
CHAPTER 2

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MOBILITY IN THE DEMOCRATIC 
CONSTRUCTION OF THE CITY 

Jorge Luiz Barbosa1 

1 METROPOLITANIZATION OF SPACE AND MOBILITY MEDIATION

Movements of goods, money and people became necessary with the advent 
of the town, above all when urban contexts became prerequisites for the joint 
production of social life. Towns grew into cities, and many of them become 
huge metropolises. They encompassed – or induced – the appearance of many 
other towns in an expanded fabric of distinct and distinctive arrangements of 
geographical space. 

Mainly from the 1970s onwards, we have been faced by the socio-spatial 
phenomenon known as the metropolitanization of space (Veltz, 1996; Ascher 1998; 
Laucourt, 1999; Pinson, 2011; Lencioni, 2013). There is a certain consensus in 
the literature that metropolitanization is related only to the expansion of major 
cities, expressed in material terms through intense and dense flows of people, 
capitals and goods that in turn foster territorial urbanization. It is also important 
to underscore that the power of metropolitanization, as stressed by authors such 
as Veltz (1997) and Laucourt (1999), is the outcome of economic globalization 
and the restructuring of the financial system, particularly when they began to fuel 
selective urbanization processes. 

The issue under discussion is a reconfiguration of the production and 
organization of urban space under the general conditions of the urbanization 
process, although subject to the specific characteristics of a time of the hegemonic 
reconstitution of globalised capitalism. This is the sense in which Sandra Lencioni 
(2013) conceptualizes metropolitanization as a process that accentuates the ho-
mogenization of space, intensifying its fragmentation and altering the hierarchical 
tiering of places. Furthermore, as stated by this author, it is accompanied by or 
prompts infrastructure development, such as circulation networks and supplies 
of public utility services, as well as information and communication networks 
(Lencioni, 2013, p. 31). 

1. Professor, Fluminense Federal University; Director, Observatório de Favelas Study Center.
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For us, this metropolitanization of space takes on the meaning of urban 
differentiation. This is because not all cities and all places in the city – despite 
the expansion of the urban fabric – play leading metamorphic roles in the pro-
duction of space. These are spatial characteristics specific to the metropolis that 
are deployed through acts of command, management and financing of corporate 
structures, government institutions, outreach organizations and private enterprises 
that expand in segments of metropolitan territory: 

The metropolitanization process materializes and keeps pace with the constitutive 
movement of the metropolis as a special moment in the process of accumulation, 
tailored to its demands, which explains the development of the urban fabric out-
wards from the center into outlying areas, with differing contents in these extension 
processes (Carlos, 2013, p. 38). 

Spatial hierarchies are established through contradictory processes of affir-
mation underpinning core economic and political aspects, where the market and 
the state play hegemonic roles in the implementation and administration of the 
expansion of the urban fabric. We may thus speak of complex urban systems that 
encompass positions of financial, productive and technical command and control 
within the complex web of relations and actions among cities:

The diverse parts of the city are distinguished by differences in their respective techni-
cal and information densities. Technical objects of some type form the foundation 
for use values and exchange values in different parts of the city. It may be said that, 
viewed within their technical reality and rules of use, infrastructures regulate behaviors 
and thus choose possible players (Santos, 1996, p. 306). 

It is precisely under the aegis of the affirmation of the core roles played by 
production, consumption and regulation that the widely-differing geographical 
locations of fixed enterprises (industrial, financial, banking, technical, commer-
cial, real estate) disclose strategic meanings for the urban reproduction of the 
market. However, such agglomerations have generally been subject to the logic 
of accumulation each type of capital, implying uneven investment distribution 
and consequently the necessary mediation of relations between fixed locations 
and flows established through core economic aspects (and the technical densities 
of circulation networks). It is at this decisive moment of metamorphosis in the 
relation between the location and geographical distribution of actions that that 
mobility takes on a special meaning.

Pinson (2011) considers metropolitanization as a multiform and contradic-
tory phenomenon that subjects cities to dilation, expansion and diversification of 
mobility processes. In fact, the manner of producing/administering/consuming 
urban space that we call metropolitanization requires means and deploys media-
tion for materializing the order of flows that are coherent with the location and 
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geographical distribution of economic enterprises. This process involves not only 
circulation devices, but also distinct mobility mediation actions. 

We consider mobility mediation to be the control and management of spatial 
scales that involve flow movements and their different speeds. As noted by Santos 
(1996), movement outranks rest in the contemporary world, making the daily 
mobilization of workers, capitals and goods a sphere that is just as important as 
the production sector. The mastery and management of the spatial scales of flows 
shapes devices that underpin the materialization of businesses, consequently be-
coming a requirement for the urban mode of capital reproduction. 

Having become decisive for the materialization of capital in space, move-
ment gains its urban empiricity. Railroads, streets, avenues and highways begin to 
form an urban support morphology for public transportation machines, whilst 
simultaneously constituting a more or less explicit battlefield involving the State, 
the market, and, evidently, the residents of cities and metropolises. 

The arrival of other interests in the spatial arrangements of movement re-
quires other possible players to be taken into consideration in the urban framework 
of metropolitanization flows, mainly because extensive urbanization implies the 
establishment of neighborhoods of homes with diverse circulation and densities 
of mobility demand. Dwellers in suburbs and urban outskirts begin to build up 
expectations, demanding daily accessibility to workplaces and urban services and 
ushering in another dimension for the significance of scales of movement. It is 
within this social screen of perspectives that mobility gains a conceptual meaning 
and is embedded in social practices, resulting in its acknowledgement as a conquest 
in the field of the right to the city (Herce, 2009). 

2  NEW SPATIAL CONDITIONS FOR MOBILITY IN UNEVEN TERRITORIAL  
URBANIZATION

To a large extent, the metropolitanization of the city has meant the construction 
of territorially-expanded peripheral areas. In the metropolises of Latin America, 
urban expansion has meant a process that deepens socio-spatial inequality, with 
sprawling urban outskirts being the most striking example. 

Territorial urbanization in Brazil is a good example of a process that exacer-
bates social inequalities. From a country with a largely agrarian population, Brazil 
became mosty urban during the brief period of five decades. This process peaked 
during the 1970s, when urban residents began to outstrip rural dwellers (56% to 
44%), due to massive waves of migrants leaving the countryside for major urban 
hubs. At the moment, according to the 2010 Demographic Census conducted 
by the Brazilian Institute for Geography and Statistics (IBGE), 84.35% of the 
Brazilian population lives in urban areas. 
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Industrialization made decisive contributions to the pace of urbanization and 
urban concentration of wealth and population. However, it must be added that 
cities were also subject to the surplus outflows, increased profits, and widespread 
expansion of other capital segments (banking, finance, trade, real estate and services), 
making urbanization a resource for the extended reproduction of private wealth.

As an urban phenomenon underpinned by the reproduction of capital through 
spatial tiering, fragmentation and homogenization processes, metropolitanization 
proved to be one of the deepest expressions of surging urban inequalities. In a bril-
liant paper published in 1991, geographer Fani Davidovich2 already presented a 
critical approach to territorial urbanization as a radical context of social inequality: 

In Brazil’s metropolitan segment, problems are growing, some structural, that eco-
nomic growth has not resolved: they are pockets of poverty, unemployment and 
underemployment, hordes of the hopeless and homeless who represent a variant of 
the Daily Urban System that consists of commuter trips by the workforce. In fact, 
this is a segment of the employed population engaged in poorly-paid activities with 
low productivity that stays in downtown districts through the week, unable to pay for 
transportation over the long distances between homes and workplaces and returning 
home only on weekends. This workforce is a clear expression of the perverse relation-
ships established between metropolitan centers and outlying suburbs, highlighting the 
contrasts between modern communication flows and the anachronism of workforce 
flows (Davidovich, 1991, p.129). 

The growth and expansion of outlying urban areas are the most striking 
products of unequal territorial urbanization. The speculative and clustering activi-
ties of financing and real estate capital – keeping urbanized downtown areas as 
their business, with land suitable for urbanization held in reserve – have forced 
poorer workers to settle in neighborhoods and subdivisions with incomplete and 
inadequate urban facilities. In fact, Kowarick (1979) felt that the formation of 
Brazilian metropolises was generally characterized by unfairness in terms of access 
to services for collective consumption, particularly transportation. Inequality took 
on a territorial configuration: 

The lack of access to public transportation services and inadequate urban mobility 
condition among the poorest underpin the phenomenon of unequal opportunities 
and spatial segregation, resulting in the social exclusion of people living far away 
from downtown districts. The main impacts of this situation adversely affect basic 
social activities: work, education and recreation (Gomide, 2006, p. 242). 

The movement of people has become yet another social demand ushered 
in by the metropolitanization of space, spurred by job market requirements and 
the increasingly precarious housing market. Added to this perverse equation is 

2. Revista Brasileira de Geografia, v. 53, n. 2, 1991. IBGE.
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the availability of access to public utility services that are distributed unevenly 
throughout the city, forcing urban workers to become even more dependent on 
commutes. It is in this sense that several authors highlight public transportation 
as a fundamental tool for combating poverty and inequality (Andrade, 2000;  
Gomide, 2007), particularly when 44.3% of the Brazilian population still depends 
on public transportation for their daily commutes. 

Studies on the topic of mobility from the standpoint of citizenship reveal a role 
that is becoming steadily more important in the living conditions of the popula-
tion, especially through inclusion in family budgets, with transportation services 
absorbing some 20% of family incomes (Family Budget Survey, 2008/2009 IBGE). 

The very poor quality and effectiveness of public transportation, together 
with long distances between downtown districts and outlying suburbs, account for 
the phenomenon of time imposed on individual and collective lives, meaning time 
spent commuting that steals away moments of rest, recreation, study and pleasure, 
among so many other moments that complete us as human beings (Barbosa, 2014). 

Taking as an example commutes in high-density metropolitan regions with 
transportation infrastructure and clustered businesses, such as São Paulo, Rio de 
Janeiro and Belo Horizonte, it is possible to observe the time workers spent com-
muting, shown in the following table:

TABLE 1 
Worker commutes in selected metropolitan regions 

Metropolitan regions Percentage of workers with commutes lasting for more than an hour

Belo Horizonte metropolitan region 19.99

BHMR outskirts 23.18

Rio de Janeiro metropolitan region 28.63

RJMR outskirts 32.41

São Paulo metropolitan region 28.56

SPMR outskirts 25.50

Source: Census, IBGE, 2010. 

There is a perverse blend of physical distances and social gaps that build up into 
social inequality for accessing job opportunities, cultural destinations, healthcare 
facilities, education and cultural destinations. We undoubtedly live in a society 
that is deeply marked by the territorial divisions of rights, reproduced unceasingly 
through unequal mobility on urban scales. This phenomenon triggers overlapping 
conflicts (economic, social, technical and political) on the agenda of struggles for 
the right to the city, as mobility is a decisive factor for materializing the possibili-
ties offered by the city as a place for conducting social life. For Mongin (2006),  
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these conflicts steer the issue of cities towards triple imperative: establishment of the 
location in its collective nature, the necessity of mobility in order to avoid territo-
rial enclosures, and the collective participation of its residents in political action.

Social demands for mobility bring the hegemonic spatial characteristics of 
fixed enterprises into discussion, while at the same time constituting a public 
sphere for political struggles pursuing the mastery and social control of large-scale 
movements. Mobility, mobilization and space are part of the same demand for 
the transformation of the meaning of the city and society itself. It is from this 
standpoint that contemporary social concerns are transposed into the desire for 
mobility (both social and spatial) among individuals and groups in the city, as 
stated by Berman (2007). And like Henri Lefébvre (1969), who announced in his 
seminal work on the right to the city entitled Le Droit à la ville, that transporting 
was steadily becoming just as important as inhabiting. 

3  MOBILITY AS A CONDITION FOR THE APPROPRIATION AND USE OF SOCIAL 
ASPECTS OF URBAN SPACE 

In classic works by Robert Park (1925), a well-respected researcher and founder of 
the Urban Sociology School in Chicago, social mobility (defined as rising social, 
economic and cultural status) was explicitly associated with the ability of individuals 
and groups to travel around the city. The issue was that the movement of people in 
the city ranked as a determining factor underpinning deeper insertion into US society.

It must be stressed that mobility does not mean simply a nicer trip from 
one place to another in the city in order to engage in economic, social or cultural 
activities, etc. The act of moving – and being in movement – is endowed not only 
with objective dimensions of movement, but is also closely related to the subjective 
expression of urban reproductions of social relationships. 

The movements of people (and things) all over the world and at all scales are, after all, 
full of meaning. They are also products and producers of power. I want to make an 
analytical distinction here between movement and mobility (…). (Creswell, 2006, p. 2) 

Mobility brings us into contact with attention caused by unequal space use 
and appropriation relationships. Thus, when addressing the issue of mobility, we 
must necessarily insert it into the context of spatial power where people and things 
move – and are moved – between and within locations, places and territories. 
Mobility takes on a political meaning, as argued by Levy (2011), because in the 
field of mastery of space, it enters into the composition of individual social capital.3 

3. The composition of individual social capital is related to the subjective dimension that potentiates his insertion into 
the world. Social capital is thus a potential aspect of life acquired in different spatial areas through meetings with other 
individuals and access to symbolic assets (education, culture, art, techniques) that are gathered together at different 
places. This explains why mobility is crucial for the socially organic composition of individual capital. 
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The unequal urban status of the existences and imperatives of the socio-spatial 
division of work are clustered into distinctive types of location and distribution 
of goods and services, allowing responses to the qualitative demands of urban life 
through the possibilities of moving around the city. Other than jobs and housing, 
opportunities for education and culture, for example, are not available as social 
rights to all citizens, even when open to the public, due to the limited mobility 
of certain social groups: 

Tell me the speed at which you move and I will tell you who you are. If you have 
nothing more than your own feet to get around on, you are excluded because, for 
the past half century, the vehicle is a symbol of social selection and a condition for 
participating in national life (Illich, 2005, p. 52). 

Mobility conditions defined by travel speeds and provided by vehicles (par-
ticularly automobiles) help reproduce unequal relationships among individuals, 
groups and social classes. Thus, mastery and management of the geographical scales 
of social arrangements establish the position of each of us in cities undergoing 
metropolitanization. We are consequently drawn into the economy of fast flows in 
terms of access to material and symbolic goods and services enshrined at locations. 
However, above all they mediate who we are through the geographical scales in 
which we live. Although the compression of space and time is a characteristic of 
the modern period, as Harvey insists, this is certainly not an experience open to 
all men and women dwelling in our cities.

This is why contemporary discussions of mobility highlight the issue of dis-
cretionary spatial characteristics of the economy of fast flows under the aegis of 
the arrangement of places and territories, as well as constituting a public sphere of 
political dispute. After all, mobility is closely linked to places where we come and 
go, live and work, celebrate and be happy. Consequently, it is also related to status, 
allowing appropriation, use and dwelling in spatial units with social significance 
for us, and for others who are different from us. As mentioned by Harvey, this is 
mobility as the right to produce the space of the city: 

The right to produce space greatly outstrips the capacity to circulate in a pre-organized, 
spatially structured world. Beyond this, it means the right to reconstruct spatial 
relationships (shapes, communication resources and territorial rules) that transform 
space into an absolute framework of action in an aspect that is far more malleable 
in terms of social life (Harvey, 2004, p. 329). 

It is in the direction proposed by Harvey that the meaning of transportation 
becomes a decisive political action for sweeping away territorial enclosures, and thus 
vital for the material proclamation of the collective status of places. 
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4 RE-INVENTING MOBILITY IN ORDER TO DEMOCRATIZE THE METROPOLIS 

Upgrading means of transportation and their support facilities (railroads, highways, 
waterways and cycle paths) are decisive steps for ensuring mobility, particularly 
when taken in safe and effective ways, financed by the state, and with effective 
public control. The democratization of mobility requires transformations in the 
urban conditions of social life, including a territorial about-turn for investments 
in urban neighborhoods lacking equipment and services (social, educational, 
cultural, safety and healthcare) that underpin the dignity of human beings and 
which must be distributed in ways that eliminate discretionary classifications of 
human beings grounded on the race, ethnicity, gender, or age, of individuals and 
social groups (Barbosa, 2014). 

The necessary investments are not limited to the objective conditions found 
in favelas, low-income suburbs, and outlying urban areas, but also encompass 
symbolic allocations that foster acknowledgement of these districts as powerful 
factors for life in society, rather than just precarious metropolitan hangers-on. 

However, there are key issues that cannot be handled only through sector-
specific policies or more effective public transportation planning. As Loboda and 
Miyazaki show, (2012, p. 258), promoting urban mobility requires critical thought 
on how its uses are structured and urban settlement occurs, thereby indicating the 
best way of ensuring access for residents to the benefits offered by the city, instead 
of merely thinking about means of transportation, traffic control and network flow.

It is quite clear that conditions established by the market and incomplete state 
actions related to transportation policies impose constraints on urban mobility. 
These constraints are harsher when they affect more vulnerable social groups and 
territories where rights are curtailed through social and economic conditions and 
the racialization of socio-spatial relationships. Consequently, when addressing the 
topic of mobility, we are not referring only to trip lengths or how efficiently the 
highway system transports people. Cardoso and Matos (2007, p. 95) highlight a 
new dimension of mobility as a socio-spatial practice: 

Urban accessibility depends on interactions between land use and transportation, 
constituting an important indicator for social exclusion (...). Along these lines, as an 
integral and fundamental part of the dynamics and functioning of cities, accessibility 
becomes an element contributing to the quality of urban life through facilitating 
access to urban services and goods for the population, in addition to underpinning 
the feasibility of bringing them closer to economic activities.

This does not mean that mobility consists only of easy access to urban 
goods and services, although this is encompassed by its process. Mobility is a 
socio-spatial process that allows travel to different places as the embodiment 
of rights as social subjects. We are examining here not only the technical and 
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economic possibilities of commuting, but rather the movements of social play-
ers in the city and the broader-based meanings of mobility for shifting social 
relationships. In other words, having access to places does not necessarily mean 
altering the status of customers and consumers that keeps people subordinate 
to the state and the market.

It is clear that the economic, technical and cultural complexities of me-
tropolises foster the intensification and differentiation of commuting modes and 
thus also buttress the multiplicity of uses, experiences and representations of 
space. Considering the metropolis as a spatial mosaic of different social practices, 
its players cannot fail to demand freedoms corresponding to the multiplicity of 
urban experiences generated through movements at different speeds, as noted by 
Levy (2001, p. 10): 

We live in a world that moves at different speeds. This is an unparalleled phenom-
enon. From a gentle stroll to a supersonic aircraft, our environment may be seen as 
overlapping spaces, each of which is defined by a type of link between places (means 
of transportation, speeds, flow intensity etc.) with no communication or exchanges 
necessarily being required among these different webs. We can thus move from one 
space to another, but there is a risk that each of them constitutes a stand-alone world, 
shared but separate from others in our practices and imaginations (Levy, 2001, p. 10). 

Being engaged in fast flows, or even with better accessibility to places, does 
not necessarily represent social sharing. Fast means of transportation often hamper 
experiences of the city in all of its myriad aspects. We drive past places (and people) 
as though they were merely landscape sets. What is important is to shorten distances 
through speed. And − obviously − overcome the time shortages imposed on us 
by the voracious consumption of goods. This is the real god of speed: the market.

The economy of fast flows is home to today’s exacerbated individualism that 
is centered on production, ownership and massive use of private automobiles, 
even building up the false impression that their commutes are safe and effective, 
holding cities hostage to their business and lifestyle reproduction requirements. 

We can no longer fool ourselves about our choices related to speed, comfort 
and safety when we demand, select and use specific means of transportation. The 
ratio between trip time costs and distances is inscribed in complex and deeply un-
equal social relationships, above all for subjects we identify indiscriminately as users. 

It is not surprising that users of automobiles and public transportation do 
not have the same perceptions of time and space, despite living in the same city.

Updating the meaning of mobility as the construction of social sharing means 
investing in the meaning of places through their collective nature, as proposed by 
Mongin (2006). To do so, a more generous set of political actions is both urgent 
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and necessary, focused on society, as well as the material nature of our daily relation-
ships to the symbolic level of our encounters in the city. Inventing or reconstitut-
ing integrated communication between places undoubtedly means appropriating 
areas in the metropolis that are currently dominated by hegemonic devices that 
reflect social, cultural and bodily distinctions in rights. This consequently urges a 
move away from the city split into archipelagoes by places of origin through urban 
segregation and gentrification.

This is why Cresswell (2006) stresses that mobility has two faces: corporeal 
and social. It is people – men and women – who travel through space and time 
with their bodies, spurred or constrained by economic structures, social signifi-
cances and cultural representations. The movement of people is also loaded with 
subjective aspects that serve as blocking, limiting or welcoming devices for bodies 
at locations, places and territories in the city. Paraphrasing Illich (2005): Tell me 
who you are and I will tell you what mobility you will have! 

Mobility follows the path of socio-cultural relationships with the other, the 
different, the strange. We may even state that the contradictions inherent to the 
two faces of mobility described by Cresswell appear to us as the most perverse of 
the conditions of subjects concealed in the territorial backlands of rights, whether 
appearing in outlying urban areas, ghettos, favelas or distant suburbs.4 

Consequently, a mobility policy must ensure that people fading invisibly 
into the remote distances of time and space can leapfrog over the barriers raised 
against them, mobilizing them to live and travel in areas that are more central in 
economic, social and cultural terms, and above all to invent multiple spatial options 
for overcoming territorial distinctions in social, economic and cultural rights. It 
is through mobility that the underprivileged move on to the social stage, making 
their voices heard through political actions that pursue the democratic sharing of 
the city as a public space.

5 FINAL REMARKS 

It is possible to ensure that urban mobility becomes an important key for constru-
ing metropolitanization as a contradictory and unequal unit in the production 
of urban space and contemporary urbanization, mainly because it raises the issue 
of the significance of the hegemony of the economy of fast flows, while at the same 
time becoming a public sphere for political disputes over urban space production.

4. People living in favelas located in downtown metropolitan districts are subject to reduced urban mobility, similar to 
the residents of remote suburbs and outlying urban areas. In fact, constraints are imposed not only by physical distances 
and social gaps that hamper their movements in the metropolis. There are corporeal constraints and symbolic constraints 
that also hamper the free mobility of men and women in the city. Healthy adult men travel and are transported through 
the city far more than women. Aspects related to gender, race, ethnicity and age are also significant when addressing 
the deployment of mobility in contemporary cities.
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Mobility is a socio-spatial practice that allows members of society to travel 
to different places as an embodiment of their rights. It is not only the technical 
and economic possibilities of transporting people that are under discussion, or 
even the vital territorial about-turn in government investments. The positions of 
social players entering the political scene are endowed with a significance that is 
broader-ranging than the shift in socio-spatial power relationships. As recalled by 
Massey (2000), this is not simply a matter of some people moving around more 
than others, but rather the fact that the mobility of some social groups means 
weakening and curtailing the lives of other people. 

The democratization of mobility corresponds to the renewed construction 
of the city, making this a shared project: a place with a collective nature that is 
enhanced by generous encounters of living and being in the world. The conquest 
of mobility is firmly associated with the resignification of the city as a public space. 

Mobility as mediation transforming the production of space means expanding 
the use of the city in social terms, as a public asset. Calling for the diversification 
of mobility must signify the radical democratization of the conditions for human 
existence, above all introducing innovative experiments in social well-being to 
Brazilian metropolises. 
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