to the 

city in largely minority communities (Yin, 2014). In addition, this case offers a critical 

test of Lefebvre’s right to the city theory in an urban American neoliberal economic 

setting. Not only will this critical case help to develop broader theoretical principles of 

the right to the city in a neoliberal transportation context, but it will also detail the 

complex systematic relationships of transit induced production of space that cannot be 

quantified.  

 

 

Participant observation  

 

At its basic core, participant observation occurs when a researcher takes part in 

the actions, rituals, or daily life of the people or groups they are seeking to learn from 

(Musante and Dewalt, 2010). By the researcher participating with their subjects, they can 

elicit both explicit (what we know) and tacit (feelings outside of our awareness) 

information regarding everyday activities (Musante and DeWalt, 2010). The key 

elements of participant observation may include (Musante and DeWalt 16, 2010): 

1. Living in the context for an extended period of time 

2. Learning and using local language and dialect  

3. Actively participating in a wide range of daily, routine, and 

extraordinary activities with people who are full participants in that 

context 

4. Using everyday conversation as an interview technique 
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5. Informally observing during leisure activities (hanging out) 

6. Recording observations in field notes (usually organized 

chronologically) 

7. Using both tacit and explicit information in analysis and writing 

Striking a balance between participant and observer can be tricky, and relies on 

the development of various skills. On the participation side, successful fieldwork can 

depend on formal and informal approval, building rapport, and establishing trusting 

relationships between researcher and participant (Musante and DeWalt, 2010). 

Observation, however, relies on observing with all of the senses, providing great detail, 

and understanding the role of the researcher themselves (Musante and DeWalt, 2010). 

For example, it is important for the researcher to note how they experience the research 

setting, what biases they bring, and how they influence the research setting (Musante and 

DeWalt, 2010).   

Because participant observation requires the researcher to both observe and 

participate, or interact and react rather quickly, participant observation often relies on 

other methods such as informal interviewing, and requires taking detailed field notes for 

later analysis. Informal interviewing is particularly useful in participant observation since 

the method relies on casual conversation a lot of the time. In addition, it allows the 

researcher to gain particular information without necessarily dictating or changing natural 

conversation (Musante and DeWalt, 2010). This is not to say, however, that more 

structured types of interviews are not used in participant observation.  

The primary way to capture participant observation data, however, is through 

field notes. While some qualitative researchers rely on audio or video recordings to 
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capture data, field notes are vital in participant observation as the researcher must be 

present and active within the context. The process for field notes typically begins with 

quick jot notes during participation/observation (Musante and DeWalt, 2010). As soon as 

the researcher is able (preferably right after), the basic jot notes are then expanded into 

complete field notes, with as much detail and completeness as possible. The final step is 

then to record any additional thoughts and feelings about the interactions, including self-

reflection and concerns (Mustante and DeWalt, 2010). The resulting notes allow the 

researcher to reproduce the atmosphere of their interactions in their writing. 

In the case of analyzing the 4 Lanes or No Train movement in South Phoenix, 

participant observation and its components offer a way to fill gaps in the literature. As 

Ferbrache and Knowles (2017) note, in-depth qualitative methods that capture 

stakeholder views of LRT remain sparse, and the lack of minority voices gives the 

impression that light rail is “more positive than other populations might perceive,” (112). 

Participant observation with 4 Lanes or No Train offers a way to fill this gap by focusing 

on the lens of predominately minority urban inhabitants who are fearful of the effects a 

large transportation project may have on their existing neighborhoods and community.  

Participant observation in the context of a minority led grassroots group fighting for their 

right to the city in the face of LRT helps to reveal another side of transit and the potential 

of a future urban society.  

To get at the core of these overarching questions, the participant observation 

process with 4 Lanes or No Train is focused on the evolution of the group, their methods 

of mobilization against the light rail, the conflicts they encounter along the way, and the 

specific external challenges they face. The process began at a community forum held by 
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4 Lanes or No Train in May 2018. I asked the group’s leader if I could participate and 

focus my dissertation on their movement. After gaining her enthusiastic permission, I 

regularly attended group functions from May to October 2018. At these events, informal 

interviews were conducted with group attendees and the outsiders they interacted with at 

events when possible. A follow up semi-structured interview with the group’s leader was 

also conducted in February 2019 to gain an update on the status of the group since the 

final meeting in October, and to clarify any remaining information for the written 

dissertation. Nearly 100 pages of complete field notes are taken over the course of 15 

meetings or events over the five months. 4 Lanes or No Train meetings generally ranged 

from one to two hours, while public meetings could last up to four hours. All meetings 

were advertised via text messaging or social media event postings via the 4 Lanes or No 

Train contact list. Jot notes from the meetings were expanded on directly after meetings 

and included analytical commentary, as well as self-observation. Self-observation  

included reflecting on the particular biases I brought as a researcher to the group and how 

my observation influenced the research setting (Musante and DeWalt, 2010). Self-

observation in this case was critical because it is used as a way to critically reflect on the 

role of the urban planner in community organized pushback.   

 

Media documents  

 

The 4 Lanes or No Train pushback creates widespread media attention in local 

and even national news outlets. Media articles in this case offer differing perspectives 

from stakeholders outside of the immediate 4 Lanes or No Train group. In addition, they 

also provide contextual and historical information about local politics and processes, and 
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in the cases of city council meetings, different perspectives on events. In order to collect 

relevant media articles, a search protocol is developed and includes search criteria and 

relevant themes. A systematic search was conducted on the websites of local prominent 

newspapers, The Arizona Republic and Phoenix New Times, as well as on Google for 

articles written outside of the local context or in other local news sources. The 

publication dates of the articles range from January 2009 – February 2019, which covers 

news from the opening of the Phoenix light rail until the present. The majority of the 

articles contributing to the findings of this dissertation, however, range from January 

2014 to the present, as the South Phoenix extension was not legally approved until 2015. 

Search terms used included “light rail”, “south Phoenix”, and “opposition” and produced 

hundreds of hits, with relevant articles totaling to 52 publications. Once acquired, the 

articles were organized into a database by title, source, author, date, topic, theme(s), and 

summary. The following section details how the media articles, field notes, and 

interviews were analyzed.  

 

Analysis  

Though multiple units of analysis comprise this case study, all units are text-

based. To analyze the text of field notes, informal interviews, and media documents, a 

directed content analysis is used to assess why 4 Lanes or No Train are activating their 

right to the city in the face of the light rail extension, how they are mobilizing against the 

project, what conflicts arise within the group and between the group and other 

stakeholders, what challenges the group faces in enabling their right to the city, and 

finally, how their movement compares to previous right to the city literature and theory. 
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This type of content analysis begins with previous research and theory, which helps 

develop initial coding categories. The theory then provides operational definitions for 

each coding category. In the context of this research, these operational definitions are 

formed from previous findings in right to the city, public participation, and LRT 

literature. Aside from the literature, this research also uses an inductive approach to 

coding, where themes are created from data findings.  

Based on the literature and preliminary data, a codebook was developed listing all 

codes, subcodes, and their definitions (Table 3). Using qualitative analysis software 

NVivo, the codebook was then used as a guide to highlight, or code, all relevant text into 

the predetermined theme categories (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). New codes were also 

created for any text that could not initially be coded into existing theme categories. 

Although researchers may go into this type of content analysis with an informed bias 

from the theory, it is most relevant due to the nature of the research questions and its 

strong ties to conceptual theory. These thematic codes are then categorized into more 

analytic themes, which are topics or subjects that come up multiple times within or across 

the content (Bernard, Wutich, and Ryan, 2017). These themes are then used to create a 

qualitative narrative describing the results of the data. 
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In this case, the overarching themes included perceptions of LRT, methods of 

mobilizing the right to the city, conflicting right to the city, and challenges to the right to 

the city. Perceptions of LRT include both positive and negative views of LRT, and 

include subcodes like increased mobility and gentrification. Methods of mobilization 

codes focus on the specific ways 4 Lanes or No Train enacts their right to the city and 

includes protesting, self-management, pushing against city council, and creating a ballot 

initiative. Conflicting rights to the city explore codes demonstrating how different groups 

conceive of the right to the city and the conflicts that occur within 4 Lanes or No Train 

and between them and other stakeholders. Finally, challenges to the right to the city 

capture the barriers 4 Lanes or No Train faced along their journey. Such challenges 

include politicians and others using the group to push their own agenda, and lack of 

strong public participation processes. All of these codes were developed using previous 

theory and literature developed in Chapter two.  

To bring together all evidence analyses for the big picture case study analysis, 

pattern matching and explanation building serves as the primary analytical tools. Pattern 

matching refers to comparing empirical findings from the case study to prior theoretical 

predictions, while explanation building is a type of pattern matching which seeks to 

explain a case through a narrative (Yin, 2014). Using the aforementioned codes derived 

from the literature to build themes ensures this comparison. For example, the previous 

literature in this case indicates that the appropriation of urban space by the deprived is 

necessary for the right to the city. Seeing if the present case study results reflect codes 

related to the successful appropriation of space by 4 Lanes or No Train is considered 
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pattern matching.  Explanation building is seen as an iterative process in which initial 

propositional statements are revised after comparing them to initial findings and can 

continue to be revised given the number of cases (Yin, 2014). These types of analysis 

tools will frame the case study as a contributor to theory building and as insight into 

future urban planning processes.  

 

Limitations 

 

Single case study analysis is often criticized for its lack of methodological rigor 

(Yin, 2014). To maintain the quality of this case study, multiple sources of evidence is 

used to promote triangulation, improving the study’s quality and construct validity (Yin, 

2014). Although construct validity can be difficult in case study research due to 

researcher subjectivity, this study works to ensure proper operational measures for the 

concepts being studied by examining all previous methods of measurement in previous 

studies and within the right to the city, public participation, and LRT theory. Internal 

validity is also considered in the case study research design process as well as in the 

analytic stage by using the explanation building method. The primary way this case study 

will ensure external validity is by using theory within the study. This will allow for the 

generalization of findings to existing right to the city, public participation, and LRT 

theory. This study will have limited generalizability to other grassroots groups enabling 

their right to the city in the face of LRT due to its single case design. For example, the 4 

Lanes or No Train pushback against the light rail and the methods they used enable their 

right to the may differ in this study’s largely minority population compared to greater 

non-minority populations. However, findings can have a level of transferability if, for 
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example, the battle over LRT in this case is similar elsewhere and can be improved 

through this study’s findings.  

Other key limitations exist through the use of the participant observation method. 

In any case of participant observation, it is vital for the researcher to establish their 

observer bias and how this creates limitations for their study. Observer bias includes how 

the researcher themselves impact what is observed, how it is observed, and how it is 

recorded (Musante and DeWalt, 2010). In my work with 4 Lanes or No Train, my 

personal background greatly influences the results of my findings. Firstly, it is important 

to recognize that I observed and participated in a predominately minority grassroots 

group in a historically marginalized area of Phoenix as a young and educated white 

woman. Though I was able to gain the trust of other participants in the group over time, 

my background is inherently different from those in 4 Lanes or No Train, a fact that may 

have influenced individual’s interactions with me. In addition, though all meetings and 

events were held in English, many participants are native Spanish speakers, and I was 

unable to converse with them in Spanish, possibly limiting more detailed perspectives 

from them.  

My background in urban planning should also not be minimized, especially when 

some of the older members of the group lived through previous instances of 

institutionalized racism, and many still believe the City of Phoenix does not care about 

their community. As an urban planner, I often found my own values challenged by this 

case, as my study’s reliance on Marxist and advocacy inspired theories not only pitted up 
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against neoliberal ideologies but also against urban activists who are fierce advocates for 

public transportation despite the potential negative impacts. 

Outside of these personal biases, I will also note that I was not privy to “behind 

the scenes” meetings of the group leaders among themselves or with outside stakeholders 

such as politicians. All information regarding the interactions of leadership were 

recounted to me by Celia, which can be considered a major limitation since she was 

filtering what I know about the group and how I perceived this knowledge. In this sense, 

while my case study is focused on the group as a whole, much of my analysis is based on 

the viewpoints of Celia, who is leading the right to the city movement. On one hand, this 

gives my case a unique perspective on urban inhabitants who become such active 

participants that they take on the role of activating participation of other urban 

inhabitants. However, this also limits my understanding of regular group members who 

may be less engaged and possibly will become disengaged over time. Lastly, my focus on 

observing and participating with 4 Lanes or No Train limited my interactions with 

outside stakeholders beyond the immediate group. This limitation was partly strategic, as 

I did not want to compromise my position with 4 Lanes or No Train by mingling with 

what they would label as traitors or enemies. However, by remaining within the group I 

potentially missed narratives from other stakeholders in the process that could be 

important in the right to the city. Though various limitations exist in this study, the use of 

multiple methods helps to triangulate the findings revealed in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 

BATTLING FOR THE RIGHT TO THE CITY IN SOUTH PHOENIX 

 

Introduction 

On August 26, 2015, Phoenix voters passed Proposition 104, a $31.5 billion 

transportation plan that seeks to improve bus and street infrastructure and add multiple 

light rail extensions over a 35-year period. One of the planned light rail extensions is set 

for South Phoenix, a historically marginalized and predominantly Latino and Black 

community. The extension is offered as a way to combat many problems South 

Phoenicians have been previously ignored for, such as environmental issues, crumbling 

infrastructure, and segregation from the rest of the city (Bolin, Grineski, and Collins, 

2005); yet it did not take long for some members of the South Phoenix community to 

develop skepticism to the point of action. Celia, a business owner of a small window 

tinting shop on Central Avenue in South Phoenix, initially grew worried after hearing 

about the extension project’s plan to reduce the vehicle lanes on Central Avenue from 

four to two. What begins as one woman’s concern over the future of her business during 

and after light rail construction eventually morphs into a longstanding battle between a 

grassroots right to the city movement and the neoliberal economic interests of city 

government. The first section of this chapter introduces the 4 Lanes or No Train group, 

including the primary actors, reasons for protest, and evolution of the group’s views over 

time. Section two provides findings from the 4 Lanes or No Train case that illuminate 
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promising instances of autogestion and the right to the city, before section three details 

the challenges the group faces in their struggle.  

 

The birth of 4 Lanes or No Train  

 

 On an early afternoon in July 2018, Celia stands with her group in a dirt lot across 

from the Valley Metro community office holding a sign that says “HONK” next to a 

picture of a crossed out light rail car. As cars drive by honking in agreement at her and 

other protesters, Valley Metro offers relief from the 105-degree heat with air conditioning 

and cold paletas in their newly opened community office. The only barrier between 

peaceful protest and timid celebration is the road median that will soon become a light 

rail track. “I’ve never protested in my life, but I have to now,” Celia says. Despite her 

strong voice and presence, her revelation offers a sense of something more to come: a 

sense that the grassroots movement she began over a year ago is about to become 

something much larger than she ever anticipated.   

 Recounting the beginning of her 4 Lanes or No Train journey, Celia remembers 

how difficult it was to get the attention of other business owners along the central avenue 

corridor. Many of the business owners she approached agreed with her concerns, but felt 

there was nothing they could do to change the outcome of the mammoth project. “I had to 

go door to door,” she says. Her initial goal is to gather a group who are willing to create a 

petition to put forth to city council. Though her fellow business owners were reluctant to 

get involved in the beginning, she eventually puts together a group and names it 4 Lanes 

or No Train. As the name implies, the intention of the group is a straightforward call to 

Phoenix City Council: provide a two-lane design on Central Avenue or forget the train 
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entirely. The group’s primary reasoning for two lanes is to mitigate the negative impacts 

the train will have on their businesses pre- and post-construction.  

With the project affecting more than 250 businesses along Central Avenue, four 

years of construction is understandably concerning for business owners (Goth, 2016). In 

addition, the timeline for the project was expedited by nearly five years by the Phoenix 

City Council, leaving the community at large possibly underprepared for the new 

development. While politicians and local media often boast about the economic 

opportunities the light rail brings, business owners along other completed light rail 

corridors in Phoenix report a mixture of positive and negative feelings on impacts. Some 

at the heart of downtown Phoenix claim to only have benefitted from the light rail, while 

those on 19th avenue in Northern Phoenix struggled. While a business owner in 

downtown claims his business revenue improved and the area is now safer due to light 

rail, one shop owner off of 19th Avenue says her business was negatively impacted by the 

years of construction, to the point that delivery trucks could not even access her store 

(Boehm, 2018; Goth, 2015). Despite the concerns of past and present business owners 

impacted by light rail, CEO of Valley Metro, Scott Smith, asserts that over 80 businesses 

will possibly be removed to create space in a four-lane design. In this sense, 4 Lanes or 

No Train realizes early on that both lane configurations are inherently flawed – a 

realization that will dictate their movement until the end.  

On April 4, 2018, 4 Lanes or No Train voiced their concerns about the project in 

front of city council with 3,000 petition signatures from community members at their 

side. Even with a large number of petitions, city council ultimately dismisses the 
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concerns of the group, claiming that the needs of the business owners should not 

outweigh those of the South Phoenix community at large. Using this feedback as 

motivation, Celia planned to have the first 4 Lanes or No Train community forum on 

May 31st, 2018 at the South Mountain Community Center. “I need the community. They 

said we are just business owners and not the whole community,” says Celia. In retrospect, 

the community forum would become a pinnacle moment for 4 Lanes or No Train, and an 

illustrative example of a modern right to the city movement.  

 

From business to community 

On the evening of May 31st, the parking lot of the South Mountain Community 

Center is completely full. Tables equipped with sign-in sheets and 4 Lanes or No Train 

petitions greet you upon entering. The lobby of the center is buzzing with people 

discussing the impending meeting, as well as news crews eager to interview community 

members and leaders. Inside the forum room are dozens of rows of chairs, of which are 

not enough to seat the over 200 attendees. Attendees included primarily South Phoenix 

residents and business owners, with two local politicians, and at least two “outside” 

citizens advocating for the light rail. Of these attendees, ages ranged from high school 

and college students to the elderly. The crowd also appeared to be representative of South 

Phoenix demographics, including predominately Latin(x), white, and black attendees. 

Those without chairs lined the outer perimeter of the room facing a projector screen at the 

front.  
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At the helm of the projector is a local Latino facilitator from a grassroots migrant 

justice organization called Puente (“Puente Arizona,” 2018). By the time the forum 

begins, the room is packed full and the air is hot and musty. After a few minutes, the 

muffled noise of the microphone radiates from the room’s speakers. The noise reduces 

the audience chatter to a whisper, and the facilitator is set to begin. After a cordial hello 

to the crowd and brief introduction about himself, he begins by emphasizing this meeting 

is organized by community residents and not the city of Phoenix. He also notes that 

Valley Metro and various councilmembers were invited to attend, but only one of the 

South Phoenix district’s councilmembers, Michael Nowakowski, is present. He then 

presents the purpose of the meeting, which is essentially an opportunity for all attendees 

to voice their opinion about the train in front of fellow community members.  

 
  

Figure 6 

4 Lanes or No Train Community Forum 

Source: Ashlee Tziganuk, 2018 
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Before attendees get their chance at the microphone, the first question the 

facilitator poses to the audience is if anyone attended the meeting in which the reduction 

of lanes on Central Avenue was discussed by Valley Metro. When only a handful of 

people raise their hands, he uses this as a stepping stone to suggest that Valley Metro and 

the City of Phoenix have done a poor job of informing and including South Phoenix 

residents in the planning process, claiming the public was not even allowed to speak at 

the original meeting. The objective of the forum is clear: convince the attendees that the 

city has ignored and excluded us, and it is time they hear our voices.  

What ensues over the next two hours is a sort of open mic venting session from 

primarily South Phoenix residents. As resident after resident takes the microphone, three 

primary themes emerge from their concerns: how the light rail will negatively change the 

character of their neighborhood, the train’s impact on infrastructure, and logistical 

concerns, such as travel time. The preservation of community and neighborhood 

character, however, is the underlying driver of most concerns. As discussed previously, 

South Phoenix has always been a markedly unique area of the city due to its history and 

racial and cultural differences. “We are totally different than any other place light rail has 

gone,” remarks one local leader (Goth, 2016). As shown historically with environmental 

racism and segregation, such differences leave South Phoenix particularly vulnerable to 

potential negative neighborhood changes like gentrification and displacement. In 

addition, this negative history has created a lack of trust between some residents and the 

government, possibly adding to the resistance to light rail.  
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“We don’t need a light rail”  

The three primary ways in which South Phoenix community members see light 

rail contributing to the “total destruction” of their community is through increases in 

crime, homelessness, and gentrification. Since the Phoenix light rail system initially 

opened, opponents have warned about the increased mobility of people experiencing 

homelessness and subsequent introduction of crime into previously low crime 

neighborhoods, such as the 19th avenue corridor in North Central Phoenix. Though light 

rail literature does not support claims of increases in crime (Ligget et al., 2003; Billings 

et al., 2011), it does offer glimpses into transit and homelessness. In particular, light rail 

is shown to offer a form of shelter, and in Phoenix, relief from extreme heat (Nichols and 

Cazares, 2010; Sanchez, 2011). According to Fischer et. al (2008), the relationship 

between homeless people and crime is often situational, meaning those struggling to get 

by may commit non-violent crimes such as panhandling or skipping fare on public 

transportation. In particularly stressful situations, these groups may be prone to serious or 

violent crimes such as theft, breaking and entering, and assault. Fischer et al. (2008) are 

keen to point out that crime is not an inherent characteristic of homeless people, but 

rather a survival characteristic when they cannot find adequate services.  

The homeless population in Maricopa County has increased by nearly 60 percent 

in the past two years, with 70 percent of those people in Phoenix alone (Boehm, 2017). 

According to the Central Arizona Shelter Services (CASS), this increase may have been 

exacerbated by Arizona holding the fourth highest rate of asset poverty in the nation, or 

the ability of a household to cover three months of expenses in the case of an emergency 



 

  78 

(“About Us”, 2019). In addition, Phoenix only has 20 affordable vacant rentals per 100 

renters who fall within the extremely low-income range. With 25,000 household 

evictions in 2017, Phoenix is a prime location for potential and unexpected homelessness 

(“About Us”, 2019). This rapid increase in homelessness resulted in a significant increase 

in complaints about this population on light rail (Boehm, 2017).  

For some Phoenicians living along the light rail corridor, this increase has created 

an anti-homeless sentiment, in which they refer to this population as drug addicts who 

leave behind trash and bring crime to their neighborhoods (Goth, 2017). While some 

cities like Seattle try to alleviate such issues by allowing city-sanctioned homeless 

encampments, Phoenix has taken a more strict approach by creating laws that ban people 

from sleeping on the streets, though this may not last for long due to a ruling in Idaho 

banning such “unconstitutional” laws (Fifield, 2018). With over 1,000 people sleeping on 

Phoenix streets each night and little shelter vacancies (Fifield, 2018), it is no surprise that 

South Phoenicians are concerned about such a shift in their own community due to what 

one resident calls the “homeless hotel”. Referring back to the literature, however, reveals 

important questions regarding whose right to the city is more or less important (Attoh, 

2012; Mitchell, 2003). In this case, is the homeless population’s right to the city less 

important than those of 4 Lanes or No Train? This question brings up an important 

critique that can apply to other populations who do not share the same interests as 4 

Lanes or No Train. I encourage urban planners to consciously nurture marginalized urban 

inhabitants, but to also be aware that marginalized populations can have conflicting 

interests that need to be mediated in the planning process.   
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By far, the most commonly mentioned concern of South Phoenicians, however, is 

that of gentrification and subsequent displacement. While most people recognize the 

potential benefits of revitalization in their community, they remain realistic about the 

consequences. “We need revitalization, but not at the expense of businesses at the hands 

of Valley Metro”, says one resident. Another maintains an even bleaker outlook claiming, 

“this project is all about a land grab of cheap land and cheap water.” As with their 

perceptions of crime and homelessness, many of their views are also based on 

observations around light rail in other parts of the city. Over the years, they’ve watched 

numerous mixed-use high rises advertising luxury apartments sprout along the light rail 

line with the help of the city’s transit-oriented development (TOD) zoning. In fact, the 

city of Phoenix boasts seven billion dollars in new economic development around the 

light rail since its opening in 2008 (Boehm, 2018). For South Phoenix small business 

owners, this type of development may signal the end of their business if they are priced 

out or cannot survive construction, which is a phenomenon that has occurred in Phoenix’s 

previous light rail extension projects in Mesa and 19th Avenue in Phoenix (Boehm, 2018). 

For generations of residents, it could mean forcibly moving away from the only 

neighborhoods they know in search of cheaper rents. “We run the risk of being pushed 

out,” proclaims one resident.  

I was continually surprised by the lack of appreciation for concerns about 

gentrification and displacement from local urbanists and Democratic leaders. In some 

instances, I was even challenged by members of a local new urbanist political action 

committee for my participation in a group that was often labeled as anti-public 
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transportation. “How can you be an urban planner?”, they asked accusingly. As someone 

who generally shares their values for densely developed cities, it was an uncomfortable 

and emotional experience being perceived as an enemy of public transportation. Yet, 

without my participation in 4 Lanes or No Train, I would have never realized the 

problematic nature of such blind commitment to public transportation. The reality is that 

large-scale, progressive planning projects like light rail can come at the expense of 

communities. Therefore, is fierce commitment to new urbanist development really that 

progressive if it is potentially contributing to the further marginalization of communities?  

Aside from the driving concern of gentrification, community members also report 

concerns over the physical infrastructure along Central Avenue. Like business owners, 

the reduction of lanes from four to two is concerning, but for reasons related to perceived 

increases in traffic. Although Valley Metro engineers maintain traffic along Central 

Avenue will flow more efficiently with the two-lane design, residents and others 

traveling along the corridor worry the already congested paralleled seventh avenue and 

seventh street will become worse as people shy away from Central Avenue. Given that 

these designs were created by engineers who are experts, it provides an interesting look 

into just how distrustful some residents are of the government and Valley Metro. 

Resident concerns are further complicated by the fact that there are no other two-lane 

designs anywhere else along the light rail system. South Phoenix Councilmember 

Michael Nowakowski also questions this decision saying, “Everyone else has two lanes, 

or even three”! Some residents also worry about how emergency vehicles will be able to 

travel quickly due to blocked and slow-moving traffic if there is only one lane. 
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“Emergency vehicles won’t have any room to go by,” says an agitated resident. Some 

even claim that an increase in traffic will create enough pollution to negate the 

environmental benefits of light rail, though both of these claims are not supported by 

engineers for the project.  

What the non-business owning community members ultimately bring to the table 

at this community forum is an alternative use of light rail funds that end up becoming a 

large focus of the movement months later. Simply put, the community wonders why the 

city chooses to spend nearly one billion dollars on light rail when South Phoenix has so 

many other infrastructure problems. “South Phoenix is the red headed stepchild. Potholes 

are getting bigger and bigger here. I can’t send my kids to school in the district. We need 

basic things first” (South Phoenix resident). Commonly mentioned infrastructure 

improvements include street repair, improved bus services, more sidewalks, street 

lighting, and improved city parks. 

The desire for improved bus services leads to one of the most common logistical 

concerns about the light rail for community members: is light rail more efficient than the 

bus? For many, the cost of light rail is not justified when they perceive that the bus route 

is more flexible, faster, and safer. In addition, a case from the Bus Riders Union in Los 

Angeles demonstrates how favoring other forms of transit or particular riders can 

negatively impact poor bus riders (Grengs, 2005). A young man who lives off Central 

Avenue said that even with the light rail’s proximity to his home, taking the bus would be 

faster. Some argue that many people still need to take the bus to get to the light rail 

station and that the light rail line only serves a fixed area. For some parents, they feel 
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more comfortable sending their children to school on a bus because drivers can more 

clearly monitor the riders for safety. Indeed, the comparisons between bus and light rail 

are prominent in literature looking at mode choice, but there is no clear answer as to 

whether light rail is better than bus and vice versa. Preferred mode choice is typically 

highly dependent on geography, infrastructure, and personal preference though the 

performance of both modes has been shown to be rather equal despite more recent bias 

towards LRT (Hensher, 2007).  

While some advocate for better bus service, other residents claim a general lack of 

public transportation use in South Phoenix, noting empty bus stops. Their argument then 

becomes, why add in a light rail system when people do not even ride the bus? Perhaps it 

is due to inadequate bus stop shelters and infrequent and irregular stop times. Or, it could 

be that the general perception that low-income minority communities are the most reliant 

on public transportation is untrue, especially in a sprawling desert city like Phoenix. As 

noted previously with fears of light rail creating more traffic, we cannot underestimate 

the prevalence of the automobile. Though comparisons to the bus are at the forefront of 

community discussions, there is also a perception that South Phoenix is not a prime 

destination for light rail users. “People from the north aren’t going to come see us and the 

junkyards here”, says one community member. While other concerns such as increased 

crime and congestion are not prominent in the literature, it is still an important piece of 4 

Lanes or No Train’s movement, and a useful dialogue in rallying concerned residents. In 

addition, the community’s question asking why light rail over improved rapid bus transit 

paves the way for exploring issues with the City of Phoenix’s economic motives and 
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Valley Metro’s initial public participation process, both of which will be discussed later 

in the chapter.  

LRT  perceptions vs. literature findings  

While some issues community members point out about the light rail are 

consistent with findings from the literature, others deviate from previous studies. Table 4 

compares the common findings from LRT studies with the perceptions of 4 Lanes or No 

Train. The fact that literature shows decreases in traffic congestion and pollution around 

light rail, while members of 4 Lanes or No Train argue the opposite (Topalovic et al., 

2012) leaves for an interesting comparison. The conflicting viewpoints may offer deeper 

insights into American societal norms, particularly in relation to car ownership and 

driving. Instead of seeing the light rail as an alternative to driving, some South 

Phoenicians see it as a threat. “Growing up I wanted a car to get around, not a light rail,” 

surmises Celia’s son. Another viewpoint is the perception that low-income populations 

need public transportation to access basic services and jobs. Increased connectivity is 

offered as a benefit of light rail in the literature, but the 4 Lanes or No Train group 

negates this benefit since they mostly own cars and already have the bus as an alternative.  

LRT Findings (Literature) LRT Perceptions (4 lanes or No Train) 

Reduction in greenhouse gases Increased traffic from train causes more 

pollution 

Improvement in public health Light rail will hinder emergency vehicles 

Reduction in traffic congestion Increase in traffic congestion 

Increased connectivity and access to jobs We already own cars 

Gentrification Agree 

Displacement of low income residential 

and commercial populations 

Agree 

Table 4 

Comparison of LRT literature to LRT perceptions (4 Lanes or No Train) 
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Where the literature and 4 Lanes or No Train perceptions do overlap is with 

concerns of gentrification and/or displacement. South Phoenician’s concerns regarding 

gentrification are not unfounded, as the literature is clear about the link between 

economic development in TOD supported light rail systems (Dziauddin, Powe, and 

Alvanides, 2014; Knowles and Ferbrache, 2016). Though displacement is still not well 

understood in many realms, the literature does elude to these fears by noting drastic 

changes in populations around the light rail in other cases (Nilsson and Delmelle, 2018; 

Baker and Lee, 2017). Overall, differences in perceptions and findings largely center 

around how light rail impacts existing car infrastructure, and the potential impacts of 

losing such infrastructure on the community. As shown in Chapter 3, only 3.7 percent of 

South Phoenicians rely on public transportation to commute to work. Does this mean, 

however, that the right to the city of car owners matters more than the small percentage 

of transit users? Both outcomes (train or no train), and indeed many planning issues 

extending beyond transportation, have the ability to affect specific populations who 

comprise of the minority. Lefebvre argues it is people like these, in the minority, who 

should advocate for their right to the city. Yet, it is not clear what minority should “win” 

when they are competing amongst each other.  

 

Group dynamics 

Before I can discuss the primary events and evolutions in the 4 Lanes or No Train 

movement post-the community forum, it is important to outline the group’s dynamics, 

including the key actors and their backgrounds/motivations. The group’s founder, Celia, 
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is the primary contact and decisionmaker for 4 Lanes or No Train. Celia hails from 

Mexico and is a single mother of three young adults. Celia and her children live next to 

her car window tinting shop off Central Avenue in South Phoenix, which is a business 

space that she rents from the owner of the property. With the help of her children, Celia 

organizes the group out of fear of losing her livelihood due to the incoming light rail. Her 

oldest child attends a local university and does much of the behind the scenes work on 

social media for her mother. All of the children, including the youngest one in high 

school, attend all meetings and help out the group, particularly with translating and 

reading legal documents to attendees during meetings. At one point, Celia’s son is even 

listed as a core member of a ballot initiative document (discussed in a later section).  

Outside of Celia and her family, two other local business owners are closely 

involved, including one man who owns a restaurant close to Celia’s shop. These two 

business owners may be considered Celia’s right-hand men, and are heavily involved 

with meetings and the ballot initiative, though they do not speak up often. Despite being 

the leader or 4 Lanes or No Train, Celia is adamant about making collective decisions 

with the group at meetings and keeps the contact information of everyone who attends. 

Regular attendees (around eight people) voice their opinions often, and Celia regularly 

asks the group how they would like to move forward on particular issues. This is not to 

say, however, that Celia does not possess a large amount of power and sway over 

decision-making. She is often very opinionated and will dictate certain issues, primarily 

because she is the one dealing with all behind the scenes processes.  
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Eventually, Celia’s insistence on conducting things her way leaves some regular 

attendees feeling helpless in the movement, especially when they are often not involved 

in behind the scenes work. Two female members in particular are very vocal and have 

some experience in canvasing for political propositions. They both are residents of South 

Phoenix who are concerned about their neighborhood changing in the face of the light 

rail, and actively speak up and participate at meetings and city council meetings. 

However, conflict arises when they ask Celia for the contact information of everyone 

who has attended 4 Lanes or No Train meetings. While they claim to want the contacts to 

help Celia increase attendance and take some of the workload from her, Celia refuses to 

share the information out of concern for participants privacy. Ultimately, this leads to one 

of the women, Sandra, to start her own group with the help of local politicians, which 

provides a big blow to the 4 Lanes or No Train movement (details to follow). Both of the 

women claim Celia is just too unwilling to accept help, therefore leading them to go 

behind her back. Overall, though Celia often includes the community in large decisions, 

group dynamics are dictated by Celia and the behind the scenes work she does with her 

children and other business owners. The next section outlines how the group’s goals 

change over time, and how that affects the movement.  

 

From “4 Lanes” to “No Train” 

Though the initial idea of the group was to advocate for a four-lane design on 

Central Avenue, the dialogue began to shift after the community forum in which only two 

people said they wanted the train at all. This revelation from the community spurred 
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Celia to reconsider a four-lane design on Central Avenue, and instead advocate for no 

train at all. However, it took a while for the new stance to be clear which was confusing 

to some people. It was not until July, two months after the community forum, that Celia 

formally announced to the group that their new name would be: 4 Lanes or No Train. 

Despite this declaration, the new name and concept never really caught on as they were 

already too deep into the media with the four-lane agenda. I believe this reduced the 

effectiveness of the group’s movement early on because city council and Valley Metro 

were already rooted into looking at four lanes as an alternative, rather than a no train 

option.  

 In addition to their new “no train” stance, the group also experiences issues with 

political group dynamics. In the beginning, Celia wanted to maintain a non-political 

stance, stating that she didn’t want to play the “games” of politicians. She wanted the 

movement to be representative of South Phoenix and no one else. However, her stance 

becomes complicated once Republican politicians and groups offer to help the 

movement. Celia, who describes herself as apolitical, only agrees to their assistance on 

the condition that the outcome of the movement benefits South Phoenix. It is not until the 

involvement of a powerful, nationwide conservative political group (introduced later) that 

Celia feels like the political involvement has gone too far. This is partly due to the 

negative image the political group will have on the movement, and partly due to her own 

personal views not aligning with those of the conservative group, especially regarding 

immigration and the environment.  
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Ultimately, Celia believes these groups are not representative of South 

Phoenicians and can no longer justify their support. Therefore, she makes a deliberate 

choice to split from these people, which results in letting go of an important ballot 

initiative she started. However, she says she will vote to get rid of the light rail if the 

initiative makes it to the ballot. Her admission reveals a surprising and complex decision 

that illuminates the power neoliberal advocates can have over the right to the city of the 

underrepresented. In essence, those fighting for their right to the city may not agree with 

neoliberal methods, but they may still support the outcomes if it matches their cause. 

 

Glimpses of urban society in South Phoenix 

As 4 Lanes or No Train evolve into staunch opponents of the light rail regardless 

of lane design, they also enact their right to the city in ways that are consistent with 

Lefebvre’s vision. These ways include protesting, autogestion, fighting against city 

council, and creating a ballot initiative. In addition, the 4 Lanes or No Train case also 

illuminates one of the biggest criticisms of the right to the city presented in the literature: 

who’s right to the city is valid? Conflicting rights to the city are explored in depth, and 

offer another glimpse into the complex nature of the right to the city framework, before 

the following section examines the challenges 4 Lanes or No Train faced in this case. All 

of these findings offer a glimpse into a possible urban society beyond capitalism.  
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Methods of mobilization (autogestion) 

Themes related to a changing neighborhood, infrastructure, and logistics continue 

to dominate the 4 Lanes or No Train movement for months after the community forum. 

While the community forum is what lays the foundation for the original 4 Lanes or No 

Train group to garner serious attention from city council, it is only the first step. Through 

the months of June to October, 4 Lanes or No Train holds 11 meetings to discuss 

strategies for altering the light rail extension project. Their strategies for enacting their 

right to the city evolve over time and include protests, collaborative group meetings, 

speaking at city council meetings, and eventually creating a ballot initiative. For 

Lefebvre, such methods of mobilization represent his concept of autogestion, or self-

management, where active citizens come together to create space (1991).  

 

Protesting 

Nine days after the 4 Lanes or No Train community forum, Valley Metro 

celebrate the opening of their South Phoenix community office, located on Central 

Avenue. The event is called the “Saturday Summer Fiesta on Central”, and seeks to help 

people learn more about the light rail extension project and offers other incentives to 

attend such as traditional Mexican popsicles, or paletas, arts and crafts, games, and 

prizes. Upon entering the building, however, one notices the less-than-festive sight of 

police officers, indicative of the protesting across the street. Further back into the office 

are poster boards and employees, some of whom are answering questions about the 

project. Nothing feels particularly festive about the event, as few people are present. 
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Upon leaving in search of the protest, I ask a community outreach coordinator how she 

feels about the 4 Lanes or No Train group protesting. Her response conveys timid joy that 

the community is getting involved, though she notes city council ultimately holds the 

power over the future of the project. Her point about who holds power in this process 

brings up a frustrating factor in this case: Valley Metro is a middle man. Instead of the 

City of Phoenix handling public engagement, these tasks are delegated to Valley Metro 

even though they do not have the final say in light rail decisions. I consider this to be a 

major challenge for 4 Lanes or No Train because they have to find ways to get the 

attention of city council, which often requires taking hours out of a work day for an 

afternoon meeting. In addition, the opening of the community office shortly before light 

rail construction is set to begin is perplexing, and ultimately seems too little, too late.   

Across the street, Celia is standing under a large rainbow beach umbrella in 105-

degree heat yelling, “the party is over here!”. About 10 people are lined up with 

homemade and printed signs, all displaying anti-light rail messages. One business owner 

and his wife show up with an RV that provides even more shade and a home base for 

protesters. A turning point in the protest occurs when a sharpie marker is attained and 

people write “honk” on their signs. The amount of honking in support of the protest was 

near constant with every wave of cars that drives by. Even Valley Metro employed bus 

drivers stopping at a nearby bus stop start honking. Much of the same continues over the 

next two and a half hours, though one resident adds to the atmosphere by bringing a 

vintage Chevrolet car complete with a siren he would set off every so often. Celia’s 

daughter mentions how these types of old cars are popular in “cruising”, a tradition in 
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which residents pile into their cars (often lowriders) with friends and drive slowly up and 

down Central Avenue. The activity is rooted in teenage courtship practices common in 

Mexican plazas, where teenagers dress up and show off for one another, while also 

creating a public space for families and friends to gather for socializing (Langegger, 

2014). The practice still carries on today in the United States and has become an 

important part of Latino cultural identity and acts as a way to appropriate urban space. 

Celia’s daughter questions how cruising will remain a popular South Phoenix activity 

with only one lane?  
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Figures 7 and 8 

Residents at a 4 Lanes or No Train protest  

Source: Ashlee Tziganuk, 2018 

 

Both her and Celia mention how 4 Lanes or No Train is becoming even larger 

than the South Phoenix context. They reveal offers of financial support from auto 

dealerships in uptown Phoenix who wish to use their platform to prevent light rail 

expansion into their area. In addition, they also have people approaching them who want 

to continue using the name of the group when future planned extensions go into other 

communities around the Valley. Ultimately, the group views financial support from 

outside stakeholders as a potential means to put all light rail extension plans back on a 

city-wide ballot, though they see this as a last resort option. Similar to calls for direct 

democracy in Spain, Greece, and the United States, the group is able to use protests or 

demonstrations as a tool for creating critical dialogue of the South Phoenix light rail 

extension by drawing public attention to their cause through signs, honking, and yelling 

criticisms, but on a more localized scale (Colombo and Mascarenhas, 2003; Purcell, 

2013b). 
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Self-management 

Much of the planning and decision-making for 4 Lanes or No Train occurs within 

their near weekly group meetings. The meetings take place on Wednesday or Thursday 

evenings at six o’clock and occur in various venues. Initially, meetings are held in the 

South Mountain Community Center, a building owned by Phoenix parks and recreation 

that serves as a gathering place complete with a gym, swimming pool, and other 

recreational amenities. After various negative city council meetings, however, Celia 

decides she would rather hold meetings in places not owned by the city due to concerns 

over spying from pro-light rail actors. For a while, the venue changes to a beautiful 

outdoor space, typically used for events like weddings, before switching to Celia’s own 

window tinting shop for the last few meetings.  

Attendance at the meetings significantly pales in comparison to the number of 

people who attended the 4 Lanes or No Train community forum. At some of the earlier 

meetings, there were upwards of 20 people in attendance. Near the end of the process, 

there were around 10 people participating in the regular meetings. The group of core 

participants who attend nearly every meeting range in age from young college students to 

the elderly, and also include Latin(x), white, black, and Asian participants. Celia is not 

too concerned with the number of regular attendees because of the previous turnout at the 

community forum and the thousands of signatures obtained for the initial petition. 

Reasons for the lack of participation, however, are likely due to various factors, including 

limited advertisement, meeting fatigue, evening job commitments, and hot weather. After 

the discovery of “spies”, or people attending 4 Lanes or No Train meetings and giving 
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information on their plans to pro-light rail supporters before the Phoenix City Council 

vote on the 90-day pause, Celia decides to change strategy and maintains closer control 

on the flow of information. One of the spies ended up being the leader of a pro-light rail 

group called Arizonans for Transportation, and was only discovered after holding a 

counter-protest at a city council meeting (discussed in the next section). The standard 

Thursday meetings are switched to Wednesdays. The active Facebook group page, which 

the group often uses to create event invitations for all of the group’s gatherings, suddenly 

stops doing so. Instead, participants are contacted directly through phone numbers left on 

the sign-in sheets from the previous meeting. If you miss a meeting, you likely miss the 

date, time, and location for the following one.  

The structure of the meetings, however, remains consistent over time. Participants 

arrive and write their names and contact information on a sign-in sheet, and then take a 

seat in available chairs. Celia always leads the meetings, and occasionally invites others 

to speak before the group, such as Phoenix councilmembers and their staff. The meetings 

typically start with Celia filling everyone in on any new information that has developed 

over the course of the past week before opening it up to attendees for questions and 

comments. In early meetings, she uses PowerPoint to inform attendees of the group’s 

purpose moving forward. Later on, she seeks direct input from attendees on decisions 

regarding the ballot initiative and rallies everyone for city council meetings.  

Various emotions play out each week, though general frustration remains 

apparent and constant. At times, Celia’s strong opinions and passionate demeanor 

dominate other perspectives. This is especially true of anyone who still sees the value of a 
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four-lane configuration on Central Avenue, rather than starkly opposing all development 

per existing plans. By mid-July, she insinuates that anyone who still supports the train on 

Central Avenue should not attend the group’s meetings any longer. Her passion and 

outspokenness are the heart of the movement, and her leadership is the uniting factor in 

the protest; in instances where Celia is missing, the group feels disjointed and without 

direction. Her commitment to her South Phoenix community is unquestionable, and her 

dedicated leadership is what propels the movement forward. However, by excluding 

people who still support the train in her community, she is actively ignoring other 

perspectives in her community which can be problematic for an urban society.  

 

Battling city council  

Though the protest allowed the group to visibly and vocally demonstrate their 

opposition in front of Valley Metro, the group knows city council possesses the most 

direct power to change the light rail extension. The next stage of mobilization then 

becomes vocal participation within city council meetings. Similar to Bahia’s homeless 

movement, the group is trying to exert pressure on the local government for change, 

albeit with much less policy support (Belda-Miquel, Blanes, and Fredani, 2016). The 

group’s specific goal is to acquire a 90-day pause or delay in South Phoenix light rail 

construction, which has already started in downtown. While their reasoning for a pause is 

to buy more time to find a solution, they ultimately know a 90-day pause will potentially 

kill the project entirely by jeopardizing federal funding. Their outward messaging around 

the pause is to provide Valley Metro with another opportunity to better engage the 
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community with the planning efforts. The effort to earn the pause represents a crucial 

switch in the group’s desired outcome. It essentially signals a new stance of no train at 

all, even if a four-lane design is possible. So how does the group end up wanting to kill 

the project entirely? The decision primarily stems from the realization that the four-lane 

design would be just as damaging to the community because many businesses would still 

have to be acquired through eminent domain to make space, and it would not include as 

many aesthetically pleasing features such as landscaping and bus pullouts.  

To put the light rail extension pause on the city council agenda, members from 4 

Lanes or No Train go to City Hall specifically to ask the mayor to do so. Recalling the 

experience, one resident says, “City hall was like a movie. We had unity.” Initially, the 

chief of staff tells Celia they cannot schedule a special meeting until a few weeks out, but 

her persistence earns a meeting for the following week. “This is a game we are playing”, 

she says. In preparation for the special meeting, she encourages everyone at the prior 

community meeting to tell everyone they know in South Phoenix to show up at city 

council chambers for the special meeting.  

What ensues at the special meeting is four hours of conflicting opinions and 

shocking council behavior. What is expected to be a rallying cry of anti-light rail protest 

turns into a battle between 4 Lanes or No Train, and a new group called “Save South 

Central”. Upon arrival, it is not immediately clear who this counter-protesting group is. 

They are only identified by their teal blue shirts, which are distributed liberally to people 

entering the chambers. The blue shirts create confusion among the 4 Lanes or No train 

group; nobody knows who they are, what their intentions are, or when they emerged. In 
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addition, Save South Central is an ambiguous phrase – it can resonate with pro and anti-

light rail supporters alike. Some 4 Lanes or No Train members put on the t-shirts until 

they realize what they signify. As I sit down, I ask a couple of white men wearing suits 

with their teal shirt sitting by me what the t-shirts are for and who organized them. “I 

don’t know, I just took one when I came in,” says one. Celia’s daughter comments, 

“These people don’t look like South Phoenicians.”  

Upon further investigation, the orchestrator of the t-shirts is from a brand new 

group called Arizonans for Transportation. The group comprises of people involved in 

the South Phoenix extension project such as contractors and engineers. The three people 

who are identified as the group’s directors are an employee of a public affairs and 

strategic advisory firm, a vice president and business management manager for a 

transportation infrastructure company, and a transportation marketing manager for 

another transportation infrastructure company (Boehm, 2018). In addition, one of the 

directors also worked on the campaign for councilmember Kate Gallego, a staunch 

supporter of the light rail extension. Perhaps it is no coincidence, then, that Kate Gallego 

attended the meeting wearing a teal blue blouse.  

A further surprise to the 4 Lanes or No Train group is that council does not 

include a motion to vote on the 90-day pause in the agenda. Instead, Mayor Williams 

apologizes to everyone in attendance for her mistake and adds it to the following day’s 

agenda. The exclusion of a vote is discouraging to everyone in attendance at the four-

hour-long meeting. “These people don’t care about South Phoenix. They know we are 

working people and that’s why they made it happen over two days,” Celia angrily says 
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after the meeting. Unfortunately for the 4 Lanes or No Train group, the disappointment 

continues the following day when the vote finally happens. Knowing that a 90-day pause 

would likely result in a loss of the federal funding for the project, city council does not 

approve the pause. They do, however, task Valley Metro with creating an alternative 

four-lane design and community outreach process to compare a four-lane or two-lane 

design.  

Although the 4 Lanes or No Train group cannot secure the pause, they garner 

enough attention to force city council to consider an alternative design. At this point, 

however, the group has no longer has an interest in either lane design.  Adhering to city 

council’s request, Valley Metro plans six community outreach meetings in locations 

around South Phoenix over the month of August to present findings on a four-lane 

design. For 4 Lanes or No Train insists that these community meetings (discussed in 

detail later in the chapter) are too little, too late, and should have occurred in the 

beginning to work out the lane design with the community. Celia decides efforts to stop 

the extension project entirely through city council are futile. It is time to bring in the last 

resort option: the ballot initiative.   

  

The last resort  

“We need to be ready to defeat the light rail and put it on the ballot,” urges Celia 

at a 4 Lanes or No Train meeting a few weeks after city council’s vote. In essence, the 

group wants to put the future of all planned light rail extensions across the city of 

Phoenix back into the hands of voters. They are confident that Phoenicians feel 
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differently about the light rail now that they have seen its negative effects. Over the next 

few weeks, the group plans the details of the proposition, from the name of it to deciding 

the specific benefits South Phoenix and other stakeholders will receive. Two major 

challenges in developing the proposition are the cost and time constraints. Because 

Valley Metro is already preparing for construction in South Phoenix, it is essential for the 

proposition to be submitted as soon as possible to ensure it can be included in a March 

election. To help expedite the process, members of the group who are business owners 

collectively hire a lawyer to help write a legally acceptable proposition. The chosen title 

is the “Building a Better Phoenix Act”. The purpose of the act is to create alternative uses 

of funds used for light rail extensions across the city.  

The nearly one billion dollars of funding for the South Phoenix light rail 

extension comes from federal, regional, and city monies. As discussed previously, killing 

the light rail project would lead to a complete loss of $595 million in federal funding. 

Therefore, the focus of the 4 Lanes or No Train proposition is to redistribute $150 million 

in regional funding and $220 million in city funding to other transportation-related 

infrastructure in South Phoenix. If the proposition passes, however, it does not solely 

affect the South Phoenix extension. As the city’s other extensions start dates arrive, each 

of those areas will also receive back the original funds. In all cases, funds must be 

redistributed only for transportation improvements, and no other key needs in South 

Phoenix such as improved schools and parks. For members of 4 Lanes or No Train, the 

primary requested improvements included improved bus service and bus stop shelters, 

sidewalks, and pavement repairs.  
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The proposition also includes two other components: allocation of funds for 

public safety and the creation of a steering committee. Public safety specifically refers to 

providing funding for the Phoenix police. A focus on police stems from both political 

strategy and personal concern over perceived high crime and inadequate police response 

in South Phoenix. “Police say they can’t go here because they must service the light rail,” 

says one resident at the community forum. Perhaps more importantly, however, is that the 

Phoenix Law Enforcement Association (PLEA) is a significant lobbyist in city politics. 

The likelihood of the proposition passing increases significantly with their support. A 

main topic of discussion at group meetings, then, is what percentage of the monies should 

be allocated to the police. The group consensus is that 30 percent should be enough to 

ensure their support, as that should help address their desire to hire more needed staff. In 

exchange for the funding, PLEA will then help campaign for the proposition and be 

active in media. However, promising money for public safety appears empty considering 

the monies may only be used for transportation. Indeed, the official initiative measure 

(created by a different group) received by the city clerk in September 2018 mentions 

nothing about the allocation of funds to public safety, therefore making it unclear if the 

police union is still involved, and if so, where this money will come from.  

The purpose of a South Phoenix steering committee is to prevent city council 

from independently deciding what happens to the monies if the proposition passes. “We 

don’t want it to be in the hands of the government,” says Celia. The steering committee 

will comprise people who live in South Phoenix, and their responsibility is to decide what 

happens with the money from the proposition. The committee will receive funds to elicit 
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extensive public input on needed transportation infrastructure in South Phoenix before 

making any decisions.  

The creation of the ballot initiative not only provides the best chance 4 Lanes or 

No Train has for killing the light rail extension, but also provides an example of an 

underexplored tactic for right to the city studies. However, the ballot initiative also poses 

the biggest challenges. What begins as a self-organized group of business owners and 

residents fighting against a mammoth project quickly turns into a struggle to maintain 

control of the group amid political adversaries pushing their own agendas. The next 

section explains the challenges 4 Lanes or No Train faces as other stakeholders enact 

their right to the city, as well as the tensions and conflicts within and outside of the 

group.  

  

Conflicting rights to the city  

 The right to the city literature shows there is no universal right to the city, 

especially when dealing with diverse communities (Attoh, 2011). As the 4 Lanes or No 

Train group rally residents in an energetic and inspiring community forum, others in 

support of the light rail extension begin plotting ways to counter the opposition. What 

ensues is a toxic and unproductive feud between pro- and anti-light rail supporters who 

are advocating for differing rights to the city. To understand how contentious the light 

rail extension case is, this section begins by examining the views of light rail supporters 

and their perceptions of the 4 Lanes or No Train movement.  
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“Passport to the rest of the city” 

LRT literature reports the following benefits of light rail: reduction in greenhouse 

gases, improvement in public health, reduction in traffic congestion, increased 

connectivity, increased access to services and jobs, and increases in property values 

(Babalik-Sutcliffe, 2002; Topalovic et al., 2012). Supporters of the light rail extension 

report similar perceived benefits, with increased mobility for specific populations like 

students and the elderly at the forefront. Literature also relates increased mobility to 

enabling the right to the city (Attoh, 2019). One light rail supporter and resident of South 

Phoenix at the 4 Lanes or No Train community forum says the people who have the most 

to lose are transit users, and questions why 4 Lanes or No Train is pushing a car-oriented 

design when bus commutes can also be up to two hours for some. “Transportation is 

lacking. When the car breaks down, what are you going to use? The light rail.” The idea 

of mobility particularly resonates with South Phoenix students who wish to go to school 

in other parts of the city, such as Arizona State University’s downtown and Tempe 

campuses, both along the light rail trajectory. Mobility also expands to those in the 

workforce who may benefit from accessing jobs in other parts of the Valley, as well, 

though residents never spoke of wanting to take the train outside of South Phoenix to 

work. At first glance, supporters’ desires to provide marginalized people with access to 

opportunities via transit is hard to argue with. In fact, the supporter’s narrative is typically 

presented as a form of social justice. For community members, this will be a rare instance 

in which South Phoenix is presented with millions of dollars for a neighborhood 

changing project. “South Phoenix has been left behind. We deserve this,” passionately 
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proclaims one resident. However, the social justice narrative seems less genuine when 

coming from larger stakeholders like Valley Metro and the City of Phoenix. Digging 

deeper into their reasoning reveals ulterior motives.  

Revitalization, and specifically, increased economic development, is at the heart 

of light rail supporting arguments. “We don’t need to miss the economic blessing that 

light rail will bring”, claims one South Phoenix resident in support of the train. Sources 

cite $11 billion of investment has occurred within a quarter mile of light rail tracks, with 

more than 25,000 new residential units, and 35,000 new jobs (Peters, Rimsza, and 

Giuliano, 2018). It should come as no surprise that city council members are backing 

such immense economic development for Phoenix. In fact, the dialogue of city council 

members during anti-light rail discussions reflects more of a fear of losing nearly one 

billion dollars of federal funding for the South Phoenix extension than compassionate 

concern for the aftermath of such development on existing communities.  

In this sense, pro-light rail city council members conveniently hide behind the 

narrative of urbanists who use light rail as a means for social justice. Between city 

council’s desire to revitalize South Phoenix and other supporters’ demand for increased 

mobility, they often critique the 4 Lanes or No Train movement as being anti-progress. 

“It’s insulting to suggest South Phoenix should remain low-income with no chance of 

getting light rail because that’ll bring swanky condos, coffee shops and other types of 

development,” says local columnist Elvia Diaz (Diaz, 2018a).  

Similar characterizations of pushback also occurred in the Ogden, Utah gondola 

case, where institutional leaders labeled pushback as against the good future of the city 
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(Dorsey and Mulder, 2013). Just as this case illuminates differing rights to the city, it also 

demonstrates different notions of progress. Is progress economic development, increased 

mobility, or neighborhood preservation? It would be unfair to suggest any of those 

notions of progress are wrong. Is it fair, however, to suggest progress should come at the 

expense of certain community members or groups it is said to be serving just because 

they have a differing right to the city? The 4 Lanes or No Train movement embodies this 

concern, urging pro-light rail supporters to consider the negative consequences of 

revitalization and subsequent gentrification. At a 4 Lanes or No Train meeting, Celia says 

loudly and with great conviction, “When you come to the south side to bring us 

‘progress’ you have to do it with respect. Not with 15 people behind closed doors.” As 

mentioned previously, however, we must also consider the negative consequences of 

killing the light rail extension for those who do rely on public transportation or who do 

genuinely want to see the light rail come to their neighborhood.  

 

Inner group conflict  

As pro-light rail supporters make strides to counter anti-train protest, inner group 

conflicts erupt over community representation, power, and politics with the creation of 

the proposition. By the time 4 Lanes or No Train are developing the Building a Better 

Phoenix Act, the group is finding itself pigeonholed by its original name. Despite the 

group’s evolution from supporting 4 Lanes to the creation of a ballot initiative to kill the 

project entirely, city council members continue to focus specifically on the debate of 

four-lanes or two-lanes, seemingly treating other valid concerns as secondary issues. The 
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council even orders Valley Metro to hold six community meetings specifically to 

compare a four- or two-lane design, leaving no room to discuss an option of no train. The 

erasure of the group’s concerns and desires by city council is what spurs the ballot 

initiative and eventual explosion of conflict amongst the group’s members.  

The primary source of conflict is due to sources of funding for the proposition. 

While Celia always had some issues with getting other business owners in South Phoenix 

to donate money for 4 Lanes or No Train signs and petitions, the conflict reaches a new 

level as outside stakeholders offer money to pay for the proposition. Before discussing 

the key financial actors, it is important to understand what makes the proposition so 

expensive. First, a lawyer is needed to create the proper language for the proposition. 

Once the proposition is written, the group then needs to collect 40,000 signatures to 

ensure it will make it to the ballot before the November deadline. At first, the discussion 

around collecting signatures is volunteer based. With only two months to collect the 

signatures in time for the March election, however, the group starts looking into hiring 

collectors through private companies. The group eventually decides on an out-of-state 

signature collecting company, as in-state companies are allegedly unwilling to participate 

for political reasons. The estimated cost of collecting the necessary 20,000 signatures 

alone is between $150,000-200,000. The funds for the lawyer and signature collection 

also do not account for any campaigning strategies for the initiative. Even with many of 

the group members identifying as business owners, over $200,000 is an incredible 

amount to front for a proposition that may or may not be passed by voters.  
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By this stage in the battle over light rail, media outlets and local politicians are 

fueling rumors about who is paying for the opposition group’s ballot initiative. Nearly a 

month after the 4 Lanes or No Train community forum and in the midst of heated city 

council meetings, the New York Times publishes an article called, “How the Koch 

Brothers Are Killing Public Transit Projects Around the Country” (Tabuchi, 2018). As oil 

billionaires, the Koch brothers (Charles and David) are not new to conservative political 

activism. The brothers took over ownership of Koch Industries after the passing of their 

father, which is a private company dealing with oil, chemicals, paper, trading, and cattle 

ranches (Monbiot, 2018). The brothers are now some of the richest people on earth, and 

often use their wealth to fund their own political interests by contributing so-called “dark 

money” to “organizations, academic departments, thinktanks, journals, and movements” 

(Monbiot, 2018). In fact, their group Americans for Prosperity helped to set up the Tea 

Party Movement, a political group of conservatives who push for lower taxes and lower 

national debt (Monbiot, 2016). The group contains local chapters across the United States 

and is a way for the Koch Brother’s ideals to translate to a local scale. One of the local 

issues they are tackling is public transportation. In Nashville, Americans for Prosperity is 

trying to encourage people to vote “no” on a transit plan which includes light rail. Aside 

from the threat increased public transportation may have on oil chugging cars, the ideals 

of Americans for Prosperity fit well with neoliberal interests like lower taxes and smaller 

government.  

As Phoenix councilmember Kate Gallego points out during the special light rail 

meeting, Nashville is not the only city listed in the New York Times article. “Surprise 
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Attack on Phoenix Light Rail Expansion Reeks of Koch Brother Interference”, headlines 

one Streetsblog USA article (Schmitt, 2018). Local Democratic politicians like Ruben 

Gallego publicly shame this Koch Brother affiliation on social media, and local media 

follows suit, speculating over the group’s involvement with Koch brother connected 

group, Arizona Free Enterprise Club. Though Celia and 4 Lanes or No Train are 

approached by the Arizona Free Enterprise Club, they choose to never utilize any Koch 

brother related money, primarily due to conflicts between the political beliefs of Celia 

and the Koch Brothers. Despite this conscious effort, the public narrative is already set 

against them.  

In addition to the Koch brother’s national crusade against public transportation, 

the group must also deal with the interference of local political actors. Republican 

Phoenix City Councilmembers Sal DiCiccio and Jim Waring have always openly 

opposed Phoenix light rail, claiming it is a waste of taxpayer money that should be 

distributed elsewhere. While Waring, councilmember for wealthier North Phoenix district 

two, supports the group during city council meetings, it is DiCiccio who takes anti-light 

rail support to the next level. Like Waring, DiCiccio represents a wealthy district (six) in 

Phoenix. His communication style is rather brash and accusatory, with local media 

labeling him a “rabble rouser” (Diaz, 2018b). In the special South Phoenix light rail 

meetings, he animatedly shames the rest of council and questions the city manager’s 

position over the light rail “fiasco” (Diaz, 2018b). His behavior leaves one local reporter 

labeling him an “unexpected hero” of the meeting.  
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The heroics do not end after the meetings. DiCiccio’s chief of staff starts 

attending 4 Lanes or No Train meetings. In the meeting after city council denies a 90-day 

pause, he acts as a sort of informational guide for the ballot initiative, as well as a 

motivational supporter. He uses war-like language to rally the group, saying things like, 

“You are about to go to war,” and “You’re going to be the army that comes out and 

fights”! Celia and the group are initially content with using Republican political support 

for the ballot initiative, with the condition that the light rail money goes back to South 

Phoenix. After a few weeks, however, DiCiccio’s chief of staff takes his position too far 

for Celia’s liking. “He came into the meeting and had an agenda ready. No one makes 

agendas for the group but us,” she says. She goes on to explain how politicians often 

come to her shop to earn the group’s support, even though they don’t care about the 

cause.  

Celia’s growing skepticism of stakeholders outside of the immediate group only 

grows during the creation of the proposition. Little does she know, however, that internal 

members are also plotting their own moves. On August 30th, 2018, Valley Metro holds its 

first community meeting in South Phoenix to compare the four-lane vs. two-lane designs. 

Celia emphasizes to the group how important it is to attend all of the Valley Metro 

meetings to protest. Therefore, it is surprising to everyone that she is nowhere to be found 

at the first meeting. Group members frequently ask each other where Celia is throughout 

the event, and no one is able to get in touch with her. I later find out from another 

business owner that the same South Phoenix property investor who offered to pay for half 

of the ballot initiative signatures had submitted his own initiative to the city along with 
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Sal DiCiccio without Celia’s knowledge. The initiative was essentially the same, with a 

much higher percentage of the monies going to the police union. This news left Celia too 

upset to attend the meeting and protest.  

Despite the news of a competing initiative, Celia continues on protesting at 

remaining community meetings and moves forward with the Building a Better Phoenix 

Act. After Valley metro holds all six of their community meetings, city council plans to 

vote on a two or four lane design moving forward. The vote occurs on September 26th, 

2018, and unsurprisingly, city council moves forward with the initial two-lane design. 

Many light rail opponents left the meeting feeling like city council essentially wasted 

everyone’s time by putting on a show of concern, knowing they would keep everything 

the same. Celia is absent from the meeting once again, which provides an opportunity for 

a third actor to undermine Celia’s control of the group. A resident and committed 

member of the group, Sandra (name changed for anonymity), starts to tell other members 

that Celia has actually quit. In reality, Celia’s absence is due to the passing of her mother, 

but the rumors provide enough speculation for members to start taking direction from 

Sandra.  

At the final 4 Lanes or No Train meeting on October 3, 2018, Celia reveals that 

though she never quit the group, she has been kicked off of the proposition by Sandra, Sal 

DiCiccio, South Phoenix business owners who were once involved in 4 Lanes or No 

Train, and a prominent member of the Koch brothers-affiliated Arizona Free Enterprise 

Club. The new leaders were able to achieve this by changing the names of the key actors 

on the ballot initiative document before submission. After her admission, she continues 
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on to say that as South Phoenicians and as predominately minorities, they cannot be 

associated with the Koch brothers and their political views. “We need to clear the name 

of 4 Lanes or No Train,” she says, because “the Koch brothers are in control of the 

proposition and want to hide behind the image of our group.” This is the group’s official 

split from the proposition they created. Though Celia does not think the proposition will 

be successful now that the Koch brothers are publicly involved, she concludes the final 

meeting by saying, “Don’t participate in this proposition, just vote if the time comes.” 

 

Building a Better Phoenix Initiative  

 

Even though 4 Lanes or No Train discontinues action against the light rail, the 

proposition lives on through those who took over using the name Building a Better 

Phoenix Initiative. Through the funding from outside political actors, the new leaders 

secure enough signatures to officially submit it to city council. By late January 2019, the 

ballot is certified by the City of Phoenix and is set to appear on the August 2019 ballot. 

Having the proposition certified by the city presents challenges to the new group. They 

say city council is trying everything they can to stall the initiative, with DiCiccio 

claiming the city clerk’s office is “slow rolling” the certification (Kwok, 2019). Though 

his argument does not hold up due to the clerk’s office filing within the required 20 day 

period, the group does face real opposition over the signatures they collected.  

The already expensive process of creating the proposition and gaining enough 

signatures is further exacerbated by a lawsuit filed against the group by the Arizona 

chapter of the Associated General Contractors of America. The association describes 

themselves as, “Arizona’s oldest and most influential not-for-profit association of general 
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contractors, subcontractors, and other construction industry affiliated firms engaged in 

highway, heavy, industrial and municipal-utility construction” (“Arizona 

Chapter/Associated General Contractors”, 2019). They claim the initiative petition did 

not include enough detail about the vote’s effect on the entire system and where the 

money will go after. They also claim that the process of paying petition gatherers by the 

signature is illegal under Arizona state law, though the legislation is not entirely clear. 

While it is true that the state of Arizona made it illegal to pay petition circulators by the 

signature in 2016, it is not clear whether this state law applies to municipal initiatives 

(Boehm, 2019). 

 In response to the lawsuit, new initiative leader Sandra is quick to point out how 

the association is affiliated with the same construction company who will profit off of 

light rail extensions. The association’s attorney is also currently under contract with the 

city of Phoenix (Boehm, 2019). It comes as no surprise, then, that current Phoenix mayor 

Thelma Williams and one other councilmember come out in support of the lawsuit. As of 

March 2019, the ballot initiative is set to feature on the August 2019 ballot, though it will 

have to survive the lawsuit court hearing in April 2019.  

Overall, the conflicts that emerge in the South Phoenix light rail extension case 

further support previous findings of the right to the city in practice, as well as offers 

critical new insights. Though the literature provides instances of community groups 

struggling with conflict between public-private partnerships and inner group conflict 

(Gonzalez et al., 2012; Dorsey and Mulder, 2013), the South Phoenix case provides a 

more detailed glimpse into these conflicts, as well as how the group becomes vulnerable 
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to appropriation by outside stakeholders. Appropriation and other issues stemming from 

differing rights to the city are discussed in the next section.  

 

Challenges to the Right to the City       

The evolution and demise of 4 Lanes or No Train illustrates the practical 

challenges of enacting a right to the city within a complex urban transportation planning 

project. In addition, it particularly highlights how neoliberal economic interests challenge 

right to the city movements in various ways. While the findings of the 4 Lanes or No 

Train case further illustrate established issues such as conflicting rights to the city within 

and between community groups, it also provides unique findings related to neoliberal 

appropriation, inadequate public participation, and notions of democracy.  

 

Neoliberal appropriation 

The interference of political actors such as councilmember Sal DiCiccio and the 

Koch brother affiliated group implicates an issue with the right to the city not yet fully 

explored: the appropriation of grassroots right to the city movements by those in 

positions of power. What initially begins as a grassroots movement led by residents and 

business owners in South Phoenix becomes a ploy for wealthy national influencers to 

bolster the influence of local Republican politicians. Their strategy is to hide behind the 

face of community groups while controlling the process from behind the scenes. “They 

try to move us like Muppets,” Celia says when she realizes the intentions of DiCiccio’s 

camp. She specifically focuses on how everyone wants power, but warns wealthy 
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influencers and local politicians “cannot be the face of this group.” Despite her best 

efforts to maintain the ballot initiative as a grassroots, non-political, community-led 

movement, she cannot win in the end.  

Outside actors go behind Celia’s back in many instances, producing heated 

conflict between both groups. A primary example is when councilmember Sal DiCiccio 

attends a meeting originally scheduled to be between Celia and leaders of the Phoenix 

police union. The purpose of the meeting is to discuss how much money the police union 

will gain from the Building a Better Phoenix Act in exchange for their support. Though 4 

Lanes or No Train collectively decides to offer 30 percent, DiCiccio makes an offer of 50 

percent without their consent. This leads to an argument between Celia and DiCiccio 

during the meeting, and eventually he storms out. “He wants to be the hero,” she says. 

One member of 4 Lanes or No Train says Celia reminds him of Deborah from the bible, a 

woman of great strength and fight. Yet by this point in the group’s journey, Celia reveals, 

“When I go home, I cry a lot.” Her struggle to maintain a non-political stance is taking its 

toll as political stakeholders continue to take advantage of what she started, with the sole 

intention of protecting her community and her business.  

The word appropriation is used in right to the city literature to characterize the 

process of the deprived taking back urban space controlled by the rich elite (Mayer, 

2012). Marcuse argues that the right to the city does not exist without this appropriation 

(2009). What happens, however, when the appropriators become the appropriated? In the 

case of 4 Lanes or No Train, the partnership between the City of Phoenix and Valley 

Metro creates a powerful bias toward the potential economic benefits of the light rail, and 
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provides little opportunity for the public to voice their opposition. When the opposition is 

heard, it is often given a show of consideration with no real compromise. In addition to 

these factors, the outside political groups who come in to use 4 Lanes or No Train to push 

their own agenda make it impossible for this grassroots right to the city movement to 

overcome the rights of the elite in a neoliberal economy. The next subsection will discuss 

how this partnership created a lack of transparency with the public. 

 

Too little, too late   

 

One of the potential consequences of public-private partnerships in urban 

infrastructure is a lack of democratic processes and transparency with the public 

(Siemiatycki, 2005, 2006). In preparation for the expansion project, Valley Metro CEO 

Scott Smith claims that they held 380 community meetings and posted 20,000 door 

hangers from 2012-2018 (Flaherty, 2018). However, another local article reports that 

sign-in sheets indicate only 730 people attended 22 meetings over a six-year period from 

2012-2018 (Boehm, 2018). Regardless, if Valley Metro feels their public outreach 

process was so extensive, why did members of the community feel so unheard to the 

point of creating a ballot initiative?  

The Valley Metro and city council meetings held between April and October 2018 

reveal public participation practices that would fall on the less involved rungs of 

Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation. Valley Metro’s meetings typically occur in a 

specialized informational format. For example, meetings on light rail platform and track 

design are held to show the public design options such as vegetation and traffic barrier 
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types. Attendees at these meetings go around looking at various poster boards and use 

stickers to “vote” for their favorite design choices, a participatory technique often 

referred to as “dot democracy” (Figure 9) (Creighton, 2005). Meetings for station art are 

a little more involved, as public attendees hear from pre-chosen, primarily locally based 

artists on their design plans before they are able to talk more with them individually 

about their planned art installations. These meetings feel more genuine because the artists 

are supposed to design with the character of South Phoenix in mind and are invested in 

engaging the local community throughout the design process.  

Despite holding some meetings on weekends and providing translation for 

Spanish speakers, turnout at the meetings I attended was rather low considering the fierce 

pushback shown through community forum and city council meeting attendance, and 

protests (~10 people at each). The lack of participation is not necessarily surprising, 

however, considering a major component of neoliberal cities is participating via what you 

choose to buy and not what you choose to spend time advocating for. Despite this, the 

lack of attendance is not only concerning, but also continually used against the 4 Lanes or 

No Train opposition. South Phoenix councilmember Michael Nowakowski tells the group 

at their community forum, “If you’re not at a meeting then someone will always put a 

mess in your backyard.” Valley Metro CEO Scott Smith continues in the same vein 

saying, "Looking back at records, everyone, I think, had an opportunity to be involved," 

he said. "I don't know why they weren't, but they had an opportunity." (Boehm, 2018). 

These key actors in the light rail project are quick to shift blame to South Phoenicians for 

not attending meetings, despite many residents claiming they were unaware of them. In 



 

  116 

fact, it is not until the four-hour long special meeting at city council that Valley Metro 

CEO admits they may have not fully captured everyone’s opinion. The result, of course, 

are the five community meetings city council asks Valley Metro to create specifically to 

discuss the four- vs two-lane design.  

 

Figure 9 

“Dot democracy” for South Phoenix light rail landscape design  

Photo by: Ashlee Tziganuk 

 

Perception vs. Reality  

Valley Metro’s special community meetings are supposed to appease the 

opposition by entertaining the idea of a four-lane design. At this point, however, the 

group is already creating a proposition that may kill all future extensions in the city. The 

group’s only purpose at these meetings, then, is to disrupt the meetings with counter-

protesting vocally and in written documents (Figure 10). On August 30, 2018, I arrive at 
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the Rio Salado Audobon Center in South Phoenix. The parking lot is so full that people 

are unable to park. Upon entry to the building, Valley Metro employees greet attendees at 

tables and ask them to sign in. Those in opposition of the train choose not to sign in 

because they do not want to be used as positive data for Valley Metro.  

 

 

 Figure 10 

 Comments on question sheet at a Valley Metro meeting 
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The meeting presentation is tucked away in a smaller room, which is completely 

packed with people. The majority of these folks, however, appear to be Valley Metro 

employees, city council staff, and people from urbanist organizations in support of the 

train based on their name tags and roles at the meetings. News crews also line up in the 

back of the room with cameras. At the helm of the presentation is a Valley Metro-hired 

moderator. Before the presentation begins, employees pass out an informational sheet 

that only lists the benefits of light rail. The moderator begins by making it very clear that 

the task of the meeting is to talk about four lanes vs. two lanes, leaving no room for any 

other discussion. I sense this is a way to keep out any discussion regarding no train. For 

those opposing the train, the meeting only gets worse from here.  

Instead of moving straight into information on lane design, the moderator begins 

by talking about human understanding, and specifically about perceptions versus reality. 

He tries to use marriage as an example of this throughout, describing arguments with his 

wife as battles between personal perceptions and the reality of the situation. I am 

astounded at the implications of his dialogue, which often comes across as belittling and 

disrespectful to those in opposition because he is trying to undermine arguments against 

the train. What I perceive him to be saying to those in opposition is that you may have 

perceptions about this light rail project, but in reality, they are false. The first pre-

recorded Valley Metro informational video that plays next is even more pointed. The 

video begins with prominent community leader, Ed Pastor, talking about what makes 

South Phoenix unique before discussing the history of light rail in South Phoenix. They 
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also interview a black woman and a Latino man who are “residents” in favor. One young 

student says how peaceful it is to take the light rail to school.  

After the video ends, the moderator names the commonly posed questions that 

will be “out of the scope” of this meeting. These include, 1) why Central Avenue?, 2) 

Why rail?, and 3) Can this money be used for other projects? A Valley Metro employee 

answers two of these questions by explaining how they looked at alternative 

transportation options before deciding this was the best for South Phoenix. “We want to 

provide a service that promotes ridership,” he says. Valley Metro CEO Scott Smith is 

tasked with answering the question regarding money, but he is not present in the room. 

He eventually strolls in after someone goes to find him and asks, “what do you need me 

for?” before explaining no new information on the breakdown of funding from local, 

regional, and national funding.  

“Four lanes is not impossible,” says the moderator leading into the second video, 

which compares the two- and four-lane configurations. Everything from the tone of the 

narrator to the dialogue is biased toward a two-lane configuration. As the video’s narrator 

talks about the two-lane design, her voice is chipper and positive. Yet as she discusses the 

details of the four-lane design, she uses words like “but” and “however” to extenuate that 

while it can be done, there will be negative tradeoffs. One such example is how buses 

would not have their own turning lanes in the four-lane configuration. Though they claim 

a four-lane design will create more traffic, they do not provide any time estimates on how 

long a commute would take in both models.  
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By this point in the presentation, the bias toward the two-lane configuration is 

frustrating, especially for opposition members who have long since moved past a four-

lane agenda. To cap off the dreadful presentation, the moderator then broaches a tangent 

on debates, and how it is not helpful to debate simply out of motivation of winning it. 

Instead, he insinuates that some form of compromise is necessary. After the presentation, 

I speak with 4 Lanes or No Train members discussing their frustrations with the meeting. 

The overall consensus is that Valley Metro and the City of Phoenix clearly want to keep a 

two-lane configuration, and that the only way forward is with the ballot initiative. The 

next five of Valley Metro’s community meetings occur in various venues around South 

Phoenix. However, the presentation and format remain exactly the same, indicating that 

public input was never really a priority on their agenda.  

 

The failure of public participation  

In many ways, the four- vs. two-lane Valley Metro community meetings are 

representative of the entire public participation process for the South Phoenix light rail 

extension. Instead of treating the public outreach process between 2012-2018 as a way to 

mend previous neglect of the more vulnerable populations in South Phoenix, the 

facilitators blame the public for not attending original meetings and then ignore 

opposition when they are forced to hold last-minute meetings. As stated previously, 

Valley Metro’s public participation process falls low on Arnstein’s ladder and ranges 

from non-participation to tokenism (1969).  
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While city council only allows resident two minutes to speak on an issue before 

councilmembers vote, Valley Metro’s preferred method is the comment card. Even in 

meetings where Valley Metro attempts to give some power to participants by gauging 

their preferences for design elements, it remains unclear if those preferences will be 

implemented. The four- vs. two-lane meetings, however, only exist for “participants” to 

ask questions of experts. The whole presentation is clearly seeking to “educate” or “cure” 

those in opposition (Arnstein, 1969, 217). The moderator who is sold as an expert in 

communication never actually facilitates any conversation among attendees. Instead, 

expert knowledge is presented and attendees are split into specific “stations” around the 

room to ask more experts, such as engineers, lingering questions. Valley Metro’s 

emphasis on expert knowledge harkens back to Forester’s (1982) structuralist 

perspective, in which a planner’s access to information continually “legitimatizes and 

rationalizes” existing power structures (69). What results is an uninspired public 

participation process, where opposing opinions are purposefully disorganized and 

ignored, and no constructive collaboration occurs.  

In the neoliberal era, public participation is further muddled by perceptions of 

democracy. In the United States, voting is a primary form of civic engagement, and in 

some ways defines its democracy. Therefore, one of the most cited arguments used by 

light rail advocates is, “you voted for this” so why is it an issue? Despite only 14 percent 

of registered South Phoenix voters turning out for the August 2015 special election and 

claims of misinformation, many light rail supporters find opposition insulting claiming 

that the outcome of the vote is clear (Boehm, 2018). It is almost as if public participation 
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should end after voting, and any extra community work is a show for required 

participation processes. Unfortunately, the same August midterm election time that saw 

the light rail extension’s approval (and that historically spurs little voter turnout 

compared to primary’s) is now set to happen again with the Building a Better Phoenix 

Initiative.  

 

Conclusion  

The case of the South Phoenix light rail extension reveals a difficult and fraught 

journey for one grassroots community group seeking to challenge a massive 

transportation project in a sprawling desert city. Despite rallying cries from residents 

mobilizing their right to the city, concerns over their own livelihoods and light rail 

spurred gentrification is no match for those already in power. Republican members of 

city council and highly engaged political groups hide behind the face of 4 Lanes or No 

Train to push their own agendas, turning a once genuine movement into a political ploy. 

While those who are happy to be taken advantage of for the sake of their own interests 

move forward in their fight to kill light rail in Phoenix, other residents can only wait and 

see what the future holds. For urban planners, perhaps the most concerning result of all is 

the lack of respect for public participation processes in the face of massive economic 

opportunity. The concluding chapter will further reflect on these ideas by focusing on the 

possibilities this case offers to an urban society beyond neoliberalism, and how planners 

should move forward in nurturing the right to the city in practice. 
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CHAPTER 5 

NURTURING THE RIGHT TO THE CITY IN URBAN PLANNING 

 
Introduction 

The purpose of this research was to examine, through the lens of the urban 

inhabitant, how a minority-led grassroots group is activating their right to the city against 

a large light rail project, and how their movement demonstrates the possibilities of urban 

society beyond a neoliberal system. By using detailed participant observation and media 

analysis, the results of the 4 Lanes or No Train case study illuminated various successes 

and challenges within this right to the city movement. Findings from the case show a 

promising instance of urban inhabitants asserting their right to the city via various 

methods of autogestion, such as protesting, organizing against city council, and creating a 

ballot initiative. Despite the immense time and resources the leaders of 4 Lanes or No 

Train put into the movement, they also encounter several challenges. Primary challenges 

included the appropriation of disenfranchised urban inhabitants by neoliberal supporters 

and inadequate public participation processes.  

Inherent to these challenges is the often unnamed, but pervasive economic system 

of neoliberalism. Though Lefebvre pitted his Marxist based theory against this opposing, 

more extreme laissez-faire foundation of neoliberalism, he relied on scholars who came 

after him to provide examples of what his ideals look like in an existing neoliberal city. 

Nearly 50 years after the right to the city theory was created, cities are still primarily 

organizing based on property values and the exchange of land on the market. While 

previous studies have demonstrated instances of the right to the city around the world, 
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their focus was typically on large scale movements rather than detailed accounts from 

inside organized groups of urban inhabitants. Due to my immersive experience in a right 

to the city movement via participant observation, the findings from South Phoenix reveal 

novel insights into autogestion, the challenges of the right to the city, and how we can 

attune to glimpses of urban society. The next section discusses the key findings revealed 

in the 4 Lanes or No Train case, as well as the implications of these findings on advocacy 

efforts and urban planning practice. Finally, the chapter concludes with directions for 

future right to the city scholarship. 

 

Key Findings  

 

The underlying and novel finding among the challenges faced by 4 Lanes or No 

Train is that of neoliberal appropriation. The most prominent challenge for 4 Lanes or No 

Train was that the disenfranchised group was left susceptible to appropriation by 

neoliberal political actors. The characteristics that contributed to their appropriation 

included battles over rights, limited public engagement, and a lack of experience, 

knowledge, and resources. Ultimately, these characteristics lead the group to seek outside 

help from wealthy neoliberal advocates. By accepting help from such groups, the vicious 

cycle of neoliberalism continues on by keeping power in the hands of those who can 

afford it.  

The 4 Lanes or No Train case exemplifies this cycle of power after they are 

initially ignored by city council members who would rather advocate for economic 

development around the light rail than for concerned residents. Once they move forward 

with the creation of a ballot initiative, they are then in need of legal experience, 



 

  125 

knowledge, and monetary resources, all of which are beyond the scope of the core group. 

Their only option, then, is to go where the money and resources are, which just happens 

to be patiently waiting in the hands of Koch-affiliated groups and conservative local 

politicians. Once 4 Lanes or No Train dissolves and the Building a Better Phoenix Act 

takes over, the transaction with neoliberal advocates occurs, and is a win for nationwide 

conservative political groups like the Koch’s Americans for Prosperity.  

Despite 4 Lanes or No Train sharing enough values to catch the attention of 

neoliberal advocates, the outcome of this case study is not necessarily a win for the 

grassroots right to the city. Instead, the findings ultimately demonstrate just how 

vulnerable urban society is in a neoliberal economic system. To recall its definition, the 

right to the city is “an exigent demand by those deprived of basic material and legal 

rights, and an aspiration for the future by those discontented with life as they see it 

around them and perceived as limiting their potentials for growth and creativity” 

(Marcuse, 2009). I argue that the focus on those who are discontented with life around 

them and who are aspiring to a better future is a key component of their susceptibility to 

outside appropriation.  

This susceptibility is primarily due to how neoliberal politicians use these feelings 

of disenfranchisement as a tactic to manipulate people. As Monbiot (2016) states, “As 

parties of the right and former left adopt similar neoliberal policies, disempowerment 

turns to disenfranchisement. Large numbers of people have been shed from politics.” 

After the disenfranchised are shed from politics via neoliberal policies and a lack of 

public participation, they are then rallied by politicians who acknowledge that they have 
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been forgotten. As evidenced historically by fascist movements, and more recently by the 

2016 election of Donald Trump, people who feel disenfranchised are more likely to 

respond to “slogans, symbols, and sensation,” (Monbiot, 2016). Therefore, the rich can 

use their slogans, symbols, and sensation to become elected and continue the cycle over 

again.  

In the case of 4 Lanes or No Train, the group became susceptible to local actors in 

the Phoenix chapter of the Koch brother’s Americans for Prosperity political group and to 

local Republican politicians who then played on their feelings of disenfranchisement. 

Though 4 Lanes or No Train and these outside actors share the intention to kill the light 

rail project, it is important to remember the geographic and sociodemographic context of 

this case. Some South Phoenicians, like Celia, have not forgotten their area’s history of 

segregation and environmental racism. The idea of an organization led by wealthy white 

men (with a history of their own environmental degradation on communities) leading a 

lower income, predominately minority grassroots movement is enough for her to step 

away from her creation. For others like Sandra and the Building a Better Phoenix 

Initiative, the desire to get rid of the light rail is enough to overlook political ties. In both 

cases, the right to the city movement could only reach a higher level through the financial 

support of neoliberal political groups, which is inherently contrary to the Marxist inspired 

right to the city framework.  

In essence, wealthy neoliberal influencers can keep widening the gap between the 

haves and the have not’s by preying on the disenfranchised and appropriating their causes 

through funding. While ordinary urban inhabitants see this funding as the only way to 
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continue pushing for their right to the city when public participation fails, accepting help 

only further widens neoliberal political influence at the local level. Such growing 

influence can lead to the passing of neoliberal policies which are further unfavorable to 

the disenfranchised. While the Building a Better Phoenix Act could possibly kill Phoenix 

light rail if the ballot measure passes, it could also open up more opportunities for 

damaging neoliberal policies later down the road. In sum, disenfranchised urban 

inhabitants cannot assert their right to the city as long as those with the most money also 

hold the most political power and influence. 

 

Critical reflections for urban planning 

The key findings surrounding neoliberal appropriation in this case make it easy to 

become pessimistic over the future of the urban inhabitant in urban planning. In my 

fieldwork with 4 Lanes or No Train, there were many times I also felt helpless, not only 

for the group, but also in my role as an urban planner. Capitalism is often treated as a 

monolithic system that cannot be overcome, and in a profession that commonly operates 

within government, it can feel as though we are not only complacent, but active 

contributors of disenfranchisement. Stepping outside of this complacency into a role of 

activism can be uncomfortable, especially when our senses are already so attuned to 

seeing the city through the lens of capitalism (Purcell, 2013b). 

My research with 4 Lanes or No Train provided an instance where I could step 

outside of my own complacency as an urban planner and take on the role of an activist 

for the rights of urban inhabitants. In doing so, I was able to recognize ways in which I 
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could contribute to creating a city outside of the neoliberal restrictions that plagued the 

group’s movement. It taught me to challenge my own conceptions of what is just and 

whose rights matter in planning projects. Before this experience, I likely would have 

undermined or misunderstood why anyone would fight against public transportation, 

especially in marginalized groups. Instead, I learned to attune to the nuances of 

marginalization in ways I never would have realized by avoiding conflict and remaining 

complacent. I encourage other planners to willingly experience the uncomfortable 

situations presented by conflicting rights to the city in planning projects, so that we better 

learn how to nurture the right to the city in our own practice. For 4 Lanes or No Train, the 

potential of the movement could have been maximized if urban planners were the ones 

waiting to nurture the movement with the experience, knowledge, and resources the 

everyday urban inhabitant might lack, rather than neoliberal advocates.  

Ways to nurture instances of the right to the city do not necessarily have to be 

revolutionary in planning. As discussed previously, participatory planning models like 

advocacy, communicative, and radical planning all offer ways to engage the urban 

inhabitant on a deeper level. Inherent to these models is the role of planners as nurturers 

of the development of experience, knowledge, and resources with urban inhabitants. 

While advocacy planning focuses specifically on building the capacity of deprived 

groups, communicative and radical planning step outside of single groups by focusing on 

community knowledge and communication between stakeholders, as well as the 

mobilization of communities through participation. These approaches, however, need to 

be revised based on the findings from this case. 
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Firstly, the right to the city does not occur in a vacuum. As I’ve mentioned in the 

limitations of this case, focusing on a singular group’s rights as one would in advocacy 

planning effectively ignores other rights and are not representative of entire communities. 

Conflicting rights arise frequently in urban life and within communities, often resulting in 

a breakdown of communication and mobilization. This is not to say that advocating for 

particular causes is unjust in planning, but the reality of the right to the city is that even 

within ‘deprived’ and ‘disenfranchised’ communities, differing rights to the city exist. 

Even though I advocated 4 Lanes or No Train’s right to the city in this case, I cannot 

forget other members of the same community who do rely on public transportation, even 

if they are in the minority. This dialogue should also extend to those who are fierce 

advocates of public transportation. In any type of planning activism, two critical 

questions should be: what am I advocating for and at whose expense? If our activism is 

potentially harming another marginalized population, it is necessary to revise the 

strategy.  

Secondly, my work with 4 Lanes or No Train revealed tensions within the 

movement that may challenge the communicative planning approach. While 

communication between different stakeholders in a right to the city movement would be 

ideal in creating equitable rights, the primary actors in 4 Lanes or No Train left no room 

for engaging with opposing opinions. Celia was so passionate about her views that she 

often came across as aggressive and unwilling to negotiate with pro-light rail supporters. 

While I believe this passion and hard stance in movements can be valuable, it poses a 

challenge for planners who wish to use tools like consensus building to create open and 
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productive dialogue between different stakeholders. It is therefore vital to nurture 

relationships and healthy communication between groups from the onset of project 

development, or else stakeholders may get to a point where they no longer hold room for 

negotiation.  

 The final critical consideration for urban planners more closely aligns with the 

ideals of radical planning. Radical planning is probably the most related to Lefebvre’s 

vision in that it seeks to mobilize communities outside of the state. The reality of public 

planning issues, however, is that planning is operating within a neoliberal economic 

system. This is not to say that the right to the city will never come to fruition under 

neoliberalism, but rather that urban inhabitants and planners need to find ways to deal 

with the system’s challenges. In the case of right to the city statutes implemented by the 

state in Brazil, acceptance of the right to the city in legal terms did have some positive 

effect for urban inhabitants (Brown, 2013). However, Lefebvre did not see the right to the 

city as a legal right that should be added to existing neoliberal structures (Purcell, 2013b). 

For 4 Lanes or No Train, this is an important point in the evaluation of the ballot 

initiative because it is representing a method of autogestion, but is still following the 

legal guidelines of the state.  

Probably the most difficult question to grapple with is how we can nurture urban 

inhabitants outside of the state. Just as Lefebvre argues, I believe participation is vital to 

the right to the city, and it is central to how planners can advance the possibility of urban 

society. In the case of 4 Lanes or No Train, I argue that issues with public participation 

played a large role in the exclusion of opposition groups concerned with neighborhood 
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changes. If public participation had been used more effectively from the beginning, the 

contentious disagreements that occurred may have been prevented, or at least left 

stakeholders open to more constructive dialogue. In sum, planners have the existing 

participatory tools and knowledge to nurture the right to the city—they just need to step 

out of complacency and challenge the status quo of the neoliberal system. Over time, the 

power of the state and private economic interests will lessen as decisions are shared 

equally among stakeholders. As the fathers of radical planning state, “It is basic to see 

that without authentic participation of the members of the community, on equal footing, 

no effective planning—de-alienating and genuinely responsive to human needs—can 

evolve,” (Grabow and Heskin, 107, 1973). 

 

Recommendations for Future Research  

 

 Findings from the 4 Lanes or No Train case and previous studies indicate a wide 

variety of ways the right to the city occurs in practice. The outcomes of right to the city 

movements largely depend on the context of the movement, as well as the various actors 

involved. While the 4 Lanes or No Train case provides a glimpse into the lens of the 

urban inhabitant in such movements, the process may ultimately be very different in 

another case. This may be particularly true of movements occurring around other types of 

urban planning issues, as heavily funded light rail projects are not necessarily an 

everyday occurrence. Therefore, I recommend that future studies in urban planning 

continue to explore the right to the city in relation to other types of planning issues, 

especially those that occur more frequently and on a smaller scale. Doing so will continue 
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to help urban planners understand how to best serve the needs of urban inhabitants, 

particularly in contentious cases.  

 The results of the 4 Lanes or No Train case were highly influenced by local 

politicians, and the group represented an often overlooked community in Phoenix. 

Studying the right to the city from the urban inhabitant’s lens in other cities and 

sociodemographic contexts may produce more variable results. In addition, working with 

grassroots groups as early as possible in their movement and for longer periods of time 

would offer even more detailed perspectives. Finally, though immersion into groups 

enacting their right to the city is a good way to understand their processes and barriers, 

future research should also spend time understanding opposing processes to gain a more 

complete picture of right to the city movements.  

 

Conclusion 

 Despite the challenges presented in this case, 4 Lanes or No Train offered a 

unique glimpse into the possibility of an urban society beyond capitalism through various 

methods of autogestion. Purcell (2013b) argues scholars and practitioners should offer 

various formulations of what the right to the city is and how it occurs in practice. The 

primary area where planners can help is in relation to the capacity building of urban 

inhabitants. By offering them the experience, knowledge, and resources needed to 

navigate the system, planners can help to avoid future appropriation of marginalized 

groups by neoliberal advocates, and eventually create more equitable urban societies 

through greater citizen control. The role of public participation in nurturing urban 
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inhabitants should not be understated, and planners should use existing participatory 

theories while also accounting for their pitfalls. Part of the revision process for 

participatory theories lies within each individual planner. We must critically assess our 

roles in a neoliberal system, and ask ourselves who we are harming by remaining 

complacent.  

 It is my hope that this dissertation not only highlighted the positive struggles of 

urban inhabitants in establishing their right to the city, but also the positive struggles I 

encountered as an urban planner challenging my own complacency. Lefebvre’s ideas on 

the disenfranchised urban inhabitant becoming an active contributor of urban space is a 

useful reminder for planners who have lost sight of the daily experience of the urban 

inhabitant. The urban planner ultimately has the potential to become a “radical agent of 

change”, if they can facilitate the plans of the people (Grabow and Heskin 112, 1973). As 

Brenner, Marcuse, and Mayer (2017) proclaim, we need to underscore “the urgent 

political priority of constructing cities that correspond to human social needs rather than 

to the capitalist imperative of profit‐making,” (176). Planners are a prime candidate to 

help achieve this goal.  
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	Right to the city literature typically focuses on its theory rather than its practice. To heed Lefebvre’s desire to find instances of the right to the city in practice to further develop the theory, some scholars are making an effort to document the ...
	The primary instances in which we see the perspectives of urban inhabitants in the literature is when the right to the city intersects with gentrification. As discussed previously, Balzarini and Shaly’s (2016) study on the development of a casino in ...
	Studies like these provide more personalized evidence of the right to the city in practice, though I believe scholars can push the narrative even further. As neoliberalism continues to make it harder and harder for urban planners to fulfill social ju...
	The right to the city calls for a radical shift in power, away from the small urban elite and into the hands of urban inhabitants. Including urban inhabitants is vital in enacting the right to the city and can change the way the public is utilized in ...
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	The birth of 4 Lanes or No Train
	On an early afternoon in July 2018, Celia stands with her group in a dirt lot across from the Valley Metro community office holding a sign that says “HONK” next to a picture of a crossed out light rail car. As cars drive by honking in agreement at he...
	Recounting the beginning of her 4 Lanes or No Train journey, Celia remembers how difficult it was to get the attention of other business owners along the central avenue corridor. Many of the business owners she approached agreed with her concerns, bu...
	With the project affecting more than 250 businesses along Central Avenue, four years of construction is understandably concerning for business owners (Goth, 2016). In addition, the timeline for the project was expedited by nearly five years by the Pho...
	On April 4, 2018, 4 Lanes or No Train voiced their concerns about the project in front of city council with 3,000 petition signatures from community members at their side. Even with a large number of petitions, city council ultimately dismisses the co...
	From business to community
	On the evening of May 31st, the parking lot of the South Mountain Community Center is completely full. Tables equipped with sign-in sheets and 4 Lanes or No Train petitions greet you upon entering. The lobby of the center is buzzing with people discus...
	At the helm of the projector is a local Latino facilitator from a grassroots migrant justice organization called Puente (“Puente Arizona,” 2018). By the time the forum begins, the room is packed full and the air is hot and musty. After a few minutes, ...
	Figure 6
	4 Lanes or No Train Community Forum
	Source: Ashlee Tziganuk, 2018
	Before attendees get their chance at the microphone, the first question the facilitator poses to the audience is if anyone attended the meeting in which the reduction of lanes on Central Avenue was discussed by Valley Metro. When only a handful of peo...
	What ensues over the next two hours is a sort of open mic venting session from primarily South Phoenix residents. As resident after resident takes the microphone, three primary themes emerge from their concerns: how the light rail will negatively chan...
	“We don’t need a light rail”
	The three primary ways in which South Phoenix community members see light rail contributing to the “total destruction” of their community is through increases in crime, homelessness, and gentrification. Since the Phoenix light rail system initially op...
	The homeless population in Maricopa County has increased by nearly 60 percent in the past two years, with 70 percent of those people in Phoenix alone (Boehm, 2017). According to the Central Arizona Shelter Services (CASS), this increase may have been ...
	For some Phoenicians living along the light rail corridor, this increase has created an anti-homeless sentiment, in which they refer to this population as drug addicts who leave behind trash and bring crime to their neighborhoods (Goth, 2017). While s...
	By far, the most commonly mentioned concern of South Phoenicians, however, is that of gentrification and subsequent displacement. While most people recognize the potential benefits of revitalization in their community, they remain realistic about the ...
	I was continually surprised by the lack of appreciation for concerns about gentrification and displacement from local urbanists and Democratic leaders. In some instances, I was even challenged by members of a local new urbanist political action commit...
	Aside from the driving concern of gentrification, community members also report concerns over the physical infrastructure along Central Avenue. Like business owners, the reduction of lanes from four to two is concerning, but for reasons related to per...
	What the non-business owning community members ultimately bring to the table at this community forum is an alternative use of light rail funds that end up becoming a large focus of the movement months later. Simply put, the community wonders why the c...
	The desire for improved bus services leads to one of the most common logistical concerns about the light rail for community members: is light rail more efficient than the bus? For many, the cost of light rail is not justified when they perceive that t...
	While some advocate for better bus service, other residents claim a general lack of public transportation use in South Phoenix, noting empty bus stops. Their argument then becomes, why add in a light rail system when people do not even ride the bus? P...
	LRT  perceptions vs. literature findings
	While some issues community members point out about the light rail are consistent with findings from the literature, others deviate from previous studies. Table 4 compares the common findings from LRT studies with the perceptions of 4 Lanes or No Trai...
	Table 4
	Comparison of LRT literature to LRT perceptions (4 Lanes or No Train)
	Where the literature and 4 Lanes or No Train perceptions do overlap is with concerns of gentrification and/or displacement. South Phoenician’s concerns regarding gentrification are not unfounded, as the literature is clear about the link between econo...
	Group dynamics
	Before I can discuss the primary events and evolutions in the 4 Lanes or No Train movement post-the community forum, it is important to outline the group’s dynamics, including the key actors and their backgrounds/motivations. The group’s founder, Celi...
	Outside of Celia and her family, two other local business owners are closely involved, including one man who owns a restaurant close to Celia’s shop. These two business owners may be considered Celia’s right-hand men, and are heavily involved with mee...
	Eventually, Celia’s insistence on conducting things her way leaves some regular attendees feeling helpless in the movement, especially when they are often not involved in behind the scenes work. Two female members in particular are very vocal and have...
	From “4 Lanes” to “No Train”
	Though the initial idea of the group was to advocate for a four-lane design on Central Avenue, the dialogue began to shift after the community forum in which only two people said they wanted the train at all. This revelation from the community spurred...
	In addition to their new “no train” stance, the group also experiences issues with political group dynamics. In the beginning, Celia wanted to maintain a non-political stance, stating that she didn’t want to play the “games” of politicians. She wante...
	Ultimately, Celia believes these groups are not representative of South Phoenicians and can no longer justify their support. Therefore, she makes a deliberate choice to split from these people, which results in letting go of an important ballot initia...
	Glimpses of urban society in South Phoenix
	As 4 Lanes or No Train evolve into staunch opponents of the light rail regardless of lane design, they also enact their right to the city in ways that are consistent with Lefebvre’s vision. These ways include protesting, autogestion, fighting against ...
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	Themes related to a changing neighborhood, infrastructure, and logistics continue to dominate the 4 Lanes or No Train movement for months after the community forum. While the community forum is what lays the foundation for the original 4 Lanes or No T...
	Conflicting rights to the city
	The right to the city literature shows there is no universal right to the city, especially when dealing with diverse communities (Attoh, 2011). As the 4 Lanes or No Train group rally residents in an energetic and inspiring community forum, others in ...
	Building a Better Phoenix Initiative
	Even though 4 Lanes or No Train discontinues action against the light rail, the proposition lives on through those who took over using the name Building a Better Phoenix Initiative. Through the funding from outside political actors, the new leaders se...
	The already expensive process of creating the proposition and gaining enough signatures is further exacerbated by a lawsuit filed against the group by the Arizona chapter of the Associated General Contractors of America. The association describes them...
	In response to the lawsuit, new initiative leader Sandra is quick to point out how the association is affiliated with the same construction company who will profit off of light rail extensions. The association’s attorney is also currently under contr...
	Overall, the conflicts that emerge in the South Phoenix light rail extension case further support previous findings of the right to the city in practice, as well as offers critical new insights. Though the literature provides instances of community gr...
	Challenges to the Right to the City
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