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Abstract

This article examines theoretical pathways toward a non-city-centered
conception of urbanization in the Latin American context, drawing on an
extended review of the literature. Although Latin American urban-regional
thought has advanced understandings of North-South structural dependence
and its urban consequences, a theoretical gap has remained in analyses of
urbanization beyond the centrality of urban spaces, particularly in relation to
urban-rural and society-nature dynamics. By integrating contributions from
Political Ecology and Urban Political Ecology, the article proposes a Political
Ecology of Urbanization that articulates rural concerns, socio-environmental
conflicts, and extractivist activities with multiscalar processes of urbanization.
This approach moves beyond linear interpretations of rural-urban flows,
emphasizing relational continuities across spaces. Lastly, the article advocates
a perspective attuned to the region’s complexity and specificities, promoting
knowledge production in collaboration with diverse social actors and
movements.
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Resumo

O artigo se baseia em uma revisdo de literatura estendida para apontar
possiveis caminhos tedricos que contribuam para uma teoria da urbaniza¢do
ndo centrada nas cidades, a partir da América Latina. Apesar dos avangos
do pensamento urbano-regional latino-americano na compreensdo da
dependéncia estrutural Norte-Sul e de suas implicagdes urbanas, percebe-se
uma lacuna tedrica no entendimento da urbanizagdo para além da centralidade
dos espagos citadinos, especialmente em relagdo as dindmicas urbano-rurais
e sociedade-natureza. O artigo incorpora contribui¢cdes da Ecologia Politica e
da Ecologia Politica Urbana para a construcdo de uma Ecologia Politica da
Urbanizagdo que articule questdes rurais, conflitos socioambientais e atividades
extrativistas a urbanizacdo em multiplas escalas, superando leituras lineares
dos fluxos rural-urbano e evidenciando continuidades relacionais entre esses
espagos. Por fim, defende-se uma perspectiva que contemple a complexidade e
as especificidades da regido, promovendo a produg¢do de conhecimento junto a
atores e movimentos sociais diversos.

Palavras-chave
Teorias Urbanas; Urbanizagdo; América Latina, Ecologia Politica, Ecologia
Politica Urbana, Estudos Urbanos, Ecologia Politica da Urbanizagdo.

REVISTA BRASILEIRA DE ESTUDOS URBANOS E REGIONAIS, V. 28, E202619€en, 2026 2
https://doi.org/10.22296/2317-1529.rbeur.202619en 29


https://doi.org/10.22296/2317-1529.rbeur.202619en

REFLECTIONS ON LATIN AMERICAN URBAN
THOUGHT: CONTRIBUTIONS TO A POLITICAL
ECOLOGY OF URBANIZATION

Priscilla Glitz Mayrink
Sharo Evangelina Lopez Javier
Giselle Andrea Osorio-Ardila

Introduction

Is it possible, from a Latin American perspective, to develop a theory of
urbanization that is not centered on cities? This article aims to reflect on how the
urbanization process has been theorized in the Latin American context and, on
that basis, to propose possible theoretical pathways for constructing a theory of
urbanization that moves beyond methodological cityisms (Angelo; Wachsmuth,
2015). Like all knowledge production, Latin American urban thought is a dynamic
field of conceptual elaboration and interpretive contestation. Discourses on urban
space and urbanization', far from being neutral, have always been embedded in
ideological frameworks that define the urban problem, identify the legitimate
agents, and guide proposed solutions (Villaca, 1999). Throughout the twentieth
century, cities have been alternately conceptualized as epicenters of modernization
and emancipation or as loci of inequalities inherent to dependent capitalism. These
distinctions underscore that the Latin American city is not a naturally determined
entity, but a socially and culturally constructed object (Gorelik, 2022; Villaca, 1999).

Although critical contributions have advanced the analysis of urban
inequalities and the multiscalar logics that structure the production of an unequal
space (Abarca; Moraes, 2019; Montoya, 2009; Pradilla Cobos, 2014; Sabatini et
al.,, 2007), attention to forms of urbanization beyond frameworks of the urban

1. Urban thought differs from discourses on urban space. While the former refers to the theoretical and
conceptual production of understanding about this environment, urban discourses are not limited to
the production of urban knowledge, as they also encompass the discourses and practices of different
actors, as well as their proposals concerning and aimed at urbanization.

REVISTA BRASILEIRA DE ESTUDOS URBANOS E REGIONAIS, V. 28, E202619€en, 2026 3
https://doi.org/10.22296/2317-1529.rbeur.202619en 29


https://doi.org/10.22296/2317-1529.rbeur.202619en

footprint, metropolization, peripheralization, and labor exploitation has remained
limited. These approaches reveal hegemonic processes that are manifested in Latin
America through intense, subordinated, and uneven urbanization.? The challenge,
however, lies in expanding the understanding of these dynamics in terms of
urbanization as a spatial expression of capitalist production, encompassing the
unity between urban-rural relations and society—nature interactions.
Hence,thechallengeistoshiftthisanalyticalfield, extendingitsepistemological
and geographical boundaries to enable an interpretation of urbanization that is
not confined to the centrality of cities. Addressing this challenge, the article situates
its analysis in the Latin American context, shaped by dependent integration into
the global economy and characterized by extractivism, rural dynamics, and socio-
environmental conflicts — elements often overlooked in urban theory. In doing so, it
engages with recent debates in Political Ecology and Urban Political Ecology.
Political Ecology is a relevant field in the Latin American context as it enables
an understanding of the structuring dynamics of the region’s dependent insertion
the global economy. Despite its broad thematic scope, however, discussions have
largely focused on rural environments and socio-environmental conflicts (Leff,
2021, 2024), with limited engagement in urban studies and in debates on the
unequal, precarious conditions of Latin American cities. Emerging in the 1990s3 as
an interdisciplinary subfield, Urban Political Ecology sought to bridge this gap by
fostering dialogue between urban and rural environments, placing conflicts and
interventions both within and beyond cities as the center of its research agenda. Its
theoretical foundation maintained urbanization as the primary analytical concern,
while examining urban-rural and society—nature relations without presupposing
an ontological divide between these domains (Souza, 2024; Villar Navascués, 2017;
Zimmer, 2010). Notwithstanding these contributions, ontological fixity persists
since urban spaces are still regarded as the starting point for understanding spaces
beyond them - resulting in a form of methodological cityism (Angelo; Wachsmuth,
2015). By contrast, the Latin American context, understood as a heterogeneous

2. Latin America is the second most urbanized region in the world (United Nations, 2019) and the most
unequal (United Nations Development Programme, 2025). UNITED NATIONS. Population Division.
World Urbanization Prospects 2018: highlights. New York: Department of Economic and Social Affairs,
2019. ISBN: 978-92-1-148318-5. Available at: https://www.un-ilibrary.org/content/books/9789210043137/
read. Accessed on: October 23, 2025. UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME. Regional human
development report 2o25: under pressure: recalibrating the future of development in Latin America and
the Caribbean. Overview. New York: UNDP, 2025. 32 p. Available at: https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/
zskgke326/files/2025-06/eng_lac_hdr_overview_web.pdf. Accessed on: October 25,. 2025.

3. The theoretical foundations of Urban Political Ecology were first articulated by Erik Swyngedouw
(1996), whose work developed an understanding of the city as a socio-natural hybrid.
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formation within the global capitalist system (Osorio, 2012), offers the potential
to advance alternative interpretations of this process. We therefore draw on the
contributions of Latin American Political Ecology and on the efforts of Urban
Political Ecology to engage more directly with the urban, in order to reflect on
possible pathways for Latin American urban theory.

In the first half of the twentieth century, analyses of Latin American social
reality framed the city-centered urban question as the locus of social disorder
(Ribeiro; Cardoso, 1994). This period was marked by the prominence of models
and theories from core countries, particularly from the European tradition, which
were imported and adapted to the Latin American context, seeking to “resolve” this
problem through “modernization” and to construct the idea of a nation (Villaga,
1999; Ribeiro; Cardoso, 1994). Urbanization was subsequently theorized primarily
as an economic issue, to be addressed through national developmentalist policies,
with the city assuming a central role in modernizing planning paradigms (Ribeiro;
Cardoso, 1994). Urban issues came to be conceptualized at expanded scales, with
the emergence of notions such as urban networks, urban hierarchies, and systems
of cities emerge, which broadened the analytical scope while maintaining the city
as a central reference point (ibid.; Villaga, 1999; Gorelik, 2022).

From the 1970s onward, the emergence of the environmental question
reoriented the frameworks of the debate. Political Ecology has become established
as an interdisciplinary field concerned with addressing the socio-environmental
impacts of urbanization and industrialization, which have disproportionately
affected the most vulnerable populations. In Latin America, this gave rise to
analyses focusing on the transfer of undesirable environmental burdens to the
global peripheries as a result of capital mobility, intensifying territorial conflicts
and deepening the region’s ecological dependency (Acselrad, 2006, 2013; Leff, 2021;
Walker, 2005). Originating in the Anglophone world, Urban Political Ecology has
contributed to conceptualizing the city as a socio-natural hybrid that organizes
material flows — such as water, energy, and waste — beyond its physical and
administrative boundaries, through infrastructures and power relations that
produce socio-environmental inequalities and injustices. Within this framework,
the urban question is understood as a socio-ecological process rooted in capitalist
metabolism, linking urban centers, peripheries, productive zones, rural areas,
extractive territories, and the flows of energy, matter, and power (Heynen; Kaika;
Swyngedouw, 2006; Kaika; Swyngedouw, 2000, 2012; Swyngedouw, 1996).

Recent contributions have advanced the notion of a Political Ecology of
Urbanization (EPUr) as a specifically Latin American perspective, addressing a key

limitation of Urban Political Ecology, namely its focus on city spaces in analyses
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of society—nature and urban-rural relations (Glitz Mayrink et al., 2021; Osorio
Ardila et al, 2020; Quimbayo Ruiz; Vasquez Rodriguez, 2016). This approach
reconceptualizes urbanization as a relational geographical phenomenon, in which
cities do not play a leading role. It is particularly relevant to the Latin American
context, where urbanization has historically been linked to extractivism in the
primary export sector rather than to factory production. Whereas perspectives
from the Global North have tended to privilege factory spaces in interpreting
urbanization, recent Latin American critiques have underscored the importance
of rural and extractive spaces in shaping urbanization processes across both core
and peripheral countries (Ardoz, 2020).

There is, therefore, a theoretical-methodological impasse in interpreting
urbanization: where does it begin? Or, indeed, does it, in fact, begin in a single place
at all? These questions guide the analysis and call for an articulation of dimensions
historically constructed as dichotomous — urban and rural, center and periphery,
society and nature. Latin American thought has advanced understandings of North—
South dependency, while Urban Political Ecology has destabilized the division
between the social and the natural in the production of the urban. Accordingly, the
article systematizes the literature review around three axes — (i) Latin American
urbanization, (ii) the urban-rural relationship, and (iii) the society-nature
relationship - to identify recent contributions and highlight gaps that may inform

the construction of a critical theory of urbanization through Latin America.

Methodology

The reflection is grounded in an extended review of the literature and
qualitative methods aimed at expanding and developing theoretical interpretations
of urbanization. To this end, we employ thematic synthesis to generate analytical
themes and third-order theoretical constructs (Xiao; Watson, 2017). The selected
references were critically reviewed in dialogue with other relevant works in the
field, incorporating established theoretical frameworks and prior contributions of
this research in order to strengthen the robustness and precision to the analytical
foundation.

Literature Review and Preliminary Selection

i. Inclusion criteria: To examine how the process of urbanization has
been theorized in the Latin American context, the preliminary selection
comprised articles published between 2000 and 2025 that address
urbanization in Latin America from a general theoretical perspective.
Studies focused on case studies and/or specific contexts were excluded.
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The search was conducted in three languages — Spanish, Portuguese, and
English — within the field of Urban Studies and related disciplines.

ii. Identification of literature: The search for articles was conducted using
key words and expressions such as “Latin American urbanization”,
“urbanization AND Latin America”, “suburbanization AND Latin American”,
“suburbanization AND Latin America”, “political AND ecology AND urban
AND Latin America”, and “political AND ecology AND urbanization AND
Latin America”, in all three languages. Searches were carried out across
major databases and search engines — including Google Scholar, Web of
Science, Scopus, SciELO, and DOAJ — as well as in leading journals related to
urban studies with a focus on Latin America. The preliminary selection was
conducted in two stages: first, based on titles, and second, on abstracts and
theoretical framings. In total, 64 peer-reviewed articles were preselected.

iii. Assessment for inclusion: Subsequently, 45 articles that met the selection
criteria and addressed the main research question - How has the
urbanization process been theorized based on the Latin American context?
— were retained. From this set, 15 articles (Table 1) that explicitly develop
broader theoretical elaborations on Latin American urbanization were
selected for in-depth reading, taking into account the relevance of the
works and the feasibility of their review by the three researchers (Figure 1).

Year of

publication S

Thematic focus Author

Urban-rural Arboleda, Martin 2015 Spaces of Extraction, Metropolitan Explosions:
Planetary Urbanization and the Commaodity
Boom in Latin America

Perez-Martinez, 2016 Las territorialidades urbano rurales

Manuel Enrique contemporaneas: Un Debate Epistemolégico
y metodoldgico para su Abordaje [The urban
and rural contemporany territorialities: a
Epistemic and Methodological Debate toward
understanding it}

Piaccini, Ana Laura | 2016 Discusiones tedricas sobre la dindmica
funcional en el vinculo espacial urbano y rural
[Theoretical Discussions on the Functional
Dynamics of Urban-Rural Spatial Linkages]*

Duefias Checa, Luz | 2017 Elementos para el andlisis contemporaneo de
Angélica la tensién entre lo urbano y lo rural [Elements
for the Contemporary Analysis of Tension
Between the Urban and Rural]

Berardo, Martina 2019 Mas alla de la dicotomia rural-urbano [Beyond
the Rural-Urban Dichotomy]

continued

4.Unless otherwise indicated, article titles are presented in the original language, followed by
their published English titles where available, reproduced as published, including any errors or
inconsistencies. Where no official English title exists, translations have been provided by the authors.
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Urban Political Delgado Ramos, 2015 Complejidad e interdisciplina en las nuevas

Ecology Gian Carlo perspectivas socio-ecolégicas: la ecologia
politica del metabolismo urbano [Complexity
and interdisciplinarity in novel socioecological
perspectives: political ecology of urban
metabolism]

Fernandez Abarca, | 2019 Ecologia Politica Urbana no estudo da cidade

Aura Luz; Moraes, segregada latino-americana [Urban Political

Llcia Maria Ecology In The Study Of The Latin American
Secreged City]

Metropolization | Moura, Rosa 2012 A dimensao urbano-regional na metropolizacao
and contemporanea [The Urban-Regional
regionalization Dimension in Contemporary Metropolisation]*

Aguirre, Marco 2023 Procesos de urbanizacion y metropolizacion

Antonio; Arroyo, en América Latina: Algunos elementos para su

Marfa Mdnica; reflexion [Urbanization and metropolization

Buitrago processes in Latin America: Some elements for

Bermudez, Oscar your reflection]

Urbanization Montoya, John 2009 Globalizacién, dependencia y urbanizacion: la

Williams transformacion reciente de la red de ciudades
de América Latina [Globalization, Dependency,
and Urbanization: The Recent Transformation
of the Latin American Urban Network]*

Osorio, Jaime 2012 Elementos para una construccién tedrica sobre
América Latina [Elements for a Theoretical
Construction of Latin Americal*

Navarrete 2013 Formas y conceptos de la urbanizacion

Escobedo, David planetaria para una lectura de la ciudad
latinoamericana [Forms and Concepts of
Global Urbanization for a Reading of the Latin
American City]

Pradilla, Emilio 2014 La ciudad capitalista en el patrén neoliberal de
acumulacion en América Latina [The capitalist
city in the neoliberal pattern of accumulation in
Latin America]

Guevara, Tomas 2015 Abordajes tedricos sobre las transformaciones
sociales, econdmicas y territoriales en las
ciudades latinoamericanas contemporaneas
[Theoretical Approaches to Social,

Economic, and Territorial Transformations in
Contemporary Latin American Cities]*

Fortanell 2020 Ciudades sustentables en América Latina.

Ruiz, Michelle Una reflexion desde la descolonialidad del

Antoniette poder [Sustainable cities in Latin America.

Considerations from coloniality of power]

Table 1. Analyzed articles
Note: * Translated by the authors, as no official English version of the title was available in the original

publication.

Source: Own elaboration.
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Articles identified Excluded 19 studies
focused on case

through database - -
_ » studies and/or specific
searching: 64 peer- contexts in Latin
reviewed articles America

Identification

Figure 1. Flowchart of the Extended Literature Review
Source: Own elaboration.

Data Extraction and Analysis

After a second reading of the abstracts, four central themes were identified
to organize the texts into analytical blocks: (i) the urban-rural relationship, (i)
metropolization and regionalization, (iii) Urban Political Ecology, and (iv) the
society-nature relationship. Subsequently, the following data were extracted
during the in-depth analysis of the articles: a general synthesis, identifying the
context, objectives, hypotheses, justification, contributions, methodology, and
conclusions; a theoretical-conceptual analysis, identifying the concepts employed,
their definitions, the theoretical frameworks adopted, their contributions, and the
main bibliographic references; and urbanization, determining whether and how

the articles addressed the following questions:

* How is the process of urbanization understood?
* What are the specificities of urbanization in Latin America?

REVISTA BRASILEIRA DE ESTUDOS URBANOS E REGIONAIS, V. 28, E202619€en, 2026
https://doi.org/10.22296/2317-1529.rbeur.202619en 29

| (o]


https://doi.org/10.22296/2317-1529.rbeur.202619en

* How is the society—nature relationship addressed?
* How is the urban-rural, or city-countryside, relationship addressed?

Upon completing the readings and the systematization of the extracted
information, three thematic axes were defined to present the discussion: (i) Latin
American urbanization; (ii) the urban-rural relationship; and (iii) the society—
nature relationship, which are presented below (Table 1).

1. Latin American Urbanization

In the second half of the twentieth century, the major cities of Latin
America expanded beyond their physical and administrative boundaries. This
process triggered more dispersed urban morphologies, decentralizing activities,
and configured new urban-regional arrangements connecting flows “of people,
commodities, knowledge, and power relations”> (Moura, 2012, p. 12) through the
articulation of urban centers, urban and rural areas, metropolises, functionally
relevant centers, and weakly integrated municipalities (ibid.). Among the
explanations of these processes, we identify an approach grounded in morphological
analysis, which understands regional specificities as characteristic of a segregated,
accelerated, impoverished, and so-called “disharmonious” urbanization, linking
spaces described as legal and illegal (Abarca; Moraes, 2019).

In contrast to this reading, another approach, grounded in Marxist theory
and aligned with the socio-critical tradition, emphasizes historical aspects, such
as the presence of Indigenous peoples, diverse property regimes, land-market
illegality, and economic informality, as well as structural poverty, militarization,
and widespread violence, primarily related to drug trafficking, in the production
of the city (Pradilla Cobos, 2014). Aguirre, Arroyo, and Buitrago Bermudez (2023)
highlight the role of the socio-critical school, influenced by European and North
American thought, in understanding the urban and metropolization as processes
that emerge from cities as spaces of wealth accumulation under capitalism and
as sites producing socio-ecological inequalities®. Within these processes, diverse
social agents capture the State through power relations in order to advance their
interests and plans, often in opposition to collective imaginaries and interests
(Brenner, 2009 apud Aguirre; Arroyo; Buitrago Bermudez, 2023; Lefebvre, 2013
apud ibid.; Santos, 1994, 2017 apud ibid.).

5. This and all other non-English citations hereafter have been translated by the authors.

6. Aguirre, Arroyo, and Buitrago Bermudez (2023) identify Mark Gottdiener, David Harvey, and Edward
Soja as key authors within the socio-critical school.
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Socio-critical thought also provided a foundation for Urban Political Ecology,
which conceives urban and metropolitan processes as socially produced natures
in hybrid human and non-human relations, traversed by asymmetries of power
(Aguirre; Arroyo; Buitrago Bermudez, 2023). Within this approach, urbanization
is understood as an open system that exchanges energy and matter with its
environment through processes in which power relations are expressed — either
by reinforcing relations of domination by certain groups, and thereby deepening
socio-spatial segregation (Abarca; Moraes, 2019), or by unevenly distributing flows
of energy, matter, and material stocks (Delgado Ramos, 2015). There is therefore a
view of urbanization as being intrinsically unequal in social, economic, ecological,
and environmental terms.

Additionally, world-systems theory, also inspired by Marxism, interprets
urbanization on a global scale. Montoya (2009) and Osorio (2012), for example,
analyze the region from a relational perspective, drawing on dependency theory
and its origins in the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
(ECLAC)?, which frames the region as occupying a dependent and peripheral
position within the world system. This position is explained by differences in the
international division of labour and by the historical dynamics of colonialism
(Osorio, 2012). Mattos (2001), in turn, examined urbanization within the context of
globalization through the lens of the global cities debate, which views certain cities
as performing global functions, such as concentrating high wages and generating
demand for “sophisticated” urban artefacts. However, this discussion is conducted
in a generalized manner, without addressing Latin American specificities.

One critique of applying this theory in Latin America is its tendency to
“homogenize urban processes” (Montoya, 2009, p. 10). Authors such as Fortanell
Ruiz (2020), Montoya (2009), and Pradilla Cobos (2014) argue that there are no
global cities in Latin America in the sense defined by Northern theorists. The largest
metropolises, while exhibiting some of the characteristics identified by Mattos
(2001), primarily function as conduits for the flow of resources from the periphery
to the center of capitalism (Guevara, 2015). Montoya (2009) explains that neither
import substitution nor globalization have diminished the traditional importance
of the region’s largest cities, as they were the most prepared for integration into the
transnational economy. From this perspective, major Latin American metropolises

7. Since the 1950s, ECLAC theorists have referred to the structural inequalities between core and
peripheral countries within the framework of the international division of labour, adopting a different
approach from classical theories of economic development and international trade, which understood
development as a succession of stages. This approach constitutes the so-called “epistemic turn” of ECLAC
(Scarpacci; Siqueira, 2022), which inspired some of the formulations of dependency theory.
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maintain closer ties with global cities abroad than with other cities in the region.
For example, the urban system in the Caribbean is strongly influenced by Miami
(Montoya, 2009).

The relationships between cities and diverse territorial spaces are also
examined through the lens of so-called urban-regional arrangements. Moura
(2012) drawing on the Brazilian case, links the formation of such arrangements to
industrialization and the migrations associated with this process in Latin America.
However, it is necessary to account for Latin American heterogeneity, the low
level of industrialization in many countries, and regional specificities, such as the
Amazon, in order to analyze the influence of migrations driven by armed conflicts
and socio-environmental disputes over urbanization. Therefore, the centrality of
industrialization in these processes and in the consolidation of what is understood
as the urban system as an analytical phenomenon would be limited.

In parallel with these flows connecting territorial spaces, there are symbolic
aspects, including the circulation of ideas, concepts, discourses, and practices
involved in the production of cities. Some authors note, however, that although
concepts circulate among countries of the Global South, the influence of the Global
North remains strong, as theories and concepts are often adapted to the region’s
reality — not always critically. This incorporation has frequently overlooked
regional specificities or has interpreted them using terms and analyses suited to
foreign contexts convenient for foreign realities. Delgadillo (2014), Jajamovich,
Saraiva, and Silvestre (2021), Hiernaux-Nicolas and Gonzales Gémez (2017), and
Navarrete Escobedo (2013) identify a tendency to adjectivize cities with foreign
terms, concepts, and theories, such as global, smart, heritage, and sustainable
cities, which circulate in the scientific community and inform urban policies.
These concepts may be implemented through interventions and urban projects
in specific areas, such as initiatives in historic centers developed with support
from international organizations, private companies, and external agents, often
with limited participation from local populations, who are sometimes displaced
(Jajamovich; Saraiva; Silvestre, 2021). This generates an exclusive and exclusionary
logic (Delgadillo, 2014), reinforced by discourses that mask private economic
gains derived from the valorization of these urban areas and the exploitation of
differential income.

Guevara (2015), Jajamovich, Saraiva, and Silvestre (2021), and Pradilla
Cobos (2014) argue that, while targeted interventions of this kind are increasing,
the planning of the city as a whole is in decline, with urban plans functioning as
contested instruments for regulating and distributing the burdens and benefits of
urbanization. Urban expansion often bypasses the plans, should they exist, due
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to political disputes over the applicability of planning and financing instruments,
which, according to some authors, helps explain informal® dynamics. Pradilla
Cobos (2014), for example, links the inadequate provision of land and housing
for low-income populations to the search for cheaper land, a process that drives
urban expansion through the conversion of rural land to urban use. Hence, it is
necessary to examine the role of local power dynamics in the context of neoliberal
and capitalist globalization (Jajamovich; Saraiva; Silvestre, 2021).

These illegalisms are politically constructed processes that illustrate how
groups with political and economic power capture the State®, often disregarding
the impacts on the broader population, including middle- and high-income groups
(Pradilla Cobos, 2014). Authors such as Aguirre, Arroyo, and Buitrago Bermudez
(2023) and Sabatini et al. (2017) go beyond merely abstract explanations of these
dynamics by identifying the specific role of real estate developers, while Viale
(2017) emphasizes the influence of the media in this process of capture.

Both the peripheral and dependent insertion into the global context, together
with local dynamics of State capture and the region’s multiple specificities,
contribute to processes of forced removals and displacement that underpin and
intensify inequality, sociospatial segregation, fragmentation, and gentrification
(Lopez; Paraizo, 2022). However, there has been very limited in-depth examination
of how, in highly segregated cities, lower-income groups disproportionately located
in risk-prone areas. Existing studies on this issue tend to focus on specific cases,
drawing on debates around segregation and environmental justice, but without
theorizing urbanization as a broader systemic process.

2. The urban-rural relationship in the urbanization process

In Latin America, from the mid-twentieth century onward, urban-rural
relations have been defined through theoretical frameworks grounded in
epistemological and ontological assumptions derived from other contexts, thereby

8. Categories such as “informal” versus “formal” or “illegal city” versus “legal city” can hinder the
understanding of these spaces in relational terms. It is necessary to advance the comprehension of
how these forms of illegality are managed, produced, repressed, or maintained as expressions of power
relations, as well as the role of so-called “informal” spaces in Latin American urbanization.

9. State capture is understood as the “influence, co-optation, and political domination over the State that
distorts public policy decisions in favor of certain privileged actors who concentrate decision-making
power, which may include economic or political elites, as well as families and parties” (Durand, 2016,
P- 9)- Thus, for example, it is important to pay attention to the concentration of power in the real estate
sector and its influence on urban expansion through its interference in public decision-making by
means of co-optation mechanisms. DURAND. F. Cuando el poder extractivo captura el Estado: lobbies,
puertas giratorias y paquetazo ambiental en Pert [When Extractive Interests Capture the State: Lobbies,
Revolving Doors, and Environmental Policy Rollbacks in Peru]. Lima: Oxfam, 2016.
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obscuring regional actors and specificities. Among the earliest of these formulations
are modernization theories, associated with notions of development, progress, and
the construction of a modern society (Aguirre; Arroyo; Buitrago Bermudez, 2023;
Berardo, 2019; Duefias Checa, 2017; Pérez-Martinez, 2016; Picciani, 2018).

This dualistic, stage-based perspective contributed to associating stereotypes
with a spatial divide, linking the rural to backwardness and the urban to
modernity, thereby promoting partial and exclusionary analyses. Among the
paradigms underpinning this approach is the rural-urban continuum, which
conceptualized the transition from rural to urban as a process entailing the
dissolution of a traditional society. Within this framework, the ru ral and the
urban are differentiated according to variables such as size, density, employment,
and environment (Duefias Checa, 2017; Méndez, 2005; Picciani, 2018). Among the
concepts emerging from this paradigm is that of rururbanization, which, unlike the
peri-urban, identifies rural areas through the presence of dispersed and isolated
single-family dwellings located alongside agricultural and forested areas — an
arrangement akin to the urbanization of agricultural spaces (Bauer; Roux, 1976
apud Duefias Checa, 2017; Picciani, 2018).

In the mid-twentieth century, urban-rural relations were theorized
through a range of approaches. Socio-critical perspectives identified forms of
complementarity, dependency, and functional interrelation (Berardo, 2019; Duefias
Checa, 2017; Pérez-Martinez, 2016; Picciani, 2018), highlighting the asymmetrical
and dialectical relations between rural society and urban-industrial society from a
historical materialist standpoint. From this perspective, there is no linear transition
from one stage to another; rather, these dynamics are understood through a
dialectical framework. In other words, such approaches stress “the interrelation,
interaction, and interdependence of the rural and urban-industrial milieu” (Duefias
Checa, 2017, p. 279). Moreover, they link this separation to the territorial division of
labor, within which the city is conceptualized as a parasitic agent.

Duefias Checa (2017) identifies three positions linked to critical theories.
The first, described by Rubio (2002 apud Duefias Checa, 2017) as the industry-
agriculture linkage and exclusionary subordination, explains the marginalization of
peasant production by agribusiness within the dynamics of capital reproduction.
The second, termed the heterogeneity of rural processes in their articulation with
capital, with Emilio Pradilla Cobos (2002) as its main exponent, argues that rural
transformations are shaped by the logics of capital accumulation, leading to
processes of depeasantization. The third, the theory of de-ruralization (Wallerstein,
2005), interprets the urban-rural relationship within the framework of the
world-economy, in which cyclical crises employ resolution strategies, such as the
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valorization of natural resources and the urbanization of the countryside through
de-ruralization (Corredor, 2014 apud Duefias Checa, 2017; Pérez-Martinez, 2016;
Picciani, 2018).

After the 1970s, the rural came to be understood primarily as a space for
metropolitan expansion, increasingly transformed into what are now recognized
as urban peripheries, thereby establishing a relationship of interdependence and
hierarchy (Aguirre; Arroyo; Buitrago Bermudez, 2023). This theoretical approach
remains hegemonic in research across the region. According to reviews conducted
by these authors, framing the rural in terms of metropolitan expansion serves the
interests of capitalist agents who, through the relocation of infrastructure and
services and the development of gated communities, have contributed to processes
of spatial fragmentation and segregation (Hidalgo et al., 2005; Salazar et al., 2011
apud Aguirre; Arroyo; Buitrago Bermudez, 2023).

Currently, several authors are developing new theoretical perspectives
that call for a review of categories and analytical frameworks (Pérez-Martinez,
2016; Picciani, 2018). Two approaches have been identified to understand this
relationship in the contemporary context. The first (Picciani, 2018) draws on the
perspective of uneven geographical development to reconsider the urban-rural
relationship through theoretical frameworks attuned to Latin America’s geo-
historical specificities. To this end, it mobilizes two key categories: (i) the territorial
division of labor and (ii) used territory (Santos, 1996), along with its reinterpretation
for the twenty-first century by Silveira (2009). Picciani (2018) has argued that this
connection is expressed in organizational forms that are re-created, coexist, and
resist in the face of newly articulated processes linked to their functions. Moreover,
she emphasizes that the urban-rural relationship should be studied as a “dynamic
association” (ibid., p. 11), attentive to elements that persist, those that transform,
and those that endure.

For Picciani, the Argentine case illustrates that rural spaces are far from
representing backwardness. On the contrary, they reveal a complex relationship
between the financial system, transnational firms, and technology, resulting in
a corporate use of space. She maintains that the influence of the city over the
countryside concerns “forms of territory that result from a modernization that
generates new spatial configurations which are functionally redefined [...] now it
is the countryside that demands the updating of the city in order to increase levels
of productivity” (Picciani, 2018, p. 25). Therefore, these spaces must be understood
as products of juxtaposition, superimposition, and vertical and horizontal orders
from which new sociospatial formations emerge (ibid.).
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A second approach is grounded in critical post-structuralism. Pérez-Martinez
(2016) proposed understanding rural-urban relations through the concept of the
rururban territorial assemblage, defined as “scenarios of systemic confluence
that encompass spatiotemporal continuities and discontinuities, expressing
boundaries of differentiation or zones in political-strategic articulation” (ibid., p.
107). He further argues that, beyond scalar interrelations at the local and global
levels, there exists a third relational space - local-place-global - that enables the
identification of rururban identity, thereby contributing to an understanding of the
symbolic meaning of this triple interaction. He goes on to introduce the notion
of discursive simulacra, or dialogical constitution, to grasp the political-symbolic
dimension of rururban identity. These methodological resources consist of listening,
attentiveness, sensitivity, and cooperation in order to understand how subjects
construct their identities as a whole and, thus, to identify the politics of place (ibid.).

Despite the advances, these perspectives and theories remain insufficient to
explain certain processes unfolding in Latin America. First, the scales of analysis
tend to gravitate toward extremes; on the one hand, thereis an emphasis on situating
urbanization processes within the world-system; on the other, micro-scales fall
outside the analytical horizon, which may contribute to epistemic injustices and
the invisibilization of forms of resistance and re-existence enacted by diverse
actors. In addition, many analyses of Latin American cities are conducted without
adequate consideration of their historical, political, social, and economic contexts.
This lack of contextualization may lead to a-historical syntheses detached from
situated processes. Moreover, extractivism in Latin America is often absent from
these discussions, despite being a key dimension for understanding the production
of space, as evidenced in emerging geographical configurations — for example,
spaces of extraction or operational landscapes (Arboleda, 2015). Lastly, questioning
the socio-natural relationship is likewise largely absent from theories that examine

the urban-rural nexus.

3. The society-nature relationship in Latin American urbanization

Latin American urban theory continues to face the challenge of integrating
the articulations between society and nature into its analytical frameworks on
urbanization. Aspects of this relationship are generally addressed only indirectly
and tangentially, when they are not relegated to the realm of the unspoken.
Nature is frequently treated as a neutral or passive substrate for territorial
transformations driven by capitalist dynamics, with “natural” space often being
absorbed, fragmented, or reconfigured through urban processes. Underpinning
this perspective is an implicit assumption of the dominance of urban over rural
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space and of society over nature. Even when nature is considered within critiques
of capitalist political economy, extractive activity is typically invoked merely as the
mechanism linking the core and dependent systems (Osorio, 2012), without further
theoretical elaboration.

Contemporary urbanization is often reduced to the physical expansion of
cities into territories previously classified as rural or natural, thereby profoundly
transforming the use and configuration of these spaces (Aguirre; Arroyo; Buitrago
Bermudez, 2023; Duefias Checa, 2017; Moura, 2012; Pradilla Cobos, 2014). Such
approaches tend to overlook the socio-environmental consequences of this process,
as well as its relationship to pre-existing socio-environmental conditions that may
either constrain or drive urban expansion. Nature is therefore understood as an
external backdrop, separate from urban logic — an element passively incorporated
into urban space as cities expand.

At a conceptual level, terms such as peri-urbanization and extended
metropolitanization have emerged (Aguirre; Arroyo; Buitrago Bermudez, 2023;
Arboleda, 2015; Berardo, 2019; Guevara, 2015; Moura, 2012). These concepts
emphasize the social, economic, and technological dynamics that lead to the
occupation and reconfiguration of territory, with implications for both urban
areas and adjacent rural areas. However, the characterization of this relationship
in Latin American urban spaces is often only superficially addressed in terms of
“socio-environmental impacts intensified by population volumes and predatory
uses” (Moura, 2012, p. 16). This limited treatment reveals a lack of theoretical
elaboration on the ecological dimension of urbanization, particularly insofar as
it fails to account for processes such as the loosening of regulatory frameworks,
locational blackmail, and economic dependency.

The defense of the right to the city, a central principle in critical urban
studies, extends to the right to nature, based on mobilization for the protection of
green areas and threatened ecosystems. Thus, environmental concerns have been
integrated into urban struggles, giving rise to a form of environmentalization of
urban social movements (Acselrad, 2010; Quimbayo Ruiz, 2018). This phenomenon
has been recognized in urban theory alongside other urban movements, such
as those focused on racial and gender issues (Carrion; Dammert Guardia, 2016;
Pradilla Cobos, 2014; Scarpacci; Siqueira, 2022), yet it remains insufficiently
articulated within broader theories of urbanization processes. For this reason, it is
important to further develop the theorization of these dynamics and the potential
pathways toward what Viale terms “the struggle for a change in the paradigm of
urban growth” (2017, p. 15).
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It is within this theoretical impasse that Urban Political Ecology has been
mobilized in a small number of recent articles as an epistemological field
capable of reframing the debate, drawing on the concept of urban metabolism
to operationalize an interpretation of socio-spatial production in ways that
foreground the society-nature relationship. Delgado Ramos (2015) advocates
a holistic approach to overcome the analytical separation between society and
nature, articulating multiple theoretical fields and subfields — including Urban
Political Ecology, environmental history, political economy, and urban studies. In
doing so, he proposes a methodology for assessing social metabolism typologies
and urban metabolic transitions as complex systems — composed of heterogeneous
components with multiscale and multidimensional relations and implications
(Delgado Ramos, 2015). Furthermore, he underscores how conceptual choices and
analytical categories are processed through power relations, suggesting the need
to develop new theoretical frameworks capable of understanding and challenging
Latin American modes of urbanization and their implications for emancipatory
strategies.

The notions of “social metabolism typology” and “metabolic transitions”
(Delgado Ramos, 2015, p. 111) may indicate a pathway for a deeper understanding of
the specificities of the Latin American context, while potentially guiding proposals
aimed at proactively transforming urban and social metabolism. Problematizing
metabolic transitions presents an opportunity not only for a critical analysis of
the Latin American context but also for developing alternative social metabolism
projects capable of challenging prevailing accumulation paradigms.

Other approaches establish the society—nature relationship by linking socio-
spatial and socio-environmental inequalities in cities, recognizing that the most
impoverished areas are disproportionately affected by the burdens of urbanization
(Abarca; Moraes, 2019)". However, these approaches often lack a critical perspective
on the category of nature, which is frequently understood in common sense terms
as consisting of elements separate from human activity. Advancing this discussion
requires engaging with literature that examines how certain materialities and
objects are strategically classified as nature to justify mechanisms of appropriation
and domination (Castree, 2001; Demeritt, 2001), thereby contributing to the

production of social injustices.

10. Only two selected articles employed the theoretical framework of Urban Political Ecology: Delgado
Ramos (2015) and Abarca and Moraes (2019).

11. This relationship has also been addressed by Acselrad (2006, 2013), who demonstrated how the
mobility of capital exploits the immobility of impoverished majorities to dispose of unwanted production
wastes in their residential spaces.
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Urban Political Ecology, by displacing the society-nature duality and
emphasizing the socio-natural production of space, emerges as a theoretical field
that seeks to link debates on metabolism, socio-environmental justice, and territorial
transformation associated with urbanization. Nonetheless, it is evident that even
when studies within this framework adopt relational approaches, urban needs
continue to dominate and shape territorial transformations in rural spaces, often
subordinating them to the interest of core countries. The role of the agro-extractive
sector, which has historically wielded significant political power throughout Latin
America, is for example, rarely addressed or critically analyzed in discussions on the
city-countryside metabolic relationship, even within the largest metropolitan areas.

Final remarks

The production of urban knowledge in Latin America, across its successive
historical and theoretical inflections, has been marked by interpretative disputes
and by the predominance of analytical frameworks that conceive of the city as both
the object and the explanatory horizon of urbanization processes. By shifting the
theoretical focus of urbanization per se to the nexuses connecting urban space,
rural space, nature, and society within the territory, we have situated our inquiry
around the need to advance an understanding of urbanization that extends
beyond the mere expansion of urban footprints, metropolitan growth, socio-spatial
inequalities, and the exploitation of urban labor. While these elements remain
essential for comprehending dependent and peripheral urbanization in the region,
the Latin American context also underscores the importance of rural dynamics,
socio-environmental conflicts within and beyond cities, and extractive activities
(Acselrad; Michelotti; Rbeur, 2024)*.

In this context, we ask whether it is possible to construct a theory of
urbanization from a Latin American perspective that is not centered on the city.
We review theoretical approaches that link diverse environments and territories
in their explanations of urbanization, while critically examining the interpretative
limitations that arise from prioritizing cities. In the section on Latin American
urbanization, we have proposed a theoretical-methodological reorientation focused
on seizing the multiscalar, socioecological, and historically situated complexity
of urban processes in the region. Contributions from the critical social tradition,
particularly those informed by Marxism and Urban Political Ecology, have been

instrumental in revealing how the urban is constituted as an expression of the

12. See the 2024 issue (vol. 26, no.1) of Revista Brasileira de Estudos Urbanos e Regionais for recent
discussions on Latin American neoextractivism.
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contradictions of capital; however, significant gaps remain in acknowledging
the epistemic, political, and territorial specificities that structure peripheral
urbanization (Richmond; Jesus; Legroux, 2025)3. We have also noted the use of
concepts that, while relevant for producing scientific knowledge on urbanization,
remain insufficiently grounded in local realities. We highlight the need to
consolidate a critical theory of Latin American urbanization that, beyond mere
critique, develops its own analytical categories committed to the co-production of
knowledge and socio-environmental justice, and capable of revalorizing subaltern
forms of knowledge as a condition for the epistemological reworking of the urban-
regional field.

Although authors have advanced the debate by advocating for overcoming
the rural-urban divide and broadening of the concept of socio-spatial metabolism,
it still neglects the heterogeneity of local experiences, multiscalar dynamics, and,
in particular, the structuring role of extractivism and its associated landscapes
in shaping territorial reorganization. Theoretical challenges therefore persist,
including the absence of intermediate scales that could mediate between totality
and local specificities; the limited problematization of urban metabolism and the
territorial subordination imposed by extractivism; and the nascent integration
of insurgent epistemologies emerging from historically marginalized actors.
Advancing the construction of a critical theory of urbanization therefore requires
expanding disciplinary and epistemic boundaries and developing analytical
tools to incorporate socio-natural conflicts, territorial power devices, and spatial
reconfigurations produced by rural transformations and by what is understood
as “nature” under dependent capitalism. We have also observed the ongoing
marginalization of the society—nature relationship in Latin American debates on
urbanization. The limited problematization of the role of extractivism, the emerging
critique of the concept of nature within urban theory frameworks themselves, and
the infrequent integration of environmental and urban struggles all indicate that
the field still lacks any systematic approaches capable of addressing the specific
challenges of the Latin American context.

Thus, a relational and multiscalar approach that links urban and rural
environments, society and nature, and the associated power relations, may
contribute to a Latin American interpretation of urbanization. This perspective
broadens the understanding of how flows of capital, people, resources, and
knowledge circulate across different spaces, connecting diverse built environments.

13. See the 2025 issue (vol. 27, no. 1) of Revista Brasileira de Estudos Urbanos e Regionais for discussions
on the “peripheral turn” in urban studies.
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By promoting a process-oriented, dialectical perspective, such theoretical and

methodological efforts move beyond the conventional view of urbanization flows as

a unidirectional process, with a “starting point” (rural) and an “endpoint” (urban).

Instead, they emphasize the continuous dynamics and the relational continuity of

practices across multiple scales and directions. To clarify the contributions of this

article, Table 2 presents the identified gaps and the proposed theoretical shifts.

The matrix synthesizes the reflections developed herein so as to support the

construction of a Latin American research agenda on urbanization.

Axis Gap Proposed theoretical shift
Theory and A lack of critical and contextually | To develop context-specific analytical
Epistemology situated theoretical elaboration categories, co-produced and oriented
in Latin America; a reliance on toward socio-environmental justice; to
adjectival labeling of imported valorize subaltern forms of knowledge as a
theories; limited integration foundation for the epistemological reworking
of insurgent epistemologies; of the urban-regional field.
insufficient attention to
historical and political
contextualization.
Scale and Analyses focused on targeted To adopt a multiscalar approach by
territory interventions; a lack of incorporating intermediate scales and
intermediate scales (between linking local power dynamics with long-term
the local and the global); limited territorial transformations.
attention to local power
Urbanization Urbanization is understood To conceptualize urbanization as a relational
model (beyond through the primacy of factory and multi-sited process, articulating conflicts
the factory/city) | production and urban centrality; | and multidirectional flows within and

the central role of urban
spaces in steering and shaping
transformations.

beyond cities in a framework, foregrounding
metabolism and circulation as analytical
categories.

Urban-rural

Stage-based theory (rural
="backward” and urban =
“modern”); an interpretation
grounded in the physical and
built attributes of space, rather
than in a relational conception
of space as socially produced.

To approach the urban-rural as a
relationship of mutual constitution, albeit
one that may be asymmetrical and unequal;
to examine the role of rural transformations
in the Latin American urbanization; to
prioritize relational analysis over spatial
demarcations.

Society-nature

“Nature” conceived as a passive
backdrop and taken as common
sense; urbanization interpreted
as merely physical expansion;
the environmental question
reduced to “impacts” and/

or “predatory uses”; a limited
theorization of the social
production of risk; a weak
articulation between urban
and rural struggles; the right to
nature insufficiently integrated
into the right to the city.

To critically examine and historicize “nature”
as a strategic category of appropriation

and domination; to incorporate the notion
of social metabolism within a relational
framework (moving beyond the logic

of “starting points” and “endpoints”); to
theorize environmental regulation and its
associated power mechanisms (loosening
regulatory frameworks, locational blackmail,
economic dependency); to integrate socio-
environmental justice and the right to nature
into urban agendas.

Extractivism

The extractivist question is only
marginally incorporated into
analyses of the production of
space; the role of extractivism
remains insufficiently theorized
within urbanization theory.

To affirm the structuring role of extractivism
and its operational landscapes in territorial
and urban reorganization; to analyze how
the agro-extractive sector and its agents
shape the direction of urbanization; and

to examine how extractivist flows intersect
urban processes.

Table 2. Synthesis matrix of theoretical gaps and proposed conceptual shifts
Source: Own elaboration.
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