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| Abstract: Cali’s economic prosperity contrasts with social inequality. This is evident in self-
built neighborhoods where internally displaced persons, ethnic minorities, and other mar-
ginalized groups face overlapping oppressions. This article addresses the case of District 18
where an intersectional approach was used to reveal power dynamics that shape public spaces.
Through the analysis of spatial contestation, forms of discrimination and temporal geogra-
phies of exclusion, we demonstrate how intersectionality allows to move from theory to prac-
tice in neighborhood upgrading. This experience offers insights on how social categories in-
teract with spatial and temporal dimensions to reproduce social hierarchies in public spaces.

Keywords: Intersectionality; Neighborhood Upgrading; Urban Policies; Self-built Neigh-
borhoods, Cali.

| Resumen: La prosperidad econdmica de Cali contrasta con la desigualdad social. Esto es
evidente en los barrios autoconstruidos, donde desplazados internos, minorfas étnicas y otros
grupos marginados enfrentan opresiones superpuestas. Este articulo aborda el caso del Dis-
trito 18, donde se usé un enfoque interseccional para revelar las dindmicas de poder que
configuran los espacios publicos. Mediante el andlisis de la contestacidn espacial, formas de
discriminacién y geografias temporales de la exclusién, demostramos cémo la intersecciona-
lidad permite pasar de la teoria a la prictica en el mejoramiento de barrios. Esta experiencia
permite comprender cémo las categorias sociales interactdan con las dimensiones espaciales
y temporales para reproducir las jerarquias sociales en los espacios publicos.

Palabras clave: Interseccionalidad; Mejoramiento Integral; Politicas Urbanas; Barrios Auto-
construidos, Cali.

INTRODUCTION

Self-built neighborhoods in Latin American cities are often approached through stand-
ardized upgrading policies and programs that prioritize physical-spatial interventions
like land titling and infrastructure improvement (Denaldi and Cardoso 2021; Di Vir-
gilio, Guevara, and Arqueros 2014; Rigon 2022). While such interventions remain
important, we argue that these approaches fundamentally misread the nature of public
space in self-built neighborhoods. The GREAT (Gridding Equitable Urban Futures in
Areas of Transition) research project, undertaken between 2020 and 2023, revealed that
public spaces in these contexts are not just physical assets to be improved, but rather
sites where multiple forms of discrimination intersect to influence everyday life. This
insight challenges the dominant technical-rational paradigm of upgrading programs
and suggests the need for new analytical frameworks able to capture the complex inter-
play between social identities and spatial practices (Millstein 2017; Rigon 2022; Yeboah
2021). The case of District 18 in Cali, Colombia, illustrates how intersectional inequal-
ities materialize in urban public spaces within Latin America’s self-built neighborhoods.
Unlike other Latin American cities that experience similar contrasts between economic
prosperity and social inequality, Cali presents a distinctive convergence of factors that
make it particularly valuable for understanding intersectional dynamics in public space.



The city’s history of internal displacement, its significant Afro-descendant population,
and its most recent social uprising' have created a laboratory where multiple forms of
discrimination become evident in public spaces. With an estimated population of 2.3
million people, Cali embodies the paradoxes of Latin American urbanization: while it
stands as one of Colombia’s most important financial centers, a quarter of its popula-
tion lives below the monetary poverty line and the Gini Coefficient was 0.512 in 2022
(Secretarfa de Desarrollo Econémico 2023). This inequality manifests spatially through
segregated urban growth patterns inherited from the colonial era (Herndndez 2017,
xviii). This situation is particularly visible in the self-built neighborhoods that house
around 250,000 people, many of them internally displaced persons (IDPs) and poor
Afro-descendant, Indigenous and Mestizo migrants (Franco-Calderén 2022).

In these neighborhoods, residents face multiple factors of disadvantage —being
poor, displaced, belonging to ethnic minorities, and bearing the social stigma of living
in barrios populares— which generates unique challenges that single-approach upgrad-
ing methods fail to address. Beyond physical precarity, residents navigate complex so-
cial dynamics including disputes over territorial control, competition for scarce public
spaces, and the continuous arrival of IDPs seeking refuge. These challenges came to the
fore during the 2021 social uprising that kept Cali under siege for two months, reveal-
ing the urgent need to address intersecting inequalities in the peripheries of the city.

Within this context, we advance a novel theoretical and methodological framework
that reconceptualizes neighborhood upgrading through an intersectional lens. Unlike pre-
vious approaches that treat ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic diversity as background
conditions to be managed, we position these intersecting identities as shapers of how pub-
lic space is accessed, used, and contested. This approach reveals how power relations in
self-built neighborhoods are not just reflected in public spaces but are actively produced
and reproduced through everyday spatial practices (Kirabo 2022; Lutta ez al. 2021).

The methodological innovation lies in developing an intersectional spatial analy-
sis through five integrated strategies that moves beyond traditional upgrading meth-
odologies in several ways. First, by building cross-sector alliances, we challenge the
conventional top-down upgrading programs’ implementation. Second, our focus on
localizing urban agendas recognizes how global frameworks must be reinterpreted
through local intersectional realities. Third, our methods for gathering intersectional
data combine quantitative and qualitative approaches to capture how different forms
of discrimination manifest spatially. Fourth, our engagement with policy processes
demonstrates how intersectional insights can transform institutional practices. Final-
ly, our creation of ‘bridging’ spaces represents an innovative approach to knowledge
co-production that recognizes the multiple forms of expertise needed to understand
and address intersectional inequalities in public space.

' The social uprising began with a national strike resulting from protests over a tax reform, but Cali was the

city where the protest unleashed the greatest episodes of violence and a total blockade of all access roads
to the city between April and June 2021, coinciding with the time this research was being undertaking.
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The examination of District 18 and the intersectional methodological approach allow
us to contribute to this dossier’s exploration in different ways. The analysis reveals how
historic legacies of violence, conflict and spatial segregation continue to shape access and
use of public spaces, particularly in contemporary self-built neighborhoods. The meth-
odological framework demonstrates how different social markers of disadvantage —rang-
ing from ethnic identity and gender to displacement status— interact with and are repro-
duced by the materiality of public space in ways that conventional upgrading approaches
often overlook. By documenting how marginalized groups navigate and contest public
spaces in District 18, we illuminate the role these spaces play as sites where multiple
forms of discrimination become visible and, potentially, addressable through innovative
planning and urban design practices such as neighborhood upgrading programs.

1. INTERSECTIONALITY: ORIGINS, ITS INCORPORATION IN PUBLIC
POLICIES AND URBAN STUDIES AND NEIGHBORHOOD UPGRADING
PROGRAMS

The concept of intersectionality, first articulated by Crenshaw (1989; 1991), examines
how different social categories intersect to create unique experiences of oppression
and privilege (Bowleg 2012; Collins 2015; McCall 2005). While originally focused
on the marginalization of African American women, the framework has evolved into
a powerful analytical tool for understanding how multiple identities interact with
structural inequalities (Collins 2015). Recent research emphasizes intersectionality’s
potential as an instrument for understanding the interplay of multiple identities and
the structural inequalities that shape individuals’ experiences (Davis 2014; Grzanka
and Miles 2016). Scholars have increasingly recognized the importance of situating
intersectionality within broader social structures, moving beyond a focus on individ-
ual identities to examine how systemic factors contribute to social inequities (Agénor
2020). Despite the growing interest in adopting intersectionality in different fields,
there remains a persistent challenge in its application to research and practice. Critical
voices argue that intersectionality is often diluted when it is treated only as a tool to
navigate complexity, rather than to confront power and systemic inequalities (Bauer ez
al. 2021; Buchanan and Wiklund 2020). These critical perspectives call for researchers
and practitioners to ensure that the intention to work with intersectionality remains
focused on enlightening pathways for social justice and activism, rather than becom-
ing just an analytical exercise (Collins 2015).

1.1. Intersectionality in urban public space

Public spaces in self-built neighborhoods are sites where intersecting forms of discrim-
ination become particularly visible. Lefebvre (1977, 341) argues that space is ‘political
and ideological’. As such, public spaces cannot be considered as neutral containers but



rather contested territories where power relations materialize (Kamalipour 2017; Lutta
2021). The intersectional lens reveals how different groups experience varying degrees
of oppression or privilege in these spaces. For instance, women may face temporal re-
strictions on their use of public spaces due to safety concerns, while ethnic minorities
might experience discrimination in shared areas. LGBTIQ+ residents often confront
multiple layers of exclusion that limit their access to communal spaces (Browne 2007),
while elderly residents may find themselves displaced from recreational areas by youth
activities. These experiences challenge top-down assumptions of upgrading programs
claiming that residents of self-built neighborhoods have homogeneous needs and as-
pirations (Rigon 2022). Traditional approaches often focus on physical improvements
without considering how different groups might be affected differently by the same in-
tervention (Nuanez Collado and Wang 2020). Power dynamics are also complex where
public space itself is scarce and contested. Miraftab (2009) argues that public spaces in
these contexts serve multiple functions: as sites of social reproduction, economic sur-
vival, and political resistance. The intersection of these functions with residents’ diverse
identities represents multiplicity in space (MacLeavy, Fannin, and Larner 2021; Massey
2005; Liodaki ez al. 2024), where different forms of oppression and resistance coexist
and interact. For example, as we observed in District 18, a community open space
might serve as a meeting point for women to undertake recycling activities during the
day, a recreational space for youth in the afternoon, and a gathering place for communi-
ty meetings and political participation in the evening. Each of these uses carries its pow-
er dynamics and potential for exclusion or inclusion based on intersecting identities.

Moreover, the temporal dimension of public space adds another layer of complex-
ity to intersectional analysis. Different times of day might privilege certain groups
while excluding others, thereby creating power geometries in space-time (Massey 2005).
These temporal patterns often reflect and reinforce existing social hierarchies, with
marginalized groups restricted to less desirable times or forced to negotiate their pres-
ence in shared spaces. Understanding these temporal dynamics is essential for design-
ing public spaces that accommodate diverse needs and uses throughout the day.

1.2. Intersectionality in urban policy and planning

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in incorporating the intersectional ap-
proach in the formulation and implementation of public policies (Garcia and Zajicek
2021; Hankivsky and Jordan-Zachery 2019; Manuel 2006; Viveros Vigoya 2016).
While promising, this interest faces significant challenges. Garcia and Zajicek (2021)
note that traditional policy approaches often rely on single-category analyses that fail
to capture how different forms of disadvantage interact. This limitation is particularly
evident in neighborhood upgrading programs that treat communities as undifferenti-
ated wholes, overlooking internal power dynamics and competing needs (Rigon 2022).

However, emerging research demonstrates the potential of intersectional approach-
es to enhance urban interventions. By revealing how different social categories inter-
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sect to create unique experiences of urban space, intersectionality can inform more
nuanced and effective upgrading strategies (Kakar, Peden, and Jagnoor 2021). This
approach is particularly relevant for public spaces, where multiple forms of exclusion
and privilege intersect. The institutional barriers to implementing intersectional ap-
proaches are deeply rooted in technocratic rationality (Walker and Ossul-Vermehren
2021) or in the tendency to prioritize technical solutions over social complexity. This
manifests in standardized planning procedures that struggle to account for multiple,
overlapping forms of disadvantage. While maintaining a perception of inclusion,
participatory planning processes might privilege certain voices while silencing others
(Miraftab 2009), particularly when they fail to consider how gender, ethnicity, and
class influence participation patterns. In addition, there is institutional resistance to
incorporating intersectionality within existing policy frameworks (Hancock 2007).
Garcia and Zajicek (2021) note that public institutions are structured around tra-
ditional, siloed approaches to policy development. Such structures often resist the
changes necessary to implement intersectionality, which require collaboration across
different areas and a shift away from single-issue policies.

Furthermore, the data-gathering practices of planning institutions reinforce sin-
gle-category approaches. Traditional census and survey methods collect data on differ-
ent social categories separately, making it difficult to analyze how these categories in-
tersect in people’s lived experiences. Sen and Iyer (2019) argue that this data limitation
creates a knowledge gap that hampers the development of truly intersectional policies.
Therefore, new methodological approaches are needed to capture the complexity of
intersecting inequalities while remaining practical for policy implementation.

1.3. Intersectionality in neighborhood upgrading

In the context of neighborhood upgrading, intersectionality offers a framework for
understanding how residents experience interventions differently based on their inter-
secting identities (Franco-Calderén and Ramirez 2023). While upgrading programs
traditionally focus on physical improvements and land tenure (Rincén Garcia, Tor-
res Tovar, and Vargas-Moreno 2007), our analysis of spatial contestation, overlapping
forms of discrimination, and temporal geographies of exclusion, reveals the need
to consider how these interventions might affect or benefit different social groups.
The application of intersectionality to upgrading programs requires what Rigon and
Castdn-Broto (2022) call a “transformative approach” that goes beyond technical in-
terventions to address underlying power structures, particularly regarding how social
categories of difference interact with spatial and temporal dimensions to produce and
reproduce social hierarchies in public spaces.

As Satterthwaite (2012) argues, upgrading programs must consider the temporal
dimension of settlement formation and how different waves of residents might have
varying needs and vulnerabilities. Recent arrivals, particularly displaced persons, might
face different challenges than long-term residents, while their intersecting identities



further complicate their ability to benefit from upgrading strategies. This temporal
dimension adds another layer to intersectional analysis, requiring attention to how his-
torical processes of settlement formation interact with current patterns of disadvantage.

2. CONTEXT AND METHODOLOGY
2.1. District 18: A case for intersectional analysis

District 18 in Cali presents a unique case for examining how intersecting inequalities
shape public space access and use in self-built neighborhoods. The area’s development
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Figure 1: Location of District 18 and settlements that make up the study area.
Source: Universidad del Valle and Secretaria de Vivienda Social y Habitat de Santiago
de Cali (2020).
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trajectory reflects broader patterns of urban inequality: beginning with extra-legal
land occupation in the 1970s in flatter areas followed by accelerated informal
growth into landslide-prone hills during the 1990s, coinciding with increased in-
ternal displacement due to the internal armed conflict. Today, the district has
around 32 neighborhoods that house over 60,000 residents (Fig. 1) many of
whom grapple with precarious living conditions and face multiple, overlapping
forms of disadvantage (Universidad del Valle and Secretaria de Vivienda Social y
Hébitat 2020).

What made District 18 particularly significant for our intersectional analysis was
the spatial and social composition found in 2020 when the project started. The settle-
ment patterns reveal how different waves of migrants have created layered communi-
ties, each with distinct needs and vulnerabilities. Population growth data demonstrates
how the intensification of Colombia’s armed conflict between the late 1990s and 2010
dramatically shaped the districts demographic composition (Fig. 2a). In turn, the
informal growth to landslide-prone areas in the upper part coincides with the concen-
tration of IDPs (Fig. 2b):
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Figure 2a (left): Population growth in the intercensal period 2005-2018.
Figure 2b (right): Concentration of victims of the armed conflict.
Source: Universidad del Valle and Secretaria de Vivienda Social y Habitat de Santiago
de Cali (2020).




This spatial stratification found in District 18 reflected multiple, intersecting ine-
qualities. Early settlers in the flatter areas generally have more consolidated housing and
infrastructure, while more recent migrants, often IDPs, occupy precarious hillside loca-
tions. This spatial hierarchy intersects with ethnic and social divisions: Afro-descendant
and Indigenous communities are concentrated in the most physically vulnerable areas
and women-headed households often face additional barriers to secure a home.

Despite demographic concentration in these settlements across Cali —approximate-
ly 250,000 people live in similar conditions— it was not until 2020 that the local
government included neighborhood upgrading in its Development Plan. This delay
in policy response makes District 18 an important case study for understanding how
intersectional approaches can reveal and address long-standing urban inequalities. In
2020, a tripartite alliance was formed between the Secretariat of Social Housing and
Habitat of Cali, the Universidad del Valle, and community representatives from four
self-built neighborhoods selected as a pilot based on distinctive characteristics iden-
tified in previous research.” This partnership enabled moving beyond conventional
upgrading approaches to consider how multiple forms of disadvantage intersect in
residents’ daily lives. As presented in the sections below, the depth and granularity of
both qualitative and quantitative data gathered through this process provided evidence
for how intersecting inequalities manifest spatially and socially in self-built neighbor-
hoods, particularly in the use and access of public spaces.

2.2. Methodology for urban studies with an intersectional lens

Our methodological approach deliberately took distance from conventional upgrad-
ing processes that typically prioritize physical-spatial interventions. To do so, we devel-
oped an intersectional spatial analysis through five integrated strategies specifically de-
signed to reveal how different social categories intersect to shape experiences in public
spaces. This approach emerged from the alliance between academia, local government,
and the community, enabling a combination of theoretical rigor and practical applica-
tion while challenging traditional ways of gathering and analyzing data about self-built
neighborhoods. As highlighted in the dossier, our approach is positioned within the
broader debate on the intersection of inequalities and public space in Latin American
cities. Through an empirical case, we demonstrate how theoretical discussions on in-
tersectionality can be operationalized in neighborhood upgrading practices, contribut-
ing to a deeper understanding of how spatial, social, and temporal dimensions interact
to reproduce or challenge urban inequalities.

The research unfolded through three interconnected phases, each building upon
the insights of the previous one. We began with an intensive qualitative exploration

2 Social features such as community cohesion, solidarity bonds, existence of grass-root organizations

and spatial characteristics like level of consolidation of the buildings and date of the settlement’s
emergence.
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(February to August 2020), conducting semi-structured interviews with community
leaders who helped us understand how different groups perceived and used public
spaces. These interviews revealed complex patterns of inclusion and exclusion that we
further explored through focus groups with specific populations, including women
from community kitchens, recycling groups, ethnic minorities, elderly residents, peo-
ple with reduced mobility, and members of the LGBTIQ+ community. Discussions
led to the collaborative development of an intersectional matrix that identified key cat-
egories of analysis, which the community validated through participatory workshops.

Building on these qualitative insights, we implemented a quantitative documenta-
tion phase (October and November 2021). Using the digital tool KoBoToolbox, we
conducted a comprehensive geocoded census-type survey in 2,759 households. Ten
percent of survey questions were designed capture intersecting disadvantages, moving
beyond traditional demographic categories to understand how different forms of mar-
ginalization overlap and interact. This quantitative data proved crucial for the process
of legal recognition of the neighborhoods while providing robust evidence of how
inequalities manifest spatially.

Throughout 2021, we complemented these methods with visual documentation
through participatory video workshops. This visual approach captured the lived expe-
riences of different community members, revealing how intersecting identities shape
daily interactions in the urban space. The resulting videos proved particularly effective
in communicating complex intersectional dynamics to city officials and the broader
public, underpinning more inclusive upgrading approaches.

The use of combined methods revealed how public spaces in District 18 function
as sites of both oppression and resistance, where different groups negotiate access and
belonging through complex temporal and spatial patterns. For instance, our mapping
exercises identified how the main community park transformed throughout the day,
serving different user groups but also becoming a space of conflict and exclusion. The
combination of methods allowed us to understand not just who used these spaces, but
how intersecting identities shaped patterns of access, exclusion, and resistance in ways
that conventional upgrading assessments might miss.

3. KEY STRATEGIES FOR INCORPORATING AN INTERSECTIONAL
APPROACH INTO COMPREHENSIVE NEIGHBORHOOD UPGRADING
PROCESS

3.1. Building alliances: Comprehensive Neighborhood Upgrading
as a prioritized urban agenda

The 2021 social uprising in Cali marked a critical juncture in addressing historical
socio-spatial inequalities. This moment of crisis revealed how decades of public neglect
had created spaces where multiple forms of discrimination intersected —from internal



displacement due to violence to racial segregation and limited access to urban infra-
structure. The emergence of the alliance of local government, academia, and the com-
munity from District 18 represented more than institutional collaboration, exempli-
fying how intersectional approaches can address and reshape power relations in urban
governance. The GREAT project provided a framework for testing how intersectional
approaches could transform traditional upgrading processes.

Research findings revealed that this alliance’s effectiveness stemmed from its ability
to bridge historically antagonistic relationships, particularly the deep-seated distrust
between communities and governmental structures. The university’s position as a me-
diator proved crucial in translating different forms of knowledge and power. As one
community leader noted, ‘we've seen projects come and go, but having the university
involved gave us confidence that our voices would be heard differently this time’ (Per-
sonal communication, November 22, 2022).

Through participatory workshops, we observed how different identity groups ex-
perienced varying levels of access to public spaces or common areas in the neighbor-
hoods. For instance, workshops focused on women’s experiences unveiled that their
participation in public space was constrained by temporal factors (limited to certain
hours) and spatial ones (restricted to specific areas considered ‘safe’).

This alliance’s impact extended beyond immediate project outcomes. The univer-
sity’s engagement with both municipal administration and local communities posi-
tioned intersectionality as a lens for implementing the Comprehensive Neighborhood
Upgrading Public Policy in Cali. However, this process also revealed persistent ten-
sions. As one public official reflected, ‘it is very difficult and rarely occurs that academ-
ic research coincides with political agendas and interests’ (Personal communication,
November 22, 2022).

These challenges highlighted the university’s role as an intermediary institution to
create a new space where different forms of knowledge and power can be negotiated to
develop more equitable upgrading processes (Rigon 2022). This role, that at the same
time generates knowledge through research, was particularly important in creating
trust and facilitating dialogue between technical planning requirements and commu-
nity-based knowledge systems. The alliance’s success in District 18 demonstrates that
the intersectional approach has the potential to transform traditional power hierarchies
in urban governance. By recognizing and engaging with multiple forms of knowledge
and experience, this model offers a basis for more inclusive upgrading processes that
address both physical infrastructure needs and underlying social inequalities.

3.2. Scale and intersectionality: connecting local experiences
to global urban agendas

The implementation of intersectional approaches in neighborhood upgrading requires
careful attention to how inequalities manifest across different scales of urban governance.
The case of District 18 demonstrates how local experiences of intersecting disadvantages
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can inform and reshape broader policy frameworks. Rather than treating policy alignment
as a top-down process, we found that intersectional analysis reveals how marginalized
communities experience and negotiate different scales of urban policy simultaneously.
The process began by examining how District 18 residents’ everyday experiences of
exclusion connected to broader patterns of urban inequality. Using intersectional map-
ping we knew how people with reduced mobility faced forms of exclusion that extend-
ed beyond the neighborhood scale. As one resident who uses a wheelchair explained,

It’s not just about the steep streets in our neighborhood. Even if I manage to reach the main
road, bus drivers often pass by without stopping, or they say they’re in a hurry to help me
board. This means that I can’t reliably get to work in other parts of the city (Personal com-
munication, June 6, 2022).

This statement demonstrates how local infrastructural challenges intersect with
systemic discrimination in public transportation to create barriers to economic, social
and cultural participation. A community leader further noted,

Many of our neighbors with restricted mobility limitations have skills and want to contrib-
ute to the city’s economy, but they’re confined to their neighborhood because the city is not
designed to cater for their needs (Personal communication, March 15, 2011).

This testimony informed our approach to policy alignment across three scales. At
the local level, we worked with Calis Development Plan 2020-2023 ‘United for Life,
identifying how its eighteen strategic lines intersected with residents’ lived experiences.
Rather than treating neighborhood upgrading as the responsibility of a single enti-
ty, intersectional analysis revealed connections across multiple municipal programs
—ranging from peace building and income generation to risk reduction. This approach
challenged traditional policy silos by demonstrating how different forms of disadvan-
tage require coordinated interventions. At the regional scale, we used the Decalogue
for Participatory Slum Upgrading for LAC countries developed by Synergies for Soli-
darity in 2020 as a framework to translate local intersectional findings into broader
policy recommendations. Two elements proved particularly powerful: the guideline
on Collective Memory helped legitimize IDPs’ experiences of displacement and set-
tlement formation, while the focus on Solidarity Economies validated existing com-
munity-based practices, particularly those led by women and ethnic-racial minorities.?

Finally, connecting local intersectional data to the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) helped demonstrate how addressing overlapping inequalities in self-built
neighborhoods contributes to global urban justice. This multi-scalar approach, exem-
plified below (Fig. 3), revealed what authors such as Castdn Broto and Neves Alves
(2018) identify as ‘interconnected spaces of inequality’, which show how interventions
at the neighborhood level can address broader patterns of urban exclusion.

> Most of them related to community kitchens, recycling and salsa dance academies.
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Figure 3: Example of an alignment chart of Comprehensive Neighborhood
Upgrading goals at the local, regional and global levels.
Source: Universidad del Valle and Secretaria de Vivienda Social y Habitat de Santiago
de Cali (2021).

However, this scalar integration presented challenges. City officials often struggled
to translate intersectional insights into standardized policy frameworks, while commu-
nity members questioned whether global goals reflected their immediate needs. As one
resident noted, “We understand these bigger objectives, but our daily struggles need
immediate solutions’ (Personal communication, March 13, 2023). These tensions
highlighted the importance of maintaining focus on lived experiences while building
broader policy connections.

3.3. Cartographies of exclusion: Mapping intersectional experiences
in public spaces

The development of an intersectional matrix with District 18 communities revealed
how conventional categories of social analysis prove insufficient for understanding the
complex dynamics of self-built neighborhoods. Research findings demonstrated that
individual identity categories typically used in intersectional studies —such as gender,
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ethnicity, and class— needed to be complemented by collective categories that reflect
the particular social fabric of popular neighborhoods in Latin American cities. This
methodological innovation emerged from recognizing the collective dimension of ur-
ban marginalization (Castdn Broto and Neves Alves 2018).

Through workshops and focus groups, we identified seven intersecting categories of
oppression and privilege. Individual categories included gender, ethnicity, functional
diversity, being a victim of armed conflict, and resident status in precarious settle-
ments. However, the addition of collective categories such as socio-spatial segregation
and community participation, proved to be key for understanding how power operates
in these spaces. This expanded framework revealed complex dynamics that conven-
tional upgrading approaches often miss.

The category of socio-spatial segregation emerged as particularly significant, man-
ifesting what Bourdieu (1995) terms ‘symbolic violence™, and considering that these
areas are commonly stigmatized by citizens living in formal neighborhoods who de-
scribe them as ‘/nvasiones’ and see their inhabitants as a burden on the State, particu-
larly the IDPs (Centro Nacional de Memoria Histérica 2015, 451). As one commu-
nity leader explained, ‘Even after decades of living here, we're still seen as illegitimate
city residents.” This stigmatization intersects with other forms of discrimination that
affect residents’ own positioning and their interactions with formal city institutions.

Our intersectional mapping exercises also revealed how public spaces become sites
where multiple forms of oppression and privilege materialize. For instance, the com-
munity park emerged as a space of contested temporalities and uses. A trans woman’s
testimony captured this complexity:

Once, we wanted to play a soccer game on the Meléndez soccer field and they were refusing
us [...] A mother told the person in charge that those faggots were not allowed to enter.
Then we, without being rude, claimed our rights. It’s a public field! (Personal communica-
tion, June 7, 2022).

This incident demonstrates how gender identity intersects with spatial rights and
public space access.

Moreover, the temporal dimension of public space exclusion emerged as a crucial
finding. Elderly residents reported feeling displaced from parks during youth sporting
activities. As one elderly resident noted, “The park belongs to everyone, but in reality,
it belongs to different people at different times’ (Personal communication, March 15,
2022). Meanwhile, parents identified certain areas as off-limits to children due to
drug consumption. These patterns reveal how different forms of exclusion operate on
daily and seasonal rhythms, creating what we term ‘temporal geographies of exclusion’

(Fig. 4).

4 In the case of self-built neighborhoods, we understand symbolic violence as a way of exerting control

and minimizing other’s values through veiled messages to maintain hierarchical relationships with
people and communities who have normalized a condition of inferiority.
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Figure 4: Intersectional mapping in El Palo Park in Brisas de las Palmas.
Source: GREAT Project Archive, 2022.

Regarding community participation, it emerged as a complex category that could
represent both oppression and privilege. Some residents viewed community leaders as
privileged power-holders: ‘one of the leaders has the keys to the community park and it’s
he who decides who gets to enjoy it’ (Personal communication, June 6, 2022). However,
leaders themselves described feeling oppressed by community expectations: ‘Everyone
expects us to solve their problems, from water access to land titles, but we're volunteers
struggling with the same daily challenges and these processes require intense negotia-
tions’ (Personal communication, March 13, 2023). These findings demonstrate how
intersectional mapping can reveal the complex power dynamics that shape public space
access and use in self-built neighborhoods while including diverse voices and aspirations
with the idea of preventing the reproduction of conflicts, revictimization and the en-
trenching of existent territorial control structures. More importantly, they suggest that
upgrading programs must consider not just physical infrastructure but the temporal, so-
cial, and power relations that determine who can access and benefit from public spaces.

3.4. From analysis to action: Translating intersectional knowledge
into urban policy

The implementation of the intersectional approach in District 18 transformed not only
how we as researchers and the city officials understood the territory but also how upgrad-
ing policies were conceived, designed, and implemented. Our methodological approach,
aligned with the proposition that knowledge created through an intersectional lens is rele-
vant for policy making (Walker and Ossul-Vermehren 2021), meant that insights directly
influenced intervention strategies while challenging conventional upgrading approaches.
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Figure 5: New design of £/ Palo Park in Brisas de las Palmas neighborhood developed
in parallel with the GREAT research project.
Source: Universidad del Valle, School of Architecture Archive, 2023.



A key innovation emerged in how we addressed public space design. Rather than
treating public spaces as neutral containers for community activities, the analysis re-
vealed the need for what we define as ‘temporally adaptive spaces.” For instance, the
new design of one of the community parks incorporated flexible elements that could
accommodate different user groups throughout the day, such as shaded seating are-
as for elderly residents that didn't interfere with youth sporting activities, or well-lit
pathways that enhanced women and LGBTQ+ community members’ safety during
evening hours (Fig. 5). As one of the architects involved in the design noted, ‘we’re not
just designing spaces, we're designing possibilities for the coexistence of different social
diversities’ (Personal communication, July 10, 2022).

Public space design also considered temporal patterns of use, ensuring that physical
improvements enhance rather than restrict the diverse ways different groups access and
use community spaces throughout the day. Moreover, cultural diversity has become
central to community space planning, recognizing that public spaces must accommo-
date and celebrate different cultural practices and forms of spatial appropriation.

The intersectional approach also revealed the concentration of ethnic minorities
and the urgency for policy attention. The survey showed that in cases such as Bri-
sas de las Palmas, one of the pilot neighborhoods, 28% of residents self-identified as
Afro-descendants and 12.5% as Indigenous, some reporting experiences of discrim-
ination that affected their access to urban services and opportunities. This data ev-
idenced the need to develop culturally sensitive upgrading strategies, including the
incorporation of ethnic community practices in public space design. The survey also
revealed the high concentration of people who recognize themselves as victims of the
armed conflict living in these neighborhoods; 41.7% of Brisas de las Palmas residents
self-identified as victims, yet only 15% were officially registered in the Registro Uni-
co de Victimas (RUV). This finding has profound implications for Colombia’s victim
reparation policies, which have historically focused on new housing projects rather
than upgrading settlements where IDPs have established community networks (Corte
Constitucional 2016).

Finally, we develop intersectional maps using Geographic Information Systems
(GIS) which included ‘victims’ as a category for intersectional analysis. This step was
fundamental to support the Constitutional Court’s argument that IDPs were living in
precarious settlements and to draw government’s attention to the need of including
legal recognition and upgrading actions as reparation measures’ to ensure access to de-
cent housing for IDPs (Ortiz and Franco-Calderén 2022). As a result, the emphasis on
intersecting vulnerabilities in District 18 led to the development of more comprehen-
sive neighborhood upgrading strategies that essentially reconceptualize how upgrading
interventions should respond to multiple, overlapping forms of disadvantage. Signifi-

> As noted by the Court (2016), government housing programs for victims have focused on new hous-
ing projects that uproot victims who have found shelter and neighborhood ties in settlements where
they may have been living for years and even decades.
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cantly, neighborhood upgrading in Colombia is gaining traction as a potential form of
reparation for conflict victims, acknowledging the role that these neighborhoods play
in providing stability and community networks for displaced populations.®

3.5. Institutionalizing intersectional practices: Creating sustainable
spaces for urban transformation

The challenge of implementing intersectional approaches extends beyond individual
projects to questions of institutional sustainability and knowledge transfer. The case of
District 18 demonstrates how academic institutions can play a crucial role in propos-
ing and implementing new frameworks for progressive urban practice. The creation
of the Laboratorio de Barrios Populares (PopuLab) at Universidad del Valle embodies
a new model for engagement with the social production of the habitat as the most
recurrent form of urbanization in the Global South.

Populab emerged from recognition that intersectional approaches require long-
term institutional commitment rather than project-based interventions. Its launch
event in 2022, which brought together over 120 participants from communities, pub-
lic entities, professional associations, NGOs, and academia, demonstrated the appetite
for new innovative approaches and methodologies to work with communities and
residents of self-built neighborhoods. As one community leader reflected, ‘I feel rec-
ognized as a woman, mother, Afro-Colombian, and social leader with many dreams to
be achieved within my community’ (Personal communication, November 22, 2022).

The laboratory’s integration into the School of Architecture’s curriculum through
a design studio and an elective course in 2023 marked a significant departure from
traditional architectural education in Latin America. Unlike Schools of Sociology or
Social Work, architecture programs in the region have historically maintained distance
from self-built neighborhoods, often describing them as marginal areas, rugurios, villas
miseria, or chabolas; areas considered beyond the aesthetic parameters of architecture
and urbanism inspired by Global North models. This curricular innovation challenges
these prejudices, training a new generation of architects to understand the complex
intersectionality of urban marginalization.

The impact of this institutional transformation extends beyond the university. The
community empowerment achieved through the intersectional approach in District
18 has demonstrated remarkable resilience through political transitions. When a new
administration took office in January 2024, the momentum for inclusive upgrading
continued. Through the Development Plan 2024-2028 ‘Cali, peaceful capital of Co-
lombia’, the new mayor committed to legally recognize 45 settlements city-wide. This
dramatic increase from the four pilot neighborhoods carried out between 2020 and

¢ The National Development Plan 2022-2026 (Law 2294 of 2023) created the Neighborhoods of
Peace Program (Article 296), focused on promoting the intervention of precarious settlements as a
way of contributing in peacebuilding in urban and rural areas of the country.



2023, suggests how intersectional approaches can reshape political priorities. Similar-
ly, the ongoing construction of three public space projects designed by the School of
Architecture of Universidad del Valle through intersectional methodologies provides
concrete evidence of how theoretical insights can transform urban practice. This in-
stitutionalization of intersectionality suggests new possibilities for sustainable urban
spaces. By creating permanent spaces for dialogue between academic knowledge, com-
munity experience, and policy practice, it is possible to build institutional capacity for
intersectional intervention, which refers to the ability to address multiple, overlapping
forms of disadvantage through sustained, collaborative action (Sen and Iyer 2019).

4. DISCUSSION

Our analysis of District 18 contributes to both theoretical understanding and practical
implementation of intersectional approaches in neighborhood upgrading, particularly
regarding the contested nature of public spaces in self-built neighborhoods. Through
the five key strategies presented —building alliances, connecting scales, mapping inter-
sectional experiences, engaging policy processes, and institutionalizing transformative
practices— this case demonstrates how intersectionality can move from a theoretical
framework to an operational approach for achieving more comprehensive neighbor-
hood upgrading processes.

The experience in Cali advances intersectional theory in urban studies in several
ways. First, it expands traditional intersectional categories by incorporating collec-
tive dimensions specific to self-built neighborhoods in Latin America. While inter-
sectional analysis often focuses on individual identity categories like gender, race, and
class, research findings reveal the importance of including collective categories such
as socio-spatial segregation and community participation. This expansion responds to
the need to adapt intersectional frameworks to specific cultural and spatial contexts
(Collins 2015). In self-built neighborhoods, where collective action often determines
access to resources and services, these additional categories become relevant for under-
standing how power hierarchies operate in space.

Second, the case study demonstrates how temporal geographies of exclusion in-
tersect in ways not previously emphasized in upgrading literature. The finding that
different groups experience varying degrees of exclusion from public spaces depending
on the time of the day challenges conventional upgrading approaches that treat space
as temporally neutral. This temporal-spatial intersection, particularly evident in how
elderly residents, women, and LGBTIQ+ community members negotiate access to
public spaces, makes evident the proposition that access to urban resources is deter-
mined not just by location but by the intersection of social identity and temporal
thythms (Miraftab 2009).

Third, the case contributes to debates about scale in intersectional analysis. By
tracing how local experiences of exclusion connect to municipal, national, and global
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policy frameworks, our research responds to multi-scalar approaches to intersectional
policy analysis (Kakar, Peden, and Jagnoor 2021). The success of linking neighbor-
hood-level interventions to broader policy frameworks while maintaining focus on
lived experiences offers a model for more grounded intersectional practices (Walker
and Ossul-Vermehren 2021).

The methodological innovations developed in District 18 also advance urban re-
search practice. The combination of participatory mapping, intersectional matrix de-
velopment, and temporal analysis of public space use offers new tools for understand-
ing how multiple forms of disadvantage manifest spatially but most often in ways that
are not explicit to the untrained eye. These methods help exclusions and oppressions
that conventional upgrading assessments often miss. With this research, we also make
explicit how intersectional approaches can transform neighborhood upgrading prac-
tices. The recognition of IDPs within upgrading programs illustrates how these types
of analyses bring to the fore previously overlooked populations and their unique needs.
This finding has relevance for post-conflict contexts where upgrading programs might
serve as tools and mechanisms for reparation and social integration.

The experience in District 18, however, also reveals challenges in implementing in-
tersectional approaches. The institutional resistance to cross-sectoral collaboration, the
difficulty of maintaining community engagement across multiple time scales, and the
complexity of translating intersectional insights into standardized policy frameworks
are ongoing challenges that call for the building of more institutional capacity for
intersectional practice (Garcia and Zajicek 2021). This case also raises important ques-
tions about the scalability and transferability of intersectional approaches in neigh-
borhood upgrading. While the creation of Populab demonstrates one path toward
institutionalizing intersectional practice, questions remain about how such approaches
might be adapted to different contexts and institutional frameworks. Furthermore, the
emphasis on public space as an entry point for intersectional upgrading, while pro-
ductive in District 18, may need modification in contexts where other urban elements
prove more contentious.

Despite these challenges, the Cali experience suggests that intersectional approach-
es offer powerful tools for understanding and addressing the urban inequalities that
emerged in public spaces in self-built neighborhoods. By revealing how different forms
of disadvantage intersect in space and time, these approaches enable more nuanced
and effective upgrading strategies. More importantly, they suggest ways to transform
upgrading from a technical exercise into a more community-led planning practice that
challenges underlying power structures while improving physical conditions.

FINAL REMARKS

This paper has demonstrated how intersectional approaches can transform our un-
derstanding and practice of neighborhood upgrading, particularly regarding the pro-



duction and reproduction of social hierarchies in public spaces. Through the case of
District 18 in Cali, we have shown how different social categories of difference —both
individual and collective— intersect themselves to create unique patterns of oppression
and privilege in urban space.

While our focus on public spaces provided important insights, future research and
practice should examine how intersectionality manifests in other aspects of urban
life, such as housing and basic services access, mobility means and patterns, and local
economic opportunities. Additionally, questions remain about how intersectional ap-
proaches might be scaled up beyond pilot projects to influence city-wide policies and
practices.

The role of public spaces in reproducing or challenging social hierarchies emerges
as a central topic. Our findings suggest that public spaces in self-built neighborhoods
are not merely physical assets to be improved, but rather sites where intersecting forms
of discrimination become visible and can be addressed if using the right methodolo-
gies and tools. This understanding has important implications for how we approach
neighborhood upgrading programs, suggesting the need to move beyond physical
improvements to consider how design and management decisions can either rein-
force or challenge existing power relations. For planning practice, our work suggests
the importance of developing new tools and methods that can capture and respond
to intersecting markers of disadvantage. The success of approaches like intersectional
mapping and temporal analysis of public space use indicates promising directions for
future methodological development.

Finally, this research contributes to broader debates about social justice in Latin
American cities by demonstrating how attention to intersecting inequalities can in-
form more equitable urban development practices. As cities worldwide grapple with
questions of inclusion and justice, intersectional approaches offer valuable tools to
tackle patterns of urban inequality. We believe that the journey towards intersectional
neighborhood upgrading policies and programs is just beginning, but it is one that
demands our continued attention, creativity, and commitment.
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