
The full exercise of the right to the city and all common 
space by women cannot be understood without the 
right that all women should have to live a life free of 
violence.

How does the patriarchal system 
determine the right of women  
to common space?

Male violence is evident in all corners of the city and in 
all common social space, both created by the patriar-
chal system. The fear of suffering sexual assault and/
or harassment in public spaces by women and girls se-
verely restricts them exercising their right to the city, 
as it limits their mobility and the use of some spaces. 
If to this we add other factors of oppression such as an 
irregular administrative situation, functional diversity, 
age, working as sex workers, gender and sexual iden-
tity, ethnicity, etc., then exercising this right becomes 
even more restricted. Feminism has brought to light and 
denounced the fact that in the patriarchal system, girls 
are socialised in fear and, this fear of being assaulted 
learned from their childhood, acts as a control mecha-
nism with a loss of autonomy and freedom. 

Despite the fact that male violence, and therefore sexual 
violence, is of a structural nature, many of the answers 
offered are individualising policies that are oriented 
from a perspective of individual action versus collective 
action. The diverse expressions of male violence seen 
in cities highlight the fact that the public space is a po-
litical space where people play out hegemonic gender 
roles and where power relationships are not only pres-
ent but shape these spaces. 

There is an explicit sexual violence with sexual assault 
and harassment that coexists alongside an implicit 
sexual violence that “teaches” women not to be raped, 
to avoid certain places at certain times, to not dress 

as they want and to avoid certain spaces, instead of 
teaching men not to rape. This is a culture that makes 
women feel guilty for being assaulted. Fear and guilt as 
a mechanism for controlling women and as a form of 
oppression.

Explicit sexual violence occurs due to a context of 
symbolic patriarchal violence which, as defined by Rita 
Segato “is the mortar that holds together and explains 
the hierarchical structure of society”. In other words, 
it is a violence that converts the exercising of social 
inequality into something natural as the patriarchal 
construction turns symbolic violence into something 
natural, thereby eliminating any possible resistance by 
the oppressed group.

To achieve safe cities for all women it is necessary that 
the 2030 Agenda and public policies on safety and 
urban planning in countries relinquish androcentric 
approaches whereby if there is no criminality there is 
automatically safety. Because the majority of sexual as-
saults and cases of harassment suffered by women are 
not classed as an offence in the criminal codes of differ-
ent countries. It is therefore essential to break with the 
division between the public space and private space in 
the design of policies on safety and urban planning and 
integrate the gender and feminist perspective when 
drafting these.

What feminist initiatives that 
facilitate the right to the city  
do we know about? 

There have been many diverse initiatives that have 
emerged from feminism to guarantee women’s right to 
the city, from the “Take Back The Night” initiative that 
was started in the 70s by groups of women in the USA, 
where they encouraged women to occupy the streets, 
to the Jane Jacobs Walk, which are walks by residents 
through their neighbourhoods where they observe, an-
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alyse and take action to improve their towns and cities 
through the community. At present, the action proto-
cols against sexual assault and harassment that have 
originated from feminist collectives in different neigh-
bourhoods and communities where feminist self-defence 
is key for the eradication of sexual violence are the in-
struments that empower women and achieve social 
transformation. In some cases, these have achieved 
processes of truly innovative community building where 
all social, institutional and community players partici-
pate and where alliances are created with a transforma-
tive potential that consolidates the change.

What is the city we want?
Rethinking the city from a feminist perspective is to stop 
producing spaces from a productivist and mercantilist 
logic and start thinking about environments that prior-
itise the persons that use them (Blanca Gutiérrez Val-
divia). Feminist urban development demands that per-
sons must be at the centre of the design and planning of 
cities giving greater prominence to and revaluing care 
and reproductive work, acknowledging that we are all 
interdependent: we are persons who are carers and we 
are persons who are cared for. 

The design of cities is not neutral, but rather is deter-
mined by and reproduces the hierarchical relationships 
found in patriarchal societies where some activities are 
given greater value than others. In the cities we inhabit 
the movement of private vehicles has been prioritised 
over the public and they are designed giving priority to 
routes dominated by men whereas, in the care work car-
ried out by women, the journeys are shorter and more 
numerous during the day and usually made on public 
transport.

In opposition to the neoliberal and patriarchal city in 
which there are “cities without citizens and citizens 
without cities” (Enrique Ortiz) and Smart Cities, femi-
nist urban planning proposes the caring and feminist city. 
This is a city that permits you to care for and be cared 
for, a city free of all types of violence, and also of male 
violence: a city that is inclusive of all diversity and more 
viable for its citizens.

Why do we need a new  
global governance?

Thanks to popular and social movements and to the 
women’s and feminist movement, it has been possible 
to include the Right to the City in the draft outcome 
document of the declaration of the New Urban Agenda 
Habitat III. Nevertheless, it is still the States that de-
cide on the New Urban Agenda without the substantive 
participation of the cities. The same is happening with 
the 2030 Agenda where the cities, that are primarily re-
sponsible for its implementation, do not have the com-
petence to decide. They continue to take a backseat in 
global governance in spite of the fact that large urban 
areas are home to the majority of the world’s popula-
tion. Typically, cities across the world have no compe-
tence over migration policies and/or refugees and, fur-
thermore, they are underfunded, even though they are 
where the greatest global challenges of the world popu-
lation are to be found. 

A new global governance is required where cities and 
their citizens participate in decision-making, and also 
a global governance where organisations of women’s 
and the feminist movement are represented, partici-
pating and making decisions in a substantive manner.

We want a 
caring city, 
a feminist 
city. 

Catalonia Legislation 
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1945.
 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966.
 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966.
 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW).

 The Council of Europe Convention for the Protection of Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms, 1950.

 European Social Charter, 1961.
 Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, 2000.
 European Charter for the Safeguarding of Human Rights in the City, 2000.
 World Charter for the Right to the City - V World Social Forum, Porto 
Alegre, 2005.

 European Charter of Women in the City, European Commission, 1995.
 Citizen’s Charter. Barcelona Charter of Rights and Duties, approved in 2011.
 Government measure “Barcelona, City of Rights”, Barcelona City 
Council, 2017.

 Plan for Gender Justice. Barcelona City Council, 2016.

El Salvador Legislation
 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1945.
 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 1966.
 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 1966.
 Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and 
Eradication of Violence Against Women. Convention of Belém do Pará, 
1994.

 World Charter for the Right to the City - V World Social Forum, Porto 
Alegre, 2005.

 Declaration of Santa Cruz de la Sierra, April 2004. First Latin American 
Cities Conference and Local Governments’ Initiatives of the Latin 
American Federation of Cities, Municipalities and Local Government 
Associations.
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