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Counterplans and radical planning
as tools for the right to the city

Contraplanos e planejamento radical
como meio para o direito à cidade

Clarice  Misoczky de OLIVEIRA [I]

Resumo
O objetivo do artigo é refletir sobre a delimitação 
de contraplanos orientados pelo ideário do plane-
jamento radical na criação de momentos do direito 
à cidade, em contexto da cidade neoliberal desde o 
Sul Global. Explora-se de forma crítica a experiên-
cia de planejamento insurgente/radical de Porto 
Alegre – os Planos Populares de Ação Regional. O 
método aplicado se baseia na pesquisa-ação partici-
pativa. Propõe-se a prática do planejamento urbano 
sob outra perspectiva, negando as armadilhas da 
racionalidade, da consolidação de uma cidade ideal 
sob os olhos dos encastelados no saber técnico sob o 
amparo do Estado. A partir desse posicionamento, é 
possível entender o espaço concebido como produtor 
do direito à cidade, desde a adoção da racionalidade 
dialética entre o concebido-percebido-vivido.

Palavras-chave: direito à cidade; planejamento 
insurgente; planejamento radical; plano popular; 
contraplanos.

Abstract
This article aims to reflect on the delimitation 
of counterplans guided by the ideas of radical 
planning in the creation of moments of the right 
to the city, within the context of neoliberal cities 
from the Global South. In the field of practice, the 
experience of insurgent/radical planning in Porto 
Alegre – the Popular Regional Action Plans – is 
critically explored. The method applied in the study 
is based on participatory action research. The 
practice of urban planning is proposed from another 
perspective, rejecting the traps of rationality and the 
consolidation of an ideal city under the gaze of those 
entrenched in technical knowledge and protected 
by the state. From this perspective, it is possible to 
understand space as the producer of the right to the 
city, adopting a dialectical rationality among what is 
conceived, perceived, and experienced.

Keywords: right to the city; insurgent planning; 
radical planning; popular plan; counterplans.
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Introduction

The deepening of neoliberalism systematically 
imposes challenges to the right to the city 
achievement at the 20th City Statute anniversary. 
The social function of property and the so called 
"land knot" (Maricato, 2008a) gained new 
contours due to urban entrepreneurship and 
‘financialization’. Participatory management 
has been at crisis since the virtuous cycle that 
has been featured by Participatory Budgeting, 
Management Councils and City Conferences 
since the 1990s and 2000s. This cycle is guided 
by both ‘participativism’ hegemony and the 
consequent difficulty Non-Governmental 
Organizations (NGOs) and social movements 
(Maricato, 2008b) face to achieve structural 
changes. This process recently went through 
a time of decline given the loss of minimum 
structures supporting institutional participation. 

Federal councils were shut down during 
former president’s Temer administration, back 
in 2016. Porto Alegre City is the municipal 
birthplace of the Participatory Budgeting (PB) 
experience. It also hosted the World Social 
Forum, although the city has witnessed the 
PB decline, as well as limited participation 
in Councils and the attempts to close them 
down. The early 2000s marked the hegemony 
of participatory activism, although it masked 
the lack of citizen power. Nevertheless, the 
2020s disclosed the extinction of democratic 
participation spaces, a fact that highlighted the 
risk of facing impossible urban reforms and 
democracy decline.

Urban struggles were transformed 
by different actors who had embodied the 
power perspective of class, gender and race 
impairments during this time, in addition to 
challenges stemming from climate emergencies 
and the privatization of public spaces and urban 
services. Accordingly, this scenario opened room 

for insurgent and popular protest practices, and 
for space production. 

These practices are outspreading in Brazil 
and they are entangled with the insurgent-
-radical-conflictual planning framework 
(Friedmann, 2011; Miraftab, 2016; Vainer et al., 
2013). Fernandes (2023) systematized 16 cases 
in the last two decades to highlight common 
features of the collected examples.  

Rebouças, Manzi and Mourad (2019) 
proposed the connection between insurgent 
planning concepts and the right to the city 
based on neighborhood plan experiences lived 
in Northeastern Brazil. According to them, the 
link between these two concepts reinforced 
the radical profile of the right to the city, and 
broadened insurgent planning from the Global 
South perspective. Carrasco, Galbiatti and 
Ribeiro (2023) stressed the reasoning on the 
very theoretical-critical and methodological 
basis to develop counter-projects within the 
popular-planning elaboration context, without 
delving into them. 

Therefore, there is a gap in the theoretical 
field aimed at drawing counter-hegemonic 
practices deriving from counter-plans and 
counter-projects guided by the insurgent-radical-
-conflictual planning ideology at the time to 
create the right to the city within the neoliberal 
city context, which is the very goal of this article.

The urban phenomenon and the 
production of spacetriad by Lefebvre are made 
operational in order to shed light on theoretical 
discussions set with some Communicative 
Planning Theory authors such as Friedmann, 
Miraftab and Sandercock. This reasoning is 
also based on the insurgent/radical planning 
experience taking place in Porto Alegre City, 
namely: People’s Borough Action Plans (PBAPs). 
These plans were carried out from 2018 and 
2020 and applied to five of the city's eight 
Management and Planning Regions (MPRs). 
These plans were elaborated by the Brazilian 
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Institute of Architects, at Rio Grande do Sul 
Department (BIA-RS), in partnership with 
MPR councilors. The Council of Architecture 
and Urbanism of Rio Grande do Sul (CAU-RS) 
sponsored this project through a University 
Extension Action by the Federal University of Rio 
Grande do Sul (UFRGS).

The study followed the participatory 
action research approach, which, according 
to Kemmis and McTaggart (2005, p. 567), is 
a social process. It is participatory because it 
gathers people to assess their knowledge. It is 
emancipatory and de-alienating, critical and 
reflective, and, above all, it aims at transforming 
either theory and practice by involving people in 
recognizing their own reality to change it. These 
research techniques included focus groups, 
participatory observation and consultations to 
the plans’ documents.

The article is divided into three parts: (i) 
theoretical elaboration, (ii) PBAPs’ introduction 
and (iii) discussions based on the State, 
university, radical technicians and civil society. 
The last section provides the final considerations.

From the neoliberal city            
to the radical planning.

Before introducing the theoretical discussion 
on the right to the city and radical planning, 
it is important presenting the neoliberal city 
formulation within the urban phenomenon 
based on Lefebvre's thoughts about the current 
context.

The neoliberal city

Misoczky-Oliveira (2019) explained the 
possibility of tracing a new urban phenomenon-
-flow through the theory of moments (Lefebvre, 

2014) and Lefebvre's observation, according 
to which, the urban society is a vector for 
the formation of new values, although the 
construction of an alternative civilization has 
vanished. Lefebvre (2014) stated that the urban 
revolution did not happen in the transition from 
the industrial city to another moment, as he 
had imagined. Actually, the urban reality not 
only failed to produce new social relationships, 
but also reproduced and deepened domination, 
dependence and exploitation relationships 
as cities grew. Understanding the urban 
phenomenon by embedding the neoliberal city 
allows recovering the theoretical possibility of 
achieving a critical phase, even if in other terms 
(Lefebvre, 2014).

 According to Figure 1, social production 
relationships, including urban planning, 
migrated to a neoliberal logic that followed the 
industrial city. Among other ideologies, this logic 
is represented by managerial activities, urban 
entrepreneurship and market-driven planning 
aimed at setting competitive/innovative cities. 
In other words, the neoliberal city houses new 
implosion/explosion movements linked to 
planetary urbanization. The climate emergency 
also takes place in these cities that also exclude 
the right to the city as likely centrality of the 
population’s everyday life transformation. 

The neoliberal city emerges from artificial 
spaces rather than from a liquid materiality, as 
well as from artificial capital relationships that 
opposed the social ones, and this process leads 
to the right to the city exclusion. 

This formulation renews the virtual profile 
of the urban revolution. The theory of moments 
leads to the need of taking into consideration 
the ways to change this scenario. Accordingly, 
the regional or neighborhood scale present 
an operational character, since this is where 
the immediate order recognizes the imminent 
risk of everyday life disruption in such a space. 
The potential of insurgent practices aimed at 
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organizing struggles and producing counter- 
-projects and counter-plans is identified at this 
scale. A social organization substantiated by a 
cause - in this case, acknowledging the right to 
the city as lived-conceived-perceived space, 
points towards achieving an urban society in 
compliance with Lefebvre's understanding.

The right to the city                              
and space production

Lefebvre (2001) provided a theoretical 
formulation of something emerging from the 
concrete reality of his time, namely: the urban 
crisis linked to modernism, back in the 1960s, 
and the French, Cuban and Brazilian reforms, 
among other countries.

He stated that:  	

[...] The right to the city manifests itself 
as the highest form of right: freedom, 
individualization within socialization, 

the right to habitat and the right to 
dwell. The right to work (to participatory 
activity) and the right to appropriation 
(quite different from the right to 
property) are implied in the right to the 
city. (Ibid., p. 134) 

Lefebvre (2001) placed users at the 
center of decision-making in city production 
because the space “[...] is not only organized 
and instituted, but shaped, appropriated by this 
or that group, according to their demands, their 
ethics and aesthetics, their ideology” (Lefebvre, 
2008, p. 82). 

Therefore, the right to the city is the right 
to shape and appropriate it depending on the 
working class’ demands, desires, ethics and on 
the aesthetics of the working class. This right 
is centered on habitat and dwelling, besides 
being based on use value, which opposes the 
exchange value (Lefebvre, 2001). It is important 
highlighting that this author understands the 
working class’ demands in a heterogeneous 
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Figure 1 – Urban phenomenon update

Source: Misoczky-Oliveira (2019), based on Lefebvre (2008, 2014).
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way, since he recognizes the different needs of 
sex, age and social conditions, in addition to the 
gender and race needs. 

The understanding of this concept in Brazil 
is defined by Misoczky-Oliveira et al. (2023). The 
introduced definition derived from a systematic 
literature review that allowed perceiving the 
influence of both Lefebvre and the theory 
of Urban Planning Law, which relates to the 
presence of the assessed term in the City Statute. 

T h e y  h a v e  o b s e r v e d  t h a t  t h e 
understanding of right to the city is basically 
linked to the pursuit of better living conditions 
for vulnerable populations, which means 
decent housing with special attention to 
gender and race issues. This scenario adds to 
the interpretation of a dialectical association 
between the State and society. On the one 
hand, the right to the city is seen as diffuse right; 
on the other, the need for social control and 
participation, or the creation of non-institutional 
spaces for its achievement, such as the case of 
insurgencies, are delimited by an ethics and 

aesthetics different from that encouraged by 
the state-market and the exclusive technical 
knowledge (Misoczky-Oliveira et al. (2023)). 

Thus, the space production triad addressed 
by Lefebvre (1991) boosts the understanding of 
the relationships among the space of architects, 
of the State and of society in the production of 
cities. This triad explores the ‘trialectic’ movement 
among the lived (spaces of representation, of 
transformation and domination), perceived 
(spatial practice between everyday life and urban 
reality) and the conceived space (the space 
between technicians – architects, engineers and 
designers – and the State). 

Figure 2 depicts the space production 
triad based on Lefebvre's (1991) contributions, 
according the current reality in Brazil. The 
conceived space subjected to the influence of 
a neoliberal planning organized by the State, 
the elites and the market seeks to get to terms 
with the civil society by reaching consensus 
and oppression in institutional participation 
spaces (lived space). This agreement demands 

Figure 2 – The space production triad

Source: elaborated by the authors, in 2025, based on Lefebvre (1991).
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some necessary elaborations in order to turn 
the physical space into a commodity that 
has straight impact on the spatial practice of 
everyday life (perceived space). 

The time and space dimension is 
associated with both the theory of moments 
(Lefebvre, 2014) and the rhythm analysis 
(Lefebvre, 2007). Based on these two concepts, 
the understanding of the right to the city 
creation emerges from repeated moments 
related to the birth, growth, peak, decline and 
final stages that can acquire a cyclical or linear 
nature. Numerous urban-struggle experiences 
in Brazil are associated with this movement, 
whether on the streets or in institutional 
social participation spaces foreseen in the 
City Statute. Each right-to-the-city movement 
has a specific duration, memory and content, 
although pure contestation only take place at 
the radical moment. 

This scenario points towards the right 
to the city moment happening between the 
lived and the perceived space. This process 
opposes the conceived space (as domination 
space), whereas the city of right (linked the 
Urban Planning Law) takes place between the 
conceived and the lived space, in opposition to 
the perceived one.

Finally, Lefebvre's (1991) proposal for 
planning practices stand out in opposition to 
those conducted by the State. He highlights the 
counter-spaces created based on the dialectical 
movement emerging from induced-produced- 
-reduced differences (ibid.). These counter- 
-spaces can rise from counter-projects, counter-
-plans or counter-programs that simulate real 
spaces and point out their limitations. Therefore, 
counter-spaces do not derive from the State, but 
from urban struggles against the State.

The theories of radical planning and 
insurgent planning were adopted to reason on 
the possibility of having architects and urban 

planners creating right-to-the-city moments 
by consolidating the space production triad 
proposed by Lefebvre (1991).

Radical planning and insurgent planning

Friedmann (2011, p. 62) approached the 
sense of radical planning, which is based on 
a transformative theory substantiated by the 
following principles, in an interrelated way: 

(a) focus on the structural capitalist 
society issues within a global context – 
problems like racism, patriarchy, class 
domination, resource degradation, 
poverty, exploitation and alienation; 
(b) critical interpretation of the existing 
reality, with emphasis on relationships 
that, from time to time, reproduce the 
dark side of the system; (c) outlines, 
from a historical perspective, with 
a view to the horizon, to the likely 
course of a future problem, assuming 
the absence of transformative and 
compensatory struggles; (d) elaboration 
of images about a desirable outcome 
based on emancipatory practice and (e) 
suggestions on the choice for the best 
strategy to overcome the resistance of 
established power aimed at achieve the 
desired results. 

Friedman (2011) pointed out the key 
mediating role played by the planer in radical 
planning, which is a common formulation 
to an urban planning developed after the 
modernist trend. The technician's role concerns 
understanding the needs and desires of 
different sectors in society and their role as state 
technicians by finding leverage between different 
parties. However, the rise of neoliberalism and 
the partnership between the State and the 
private sector are the ways taken by the capital 
to organize the urban development based on the 
specific interests of the elites. 
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When it comes to proximate and distant 
orders, Lefebvre (2001) qualifies the proximate 
order as that of individuals who are more or 
less organized, in a more or less broad way. 
The distant order is as the one imposing it: 
the State, itself, or any organization and/or 
institution holding power, or, as currently seen, 
the coalition of powers.

According to this logic, in Friedmann's 
(2011) terms, the radical planner is associated 
with the proximate order by acting as mediator. 
From this perspective, the technician’s 
indispensable feature lies on being able to asset 
a dialogue between technical knowledge and 
popular/community knowledge. It provides a 
favorable and qualified environment for the 
proximate order within the conduction of plans 
and projects for the future of the city. According 
to Friedmann (2011, p. 64), radical planners are 
not “[...] neutral agents arbitrating between 
two disputing parties. Nor do they present 
themselves as experts in theory and, therefore, 
in the political conduct of a radical practice. Nor 
should they be absorbed by the daily struggles 
of radical practices”. 

According to the transformative theory 
(Friedmann, 2011), the mediator role suggests 
the need of shaping the theory based on the local 
reality it is applied in to create opportunities for 
this critical appropriation by groups organized 
for action. Finally, it is crucial reorganizing this 
theory to embody the experiences of practice. 
Thus, he suggests the intrinsic association 
between theory and practice:

The organizational counterpart to 
epistemological commitment lies on 
a framework for a radical practice 
consisting of a large number of 
autonomous (or near-autonomous) 
actions and decision-making centers 
where coordination remains loose and 
informal. This structure encourages 
a better relationship with the local 
environment, [which is] largely based 

on local experimentation, improved 
social mobilization, self-resilient action 
and [on] a non-dogmatic view of the 
problem. This is the complete opposite 
of state-led planning, which has a single 
perspective, is detached from people's 
daily concerns and tends to obscure local 
differences and hierarchical positions. 
(Ibid., p. 66)

The radical planners profi le goes 
beyond the formal knowledge acquired in 
the classroom; it is defined by their lived and 
acquired experiences throughout their careers. 
In other words, working in different areas, not 
just in those typically pursued by traditional 
professionals. Going beyond the limits imposed 
by traditional planning, is fundamental, just as 
the ability to formulate open-ended questions 
to foster free and undirected thinking on the 
issues that walk hand in hand with the mediate 
transformative theory and the radical practice.

This is a liminal movement between 
the total and complete opening of a dialogue 
that, to a certain extent, can be direct, but 
has the simple mission of completing a task 
without interfering with the content of these 
conclusions. Finally, the mediator's ability 
to deal with contradiction might be the 
most difficult element of it. After all, "[...] 
contradictions define the essence of the radical 
planning practice" (ibid., p. 75). Friedmann 
(2011) pointed out some contradictions, such 
as theory-practice, empirical analysis-normative 
vision, critique-affirmation, explanation-action 
and future vision-present reality.

The radical planning practice is exercised 
by self-organized groups in opposition to 
the urban planning carried out by the State. 
Thinking of urban planners outside the State 
action may seem contradictory, since urban 
planning is an expression of the State. Therefore, 
the radical planning presents itself as possibility 
for organizing society or the proximate order 
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(based on Lefebvrian terms) to put pressure on 
the State to implement reforms that include 
individuals’ everyday needs. 

Similar to Friedmann, Miraftab (2016, 
p. 480) is among the authors of the Theory of 
Communicative Planning (TCP) who engaged 
with Holston's (1999) theory on insurgent 
citizenship to develop the theory of insurgent 
planning. According to him, this theory 
encompasses "radical planning practices 
that respond to the neoliberal domination 
specificities through inclusion". It is thought 
from a historicized perspective of the Global 
South, which is contextualized within neoliberal 
capital ism. Miraftab (2016) addressed 
individuals’ participation and inclusion in the 
space production issue to create managerial 
activities that have emerged from the transition 
to the neoliberal State in the late 1970s.

Insurgent planning is a practice conducted 
in invented and invited spaces. According to 
Miraftab (2016, p. 486), “invited spaces are 
defined by grassroots actions and allied non-
-governmental organizations legitimized by 
institutional interactions that, in their turn, aim 
at overcoming adversity”; “invented spaces are 
defined as the collective actions of the poor, 
which directly face the authorities and challenge 
the status quo”. The author argues that:

[...] The two space types are mutually 
constituted in non-binary interaction 
relationships. They are not mutually 
exclusive, nor are they necessarily 
associated with a fixed set of individuals 
or groups, or with a particular civil 
society type. (Ibid., p. 87)

Finally, Sandercock (2003) pointed to the 
need of restoring women’s historical trajectory 
in urban planning to push the discipline’s (re)
conceptualization. It is so, because women's 
actions are more closely associated with social 
and community bases than with State instances. 

In other words, women's actions in urban 
planning happens through and for the proximate 
order, rather than through and for the distant 
order, which sets its insurgent character.

PBAPs are a joint initiative gathering 
different sectors of the organized and mobilized 
civil society. It is an insurgent planning practice 
given its strategy to occupy institutional spaces 
for social participation, the so-called invited 
spaces (Miraftab, 2016).

The practical association between invited 
and invented spaces, as theorized by Miraftab 
(2016), unfolds as follows: PBAPs were carried out 
within Planning Forums attended by councilors 
and delegates from each MPR that had joined the 
project (the invited space). The plans foreseen 
in the Urban and Environmental Development 
Master Plan (UEDMP) since 1999 have never been 
implemented by the executive power; therefore, 
this instrument just inspired the creation of an 
environment opened for debate and discussions 
about the city pursuit by the people. It used to 
have the discussions recorded in a document 
that would mediate the technical and popular 
knowledge (the invented space).

Although the project is carried out by 
society, without any partnership with the 
State, it reinforces the concept expressed in 
the radical/insurgent planning idea (Friedman, 
2011; Miraftab, 2016), according to which, the 
absence of the State is not desired. Actually, the 
‘action’ fulfils the invited spaces in a renewed 
way in order to put pressure on the State to 
fulfill its duty. PBAPs can also be featured as 
counter-plans, because, although they occupy 
institutional spaces, they are not at the service 
of the institutional bureaus; on the contrary, 
they oppose them to highlight the domination 
strategies imposed by them. 

These plans move away from a mere 
technical perspective and seek to highlight 
every day life’s needs, desires and difficulties, as 
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observed in urban struggles. They are counter- 
-plans that go beyond an optimistic proposal and 
focus a view of an ideal city, which represents a 
struggle and organization strategy.   

The creation context

Porto Alegre city was once identified as a 
rebellious city (Harvey, 2014), but it experienced 
the extinction of participatory budgeting in the 
last decade and witnessed the failure to revise 
its master plan. According to the City Statute, 
this plan was under development for eight 
years, although it was scheduled to be complete 
within ten years, when a new version of it was 
expected to be approved.

The popular plan development context 
in Porto Alegre was solidified amidst the 
initial events set for the Master Plan’s review 
process. At the time, the then-mayor stated: 
“no one other than the communication elite, 
the business elite, and the political elite will 
carry out the much-needed reforms. Delegating 
this to ‘John and Jane Do’ is irresponsible” (To 
Businessmen…, 2017; emphasis added). 

Thus, progressive members of the 
Municipal Council for Urban and Environmental 
Development (MCUED) felt the need for better 
understanding the technical terms and issues 
discussed by the Council, as well as for making 
sure that their local issues were discussed with 
the delegates in their own Planning Forums 
(PFs). The project to implement the PBAPs was 
consolidated by this dialogue. The goal was to 
train delegates and council members to engage 
in debates at MCUED with technicians and 
entrepreneurs, and to minimally organize society 
for the opportunity of social participation in the 
Master Plan’s review. Only MPRs 1, 2, 4, 5, and 7 
of the eight ones joined the project. MPRs 3 and 
6 did not hold their PFFs. MPR 8 did not have 
active representation in the Council.

Adopted methodology 

The work was done by the technical team in 
cooperation with the community team. The 
activities of the technical group consisted 
in developing methodologies, producing 
materials to outspread information about the 
workshops and elaborating the final document 
for the PBAPs. The community team comprised 
council members and MPR delegates in 
charge of outspreading information about 
the workshops in their communities and in 
the social movements active in the region, as 
well as of defining the locations where these 
workshops would be held. The workshops took 
place in different locations, depending on the 
community leaders involved in actions, because 
the territories were large.

The project lasted two years and held six 
workshops per MPR, on average. The meetings 
were divided into two parts: training on topics 
relevant to the MPR, such as UEDMP review, 
Special Projects effects and demand for water 
resources, among others; workshops to have 
residents producing materials. These workshops 
were followed by discussions held in small and 
large groups.

The adopted methodology was inspired 
by Lefebvre's (2008) regressive-progressive 
method, according which, from the current 
viewpoint, looking back to the past enables 
recognizing domination spaces and the 
possibility to change the future:

[ . . . ]  A dual  movement that has 
imposed itself over knowledge given 
the existence of time and historicity: 
regressive (from the virtual to the 
actual, from the actual to the past) and 
progressive (from the surpassed, from 
the finite to the movement that declares 
this end, that enunciates and gives birth 
to something new). 
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Therefore, the urban space is the 
expression of accumulated historical processes 
taking place in space as mediators of different 
forces and actors that deal with this simultaneity, 
with explosions associated with huge windows 
of possibilities.

The workshops were organized to deepen 
the method. Workshop 0 was a preparatory 
activity to set the dialogue among all regions. 
That was the opportunity to test and adjust the 
proposed methodology. Rounds of community-
-based reading workshops were held to assed 
the present, the past and the future. Readings 
of the past and present allowed recognizing the 
region’s urban reality, whereas the community-
-based readings of the future addressed 
propositions capable of transforming the 
identified reality. Feedback workshops were 
held to validate, correct, and complete the final 
plan document at the end of the process.

The methodology adopted for PBAPs 
formulation could also be problematized based 
on the theoretical principles of radical planning 
(Friedmann, 2011, p. 62). The workshops 
encouraged the understanding of the everyday 
life reality from the gender, race and class 
perspective to focus the “structural problems of 
capitalist society”. The experience disclosed the 
population's resistance to address everyday life 
barriers in the city based on race and/or gender 
issues as conscious and easily achieved approach 
to deal with topics such as class struggles and the 
natural environment degradation. This difficulty 
highlights the need for specific methodologies 
to properly address these topics.

The experience in past workshops 
regarded identifying domination forms observed 
between the "proximate order" and the "distant 
order" (Lefebvre, 2008) within production 
processes aimed at specific urban spaces 
brought up by the attendees. This stage proved 
quite revealing for the attendees because 
the city transformation-process puzzle was 

assembled by exploring different dimensions 
and narratives (search in newspapers and 
experiences lived by different residents).

The aim of these workshops was to 
create a moment for the “critical interpretation 
of the existing reality” (Friedmann, 2011, p. 
62) by contrasting technical with community-
-based readings. New ways of reading the 
city emerged from the exploration of official 
maps superimposed on cartographies plotted 
during the workshops. Furthermore, the 
training session addressed two fronts aimed 
at confronting the ideal city against the real 
one: (1) identifying the self-produced city not 
yet identified by urban planning; historical 
photos of each region explored in contrast to 
the scope of plans and projects in the territory 
throughout Porto Alegre’s history; (2) identifying 
what the current Master Plan envisioned for 
the region in comparison to landscape and 
everyday life outcomes – current photos and 
stories were explored. The critical interpretation 
of the existing reality in combination with the 
understanding of capitalist society’s structural 
problems concerning the direct application of 
the space production triad by exploring the 
spaces of representation, the representation of 
spaces and the spatial practice.

The aim of the workshops of the future 
was to "design the likely course of the future 
problem" as well as to "develop images of a 
desirable outcome based on emancipatory 
practice" (ibid., p. 62) by making ‘who’, 
‘when’ and ‘how’ questions. Attendees were 
encouraged to seek alternatives other than 
the State through self-organization and self- 
-management, at this stage. However, the pursuit 
of emancipatory practice was quite poor, and 
limited to maintenance and upkeep activities like 
cleaning storm drains, among others. 

Accordingly, the “choice for the best 
strategy to overcome the resistance of the 
established power in achieving the desired 
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results” (ibid.) was also compromised. 
Most proposals depended on action and/or 
interaction with the State, although the State’s 
lack of interest in addressing certain problems 
was clearly observed. 

Finally, some attendees had difficulty 
attending all workshops. Some of them could not 
attend all sessions due to the workshops’ scope. 
Therefore, the methodology included reviewing 
previous sessions so that new attendees could 
learn about what was addressed in earlier 
meetings. Nevertheless, a considerable number 
of people were always present in the meetings.

PBAPs results

Workshop results were systematized into a 
general PBAP document recorded per region 
(Figure 3). In addition to the community 
readings, the document was complemented 

through a technical reading capable of providng 
official information about the territory in past 
and present readings, and to complete proposals 
by pointing out their basis in City Statute 
instruments. A summarized version of each plan 
was also produced for easier consultation and 
results’ appropriation. 

The adopted rationale was not the same 
as that found in traditional planning because 
it is a People's Plan, although it engages in 
such a rationale. Technical language, and 
representation in maps and graphs are 
elements bringing technical knowledge closer 
to community knowledge. The sense of 
understanding reality (diagnosis) and proposals 
for the future (prognosis) remains, even if it 
is developed in a particular way. There is no 
single vision of the city, either the real or the 
possible one. The proposals can be conflicting, 
as they reflect the perspectives of different 
social groups.  

Figure 3 – Images of PBAPs excerpts

Source: PPARs (2020).
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A section named "How to read this plan" 
was elaborated to explain the structure and 
content of the different parts making up the 
Plan (Figure 4). 

The topics addressed by the attendees 
were not the same in all MPRs, although 
the topics ‘housing’, ‘education’, ‘sanitation’, 
‘dra inage’  and  ‘waste  management ’, 
‘environment’, ‘culture and heritage’, ‘sports and 
leisure’, ‘’urban mobility’ and ‘social assistance’ 
were recurrent (Graph 1). Graph 2 shows the 
number of proposals per addressed topic in the 

community’s readings of the future. Only one 
topic was not addressed, namely: the instrument 
of Special Projects found in the Master Plan. 
Regardless, some topics stood out, either due 
to their greater capacity to identify the issues 
to be faced or to their urgency. The highlighted 
topics were ‘urban mobility’, ‘housing’ and ‘the 
environment’, which were followed by a group 
comprising ‘health’, ‘education’, ‘sanitation’, 
‘drainage’ and waste management’, ‘culture and 
heritage’.

Figure 4 – How to read this plan

Source: PPARs (2020)..
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Graph 1 – Topics addressed in community 
past and present readings in PBAPs

Source: elaborated by the author, in 2025.

Graph 2 – Proposals based on topics addressed
in future community readings in PBAPs
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Source: elaborated by the author, in 2025.
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PBAPs outcomes

Porto Alegre Municipal Administration (PMPA) 
managers observed the social mobilization 
consolidation amidst the significant PBAP work 
progress and the constant reports on new 
workshops issued by MPR representatives 
at the Municipal Council meetings, given the 
municipality's absence from the Master Plan 
revision process. The technicians in charge 
started monitoring the workshops. A complete 
presentation of the project was requested. Soon 
after, the municipal administration provided a 
territorial MPR very similar to those provided by 
the PBAP. The workshops took place before the 
approval of the Normative Instruction defining 
the methodology for social participation. 
Surprisingly, five years have passed since the last 
MRP workshops were conducted. Only a round 
of presentations to disclose the results were 
carried out, and most of them were technical.

PMPA (Municipal Government of Porto 
Alegre Municipal Administration) stopped 
the Master Plan review due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, but dedicated itself to conducting 
other programs and projects. PBAPs were used 
by the Executive Branch in more than one 
instance. The guidelines observed in the popular 
plan were identified as items to be followed by 
the team in charge of a ‘walkability’ project for 
the down town area. PMPA also consulted the 
PBAPs to identify studies on this area of interest; 
however, it was done without specifying the 
proposals or issues raised by the community and 
incorporated to the elaborated plans.

In this process, at different times, the 
PBAP technical team remained as mediators at 
different times of this process. This team was 
accessed by different MPR council members 
to explain, or even advocate for, the PBAPs. 
The planning Law practice is identified in the 

context where technical knowledge is highly 
valued. Davidoff (2016) developed the theory 
of planning Law based on the idea of giving 
voice to those who are not heard. Therefore, 
he understood planners as representing the 
vision of organized groups in the city holding the 
decision-making process. This vision should be 
suggested by the planner based on individuals’ 
participation. Although the proposals in the 
PBAPs were developed by the people, rather 
than by technicians, it was possible observing the 
role of urban planners in consolidating proposals 
into a technical/community document. These 
proposals were later advocated for.

The PBAP results were disclosed through 
live streams during the pandemic and included 
in the 3rd IAB Guide for the 2030 Agenda, 
which is linked to the UN-Habitat Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 11, from 2022. In the 
academic environment, the development of 
Studies and reflections on the produced material 
were developed in academic environment. 
These productions included undergraduate on 
the problems identified in specific regions.

Finally, in 2023, the community from 
a popular territory in MPR4 elaborated a 
specific Neighborhood Plan because the region 
encompasses a group of neighborhoods. In 
2024, the territory was included in Periferia Viva 
Program by the Ministry of Cities; therefore, 
it will have its own Action Plan and Integrated 
Urbanization Project.

Discussion: state, university, 
radical planners and society

The following items regard some issues that 
have proven important for the reasoning on the 
planning practice throughout the process. 
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State/society association 

As previously presented, the emancipatory 
possibilities were poorly explored throughout 
the process. It may have happened due to a 
combination of reasons like the need for longer 
reflection time, the presence of individuals who 
had built their social participation history in 
participatory budgeting or simply who believed 
that space transformation is a State duty. That 
citizens can enjoy their social time in different 
ways, without making any interventions or 
taking actions in the city. 

Most attendees involved in PRPAs 
development have close connection to 
the participatory budgeting history. These 
people are the ones who have built their civic 
engagement from within an institutionalized 
space aimed at the dialogue between the State 
and society. This process precisely explains why 
the public has embraced the radical/insurgent 
version of planning this social participation 
history, in contrast to these institutional spaces’ 
perception. 

It is essential acknowledging that groups 
of younger individuals did not get involved in 
the project, except when they were linked to 
social movements. According to attendees 
themselves, on the one hand, youngsters lack 
of interest stems from the fact that they do not 
acknowledge the older generations’ struggles 
to achieve more rights in their communities. On 
the other hand, it emerges from their distrust 
on spaces for participation and on dialogues 
with the State. In any case, the aim of the radical 
planning is not to exempt the State from its 
duties, but to force it to turn its attention to the 
immediate order. 

It is also worth highlighting the preference 
for using the terms "technical reading" 
and "community reading" in the chosen 
methodology application. This choice was based 

on productions regarding Participatory Master 
Plans developed by the Ministry of Cities (which 
is no longer in place, and was coordinated by 
Raquel Rolnik) in 2004. These terms revival 
brings along some resistance and the valuation 
of a time when there was the attempt to boost 
the Urban Reform implementation in Brazil.

According to one of the PBAP attendees

[...] It was very important to see the 
work. You managed to create this 
dialogue between the technicians 
and the community. The community 
knows what it wants, knows what it 
needs, it just doesn't have the technical 
vocabulary. You listened to what we 
needed. (PPAR, 2020) 

This excerpt discloses the importance 
of, and the empowerment emerging from, 
the dialogical interaction between different 
knowledge forms.

Association between radical planners 
and the community

Some challenges faced by the mediators deserve 
to be highlighted.  Knowing the socioeconomic, 
territorial and political conditions of each MPR 
is the first one. It was imperative to understand 
original contexts of problems faced in dialogues 
set with the technical team and the dialogues 
set among attendees themselves.

The second challenge regarded knowing 
the institutions understanding PBAPs as true 
community partners. The horizontal dialogue 
with communities in MCUED was essential 
to build bond and trust among those who 
were willing to become partners. "It is a 
source of pride for us to have BIA-RS as public 
respectability example and sign of association 
with our communities", argued a PBAP attendee 
(PPAR, 2020). 
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Nevertheless, some actors in this process 
were concerned with a likely opportunistic 
interest in information extraction and in the 
private use of a collective production. This 
is a timely concern for groups that are often 
exploited and that do not get any return from 
the invested dedication. The excerpt from an 
attendees’ testimony showed distant ties to the 
organization and clarified the problem at the 
end of the process:  

I think it was the right decision to let 
BIA-RS embrace us in this way to spark this 
discussion. I believe that if we hadn't accepted 
their support, our community as a whole, even 
with the difficulties of participating, would have 
left a lot behind (PPAR, 2020)

The third challenge emerged from the 
work aimed at mediating a community divided 
by displacement processes deriving from 
preparations set for the 2014 World Cup, which 
led to disputes and broke down trust among 
different community leaders. The workshops 
worked as group therapy and opportunity for 
having a suffering population reconnected 
and willing to dedicate their time to report the 
violence they had endured.

Finally, the bridge between technical and 
community knowledge highlighted the potential 
to recognize domination spaces based on a 
future-oriented view of transformation paths:

This project made us realize how little we 
know about our region and how many 
needs it has. In this study, which aims to 
bring the perspective of the periphery to 
the forefront of the upcoming revision 
of the master plan, we understand that 
the changes need to be very carefully 
observed, not only in terms of their 
immediate impact on our lives, but also 
in the long term, on future generations. 
(PPAR, 2020)

Therefore, the space production triad 
(Lefebvre, 1991) is materialized from another 
perspective.

Technicians/community association: 
gender issues 

The technical team of mediators was fully 
formed by women. Gender-based violence 
was repeatedly observed. Mansplaining and 
manterrupting were often observed for few 
moments when men were the majority in 
the group. It almost impaired the workshops’ 
conduction. The female attendees stayed longer 
than the initial plan in one of the workshops 
after several hours of resistance from the men, 
which led to accurate and complex readings. At 
the end of the meeting, one of the attendees 
stated: "The men left, and we are here working". 
Everyone agreed with this statement. Workflow 
and respect worked differently in the region 
where female leaders stood out; it was more 
fluid, joyful and responsible. However, the 
presence of men was also significant and 
important, mainly due to the respect they 
showed to female leaders. 

According to Sandercock (2003), female 
technicians’ involvement was closely related to 
the community, but it is necessary identifying 
the specific community it came from, if from 
women, mothers, grandmothers - all female 
individuals who engage in the unpaid social–
reproduction work. Women who raise their 
families fight for better living conditions in their 
communities through everyday life struggles. It 
seems like women should only be concerned 
with social reproduction, rather than with capital 
production, whenever the problem involves 
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other factors, such as ‘growth–machine works’, 
‘the community’, ‘under-the-male gaze’ and 
‘woman planner devalues’. This is an oppression 
form that needs to be overcome.

Practical relationship and teaching

Friedmann (2011) pointed out that radical 
planners will not learn what they most need 
to perform this function through formal 
education. In fact, most architecture and urban 
planning schools in Brazil still do not train 
professionals focused on setting dialogues with 
individuals as way to best understand their life 
styles and dwelling in the city, regardless of its 
technicalities. 

 University extension programs aimed 
at working in partnership with the local 
administration present themselves as having 
the potential to change this reality, if it comes 
along with actions to break the "architect- 
-god" modernist tradition. University extension 
programs that encourage bonds with urban 
struggles and activism are essential as mediation 
context among the involved parties. One 
should not seek to generate consensus but to 
be consistent with radical/insurgent planning, 
as observed in collaborative planning (Healey, 
2003) or with the instrumental rational of the 
traditional-planning ‘ideal’ city. Conducting 
conflict-based planning demands planners’ even 
more developed skills. Highlighting relational 
and situational dimensions requires elaborating 
other techniques and methodologies.

Final considerations

The aim of the present article was to reason on 
the limits of counter-plans guided by the radical 
planning ideology to create right to the city 
moments in the neoliberal city context from the 
Global South perspective. 

The challenges posed to the Brazilian 
democracy and the right to the city achievement 
are becoming clearer. Repression and disinterest 
in social participation are a reflec of the 
neoliberal project.

The radical planning theory provides 
little reflection on both gender representation 
and challenges faced by radical planners who 
know how to engage in dialogues about issues 
involving social reproduction. However, they are 
not limited to this process. They also recognize 
the domination spaces generated for/by the 
capital production. From a gender perspective, 
participatory methodologies need to be 
explored. Similarly, it is necessary to assess the 
need for training mediators capable of dealing 
with gender oppression during the conduction 
of their activities, so that radical planners can 
actually exist.

Architects and urban planners play the 
role of technical partners aimed at creating the 
right to the city. It is important highlighting that 
Lefebvre does not exclude these professionals, 
but rather places them under a different logic. 
The critique for the urban planning instrumental 
rationality held by the Neoliberal State lies on a 
counter-project or counter-plan.
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Therefore, the goal of such a proposal 
is to practice urban planning from a different 
perspective by rejecting the pitfalls of the 
previously employed rational applied to 
consolidate an ideal city subjected to the 
watchful eyes of those entrenched in technical 
knowledge and protected by the state-market. 
This alternative ethics of architects and urban 
planners allow better understanding the 
conceived space as right to the city producers 
due to the adoption of a dialectical rational 
among the conceived, perceived and lived space.

Figure 5 explores the association between 
radical planners in partnership with the 
organized and mobilized civil society, which acts 
to conceive spaces in dialogue with the lived 
space. The right to the city emerges as space 
created through counter-plans and counter- 

-projects based on the radical planning ideology, 
which is under constant move in the city of Law 
that, in its turn, is related to the urban planning 
process carried out by the State. 

From the local practice perspective, the 
outspread of experience becomes a core factor 
to think about emancipatory and counter-
-hegemonic ways of reasoning about and 
producing the Brazilian cities. The challenge of 
achieving the right to the city does not end with 
a counter-plan; it is only the conclusion of a give 
stage of it. This is a seed of what can be dreamed 
of; so, one day, it can come true. 

Similarly, counter-plans are not the key to 
escape the critical zone, but they can represent 
the potential for urban revolution, since time 
and space scale and add to other counter- 
-hegemonic practices.

Figure 5 – Space triad influenced by the radical planning

Source: elaborated by the author, in 2025.

[I]  https://orcid.org/ 0000-0003-3140-7201
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul,  Faculdade de Arquitetura, Programa de Pós-Graduação em 
Planejamento Urbano e Regional. Porto Alegre, RS/Brasil.
clarice.oliveira@ufrgs.br



Counterplans and radical planning...

Cad. Metrop., São Paulo, São Paulo, v. 28, n. 66, e6668224, maio/ago 2026 19 de 20 

References
A EMPRESÁRIOS, Marchezan diz que ‘elites farão as reformas tão necessárias’ (2017). Jornal Sul 21. Porto Alegre. 

Disponível em: https://sul21.com.br/ta-na-rede/2017/11/empresarios-marchezan-diz-que-elites-farao-as-
reformas-tao-necessarias/. Acesso em: 15 dez 2021.

BRASIL (2005). Ministério das Cidades. Secretaria Nacional de Programas Urbanos. Plano Diretor Participativo. 
Coordenação geral de Raquel Rolnik, Benny Schasberg e Otilie Macedo Pinheiro. Brasília, Ministério das 
Cidades.

CARRASCO, A.; GALBIATTI, F.; RIBEIRO, R. (2023). Plano Popular do Corredor das Tropas: experiência de 
assessoria técnica na construção de um contraprojeto em Pelotas, RS. In: ENCONTRO INTERNACIONAL DE 
EXPERIÊNCIAS DE PLANEJAMENTO URBANO EM CONTEXTO DE CONFLITO SOCIAL, 5, Rio de Janeiro. Anais... 
Disponível em: https://www.etternippur.net/_files/ugd/e6367e_7bdfced3574049dcb5c3b7e2a91a73bf.
pdf. Acesso em: 15 out 2024.

DAVIDOFF, P. (2016). “Advocacy and pluralism in planning”. In: FAINSTEIN, S.; DEFILIPPIS, J. Readings in planning 
theory. Oxford, Wiley Brackwell.

FERNANDES, E. (2007). Constructing the ‘Right To the City’ in Brazil. Social & Legal Studies, v. 16, n. 2, pp. 201-219.

FERNANDES, J. (2023). O desenho como ferramenta de reação ao planejar oficial: montando um repertório 
de práticas contra-hegemônicas. In: ENCONTRO INTERNACIONAL DE EXPERIÊNCIAS DE PLANEJAMENTO 
URBANO EM CONTEXTO DE CONFLITO SOCIAL, 5, Rio de Janeiro. Anais... Disponível em:  https://www.
etternippur.net/_files/ugd/e6367e_b64cbbdc6e5341eeba105842e38534a3.pdf. Acesso em: 15 out 2024.

FRIEDMANN, J. (2011). Insurgencies: essays in planning theory. Abingdon, Routledge.

HARVEY, D. (2014). Cidades rebeldes: do direito à cidade à revolução urbana. São Paulo, Martins Fontes.

HEALEY, P. (2003). Collaborative planning in perspective. Planning Theory, v. 2, n. 2, pp. 101-123.

HOLSTON, J. (1999). Insurgent Citzenship. Disjunctions of democracy and modernity in Brazil. Princeton, Princeton 
University Press.

KEMMIS, S.; McTAGGAT, R. (2005). “Participatory action research: communicative action and the public sphere”. 
In: DENZIN, N.; LINCOLN, Y. The Sage Handbook of qualitative research. Thousand Oaks, Sage Publications Inc.

LEFEBVRE, H. (1991). The production of space. Oxford, Blackwell.

______ (2001). O direito à cidade. São Paulo, Centauro Editora. Edição original de 1968.

______ (2007). Rhythimanalisys: Space, time and everyday life. Norfolk, Continuum.

______  (2008). A revolução urbana. Belo Horizonte, Ed. UFMG.

______ (2014). Critique of everyday life. Londres, Verso. v. I, II, III. Edição original de 1989.

MARICATO, E. (2008a). O nó da terra. Revista Brasileira de Direito Ambiental, v. 4, n. 15.

______ (2008b). Nunca fomos tão participativos. Revista Sem Terra, n. 43, pp. 17-20.

MIRAFTAB, F. (2016). “Insurgent planning: situating radical planning in the Global South”. In: FAINSTEIN, S.; 
DEFILIPPIS, J. Readings in planning theory. Oxford, Wiley Brackwell.

MISOCZKY-OLIVEIRA, C. (2019). Da cidade industrial à cidade neoliberal: Projetos Urbanos na produção de espaços 
artificiais. In: XVIII ENCONTRO NACIONAL DA ANPUR, 2019, Natal. Anais...

MISOCZKY-OLIVEIRA, C.; NICOLINI, I. ; MIRON, L. I. G. (2023). Entre a cidade de direito e o direito à cidade: revisão 
sistemática de literatura. In: XX ENCONTRO NACIONAL DA ANPUR. Anais... Belém.



Clarice Misoczky de Oliveira

Cad. Metrop., São Paulo, v. 28, n. 66, e6668224, maio/ago 202620 de 20

Received:  September 6, 2024
Approved: September 28, 2025

Authorship contribution
Clarice Misoczky de Oliveira: project management; formal analysis; fundraising; conceptualization; data 
curation; research; methodology; resources; original drafting; revision and editing.

Data availability statement
All the supporting data for the study’s results have been made available on the website of the People’s Borough 
Regional Action Plans; they can be accessed at https://www.planospopularespoa.org/planos. The website 
provides plan documents, process reports, methodology and participatory experiences.

Editors: Lucia Bógus and Luiz César de Queiroz Ribeiro
Organizers of this issue: Ana Marcela Ardila Pinto, Carlos Fernando Ferreira Lobo, Natália Villamizar Duarte

Translation: this article was translated from Portuguese to English by Deyse Assis de Miranda,
email: contato@gooddealconsultoria.com

REBOUÇAS, T.; MANZI, M.; MOURAD, L. (2019). Experiências de planos de bairro no Nordeste brasileiro: articulando 
planejamento insurgente e direito à cidade. Cadernos Metrópole. São Paulo, v. 21, n. 46, pp. 855-878.

SANDERCOCK, L. (2003). Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities int the 21st century. Londres, Bloombury Academic.

VAINER et al. (2013). O Plano Popular da Vila Autódromo: uma experiência de planejamento conflitual. In: 
ENANPUR, 15, Recife. Anais...


