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Abstract
Living in the city’s ravines is the common destiny of thousands of poor urban dwellers in Guatemala City, as is too often the
case elsewhere in the Global South. The ravines surrounding the city represent one of the most visible and unjust urban
spaces in the nation’s capital. At the same time, Guatemala City has been among the most violent cities in the world and
is highly vulnerable to climate change. Employing a critical spatial perspective and drawing on interviews in two at‐risk
communities—Arzú and 5 de Noviembre—this article examines the social production of such peripheral spaces. The levels
of exclusion and inequalities are analysed by focusing on the multiple manifestations (visible and invisible) of violence
and environmental risks, and deciphering the complex dynamics of both issues, which in turn generate more unequal and
harmful conditions for residents. This article draws on the theoretical ideas elaborated by Edward Soja, Mustafa Dikeç, and
Teresa Caldeira on the contextualisation of spatial injustice and peripheral urbanisation to study the specific conditions of
urban life and analyse the collective struggles of people in both communities to improve their current living conditions and
mitigate the risk and the precariousness of their existence. The article underlines the need to make the processes of urban
exclusion and extreme inequality visible to better understand how they have been socially and politically constructed.
The research argues for more socially and ecologically inclusive cities within the process of unequal urbanisation.
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1. Introduction
Latin American cities are the prime domains of inequali‐
ties and violence deeply related to social and economic
exclusion (Briceño‐León & Zubillaga, 2002; Koonings &
Kruijt, 2007, 2009, 2015; Moser & McIlwaine, 2004;
Muggah & Aguirre, 2018; Roberts, 2010). The fear and
insecurity associated with high levels of violence are the
“daily bread” of millions of urban dwellers. In recent
decades, the countries in the northern part of Central
America (Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras) have
had the highest homicidal and criminal violence rates
in the world (Bruneau et al., 2011); but violence is not
a new phenomenon in any of these countries, where
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extremely insecure urban spaces are a direct conse‐
quence of the intersection and overlapping of several
path‐dependent and structural causes (Bourgois, 2015;
González‐Isás, 2017; Huhn & Warnecke‐Berger, 2017;
Kurtenbach, 2013; Rodgers, 2009).
Guatemala has had a long history of violence and
state repression by authoritarian regimes, including a
prolonged and genocidal civil war spanning 36 years
and a very violent post‐conflict society (Carey & Torres,
2010; Grandin, 2000; Sanford, 2008; Torres‐Rivas, 2007).
Consequently, one important dimension of the social
insecurities of Guatemalans today is a by‐product of the
legacies of armed conflict. Guatemala City, both a post‐
conflict and a fragile city (Muggah, 2014), is a capital
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where multiple types of violence (visible and invisible)
overlap and come together in relation to the long his‐
tory of authoritarianism, political violence, and socio‐
economic and ethnic exclusion (O’Neill & Thomas, 2011).
Old and new expressions of violence metamorphose,
intersect, and overlap, generating new forms and more
complex expressions of violence (Camus et al., 2015;
Moser & McIlwaine, 2004; Winton, 2004, 2005).
Violence has been normalised, perceived as a cen‐
tral, endemic, and inevitable part of society (Koonings
& Kruijt, 2007; Moser & McIlwaine, 2014). Conflict and
violence are strongly associated with a high incidence
of urban insecurity and fear, a multidimensional and
manifold phenomenon affecting all sectors of society,
but especially critical for poor urban areas (McIlwaine
& Moser, 2007). As prior research indicates, social exclu‐
sion and inequality are the main drivers of interpersonal
violence in Central American urban spaces (Pérez‐Sáinz,
2015, 2018; Winton, 2004).
Simultaneously, the Central American region is highly
vulnerable to the effects of global climate change and
prone to natural hazards, such as earthquakes, hurri‐
canes, tropical storms, droughts, and volcanic eruptions
(Montero & Peraldo, 2004). Historically, squatting in
areas vulnerable to natural hazards, such as the ravines
(barrancos) of Guatemala City, has been the only acces‐
sible option for the poor urban classes (Gellert, 1996;
Miles et al., 2012; Morán, 2011; Platas et al., 2016).
This article aims to understand the spatial production
of injustice in Guatemala City. I examine the structural
dynamics that produce and reproduce injustice through
space (Caldeira, 2017; Dikeç, 2001; Soja, 2010), focus‐
ing on the multiple manifestations of violence and envi‐
ronmental hazards and vulnerabilities in two “precar‐
ious settlements” (the term used in Central America).
Based on qualitative research in the communities of Arzú
and 5 de Noviembre, the article explores the complex
spatial dynamics that create geographies of exclusion
and fear, as exhibited in the extreme urban segrega‐
tion and socio‐economic and spatial marginalisation of
ravine dwellers.
I pay particular attention to the residents’ percep‐
tions of risks, vulnerabilities, and fears, and the impact
they have on their everyday life, their well‐being, and
their social relations. Typically, urban violence and envi‐
ronmental risks have been examined separately. This
article examines them together, assessing environmen‐
tal risks through the lens of structural violence (Farmer,
2003; Galtung, 1969). I argue that residents in both com‐
munities are exposed to and trapped by multiple forms
of exclusion, types of risks, and manifestations of vio‐
lence at all levels. Emphasising the spatiality of injustice
highlights the dynamics of marginalisation and injustice
(Dikeç, 2001).
Violence and environmental risks in Latin America
are seldom examined together with a critical spatial per‐
spective. The present article contributes to the existing
literature on socio‐spatial segregation in Latin America
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and provides a deeper understanding of the dynamics of
extreme urban and social exclusion.
2. Spatial Justice: The Injustice of Spatiality, Structural
Violence, and Peripheral Urbanisation
Drawing on Soja (2009, p. 2), this article defines the con‐
cept of spatial (in)justice as “an intentional and focused
emphasis on the spatial or geographical aspects of jus‐
tice and injustice,” noting that, “as a starting point,
this involves the fair and equitable distribution in space
of socially valued resources and the opportunities to
use them.” Space is socially produced; consequently, it
can be changed. Thus, characterising spatial injustice
becomes a matter of analysing and locating it in a specific
urban context—in this case, the analysis of two at‐risk
communities in the ravines—to contextualise how the
unjust urban geographies of Guatemala City have been
historically and socially created (Soja, 2010, p. 32).
Moreover, as Dikeç (2001, p. 1797) proposes, a better
understanding and conceptualisation of the relationship
between space and injustice requires focusing on the
structural dynamics that produce and reproduce injus‐
tice through space. The distinction between the spatial‐
ity of injustice and the injustice of spatiality is essen‐
tial in this process. The difference between them is that
the former presupposes that justice has a spatial dimen‐
sion, meaning that we can examine different forms of
injustice in space (Dikeç, 2001, p. 1792). The injustice
of spatiality, on the other hand, examines the struc‐
tural dynamics and processes that contribute to the cre‐
ation of such segregated spaces. Dikeç (2001, p. 1799)
elaborates further on the differences and relationship
between both concepts:
The interplay between the two—spatiality of injus‐
tice and the injustice of spatiality—is important as it
implies that although the spatiality of injustice may
be captured as a snapshot, so to speak, of spatial prac‐
tices (for example, segregated neighborhoods, public
transportation network, the dominated city center,
etc.), the policies and actions conceived to address
the issue should take into consideration the struc‐
tural dynamics of spatialization (for example, the
organization of property markets, housing, rent, and
tax policies, etc.), which the notion of the injustice of
spatiality tries to capture.
Hence, an emphasis on the injustice of spatiality provides
the tools necessary to examine how such exclusion and
injustice are produced. Without a critical spatial perspec‐
tive, the creation and consolidation of these types of
marginal spaces will likely remain invisible (Soja, 2010,
p. 42). Thus, it is essential to make visible the discrimi‐
natory processes and geographies and acknowledge the
production of such spaces as historically, socially and
politically constructed rather than naturally determined
(Soja, 2010, p. 48).
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Simultaneously, the injustice of spatiality is
addressed through the concept of “structural violence”
(Farmer, 2003; Galtung, 1969). The term, coined by
Galtung (1969, p. 171), asserts that “violence is built into
the structure and shows up as unequal power and con‐
sequently as unequal life chances.” Structural violence
is embedded in the political, economic, and social sys‐
tem of a state, reproducing structures of inequality and
exclusion; it is closely linked to suffering and social injus‐
tice. When people are denied access to health services,
a good education, and jobs, when they are forced to live
in vulnerable and risky spaces that are also insecure and
violent, we should identify these conditions as structural
violence (Farmer, 2003; Galtung, 1969).
Inequality is the most important form of structural
violence. Inequality can trigger everyday conflict, crime,
or general incidents of violence (Winton, 2004, p. 166).
Paul Farmer, building on Galtung, has further devel‐
oped the concept of structural violence based on his
experience as a medical anthropologist and physician
in Latin America. He notes that structures of violence
are the outcome of lengthy political and economic strug‐
gles and processes, the result of forms of injustice and
adversity embedded within the system (Farmer, 2003).
Significantly, factors related to age, gender, and ethnic‐
ity strongly contribute to the vulnerability and suffering
of certain social groups. But this condition does not in
and of itself explain the causes of people’s suffering or
vulnerability. To discover the root causes of inequality, it
is essential to analyse the processes that produce struc‐
tural violence on a deeper level (Farmer, 2003, p. 50).
This study also draws on Caldeira’s (2017) periph‐
eral urbanisation ideas. Her approach provides the essen‐
tial tools for analysing the dynamics of how marginal
areas are produced in cities in the Global South, where
the modes of urbanisation are different than in the
Global North. Caldeira (2017, p. 5) de‐centres urban
theory, an essential step to understanding the specific
forms of agency and temporalities in the Global South.
In Guatemala City, poor urban dwellers are forced to
claim a space in which to live and build their houses in the
margins of the city through transversal interactions with
the state and other institutions. Caldeira offers a general
characterisation of those processes when re‐examining
and deciphering the logics of peripheral spaces in produc‐
ing highly unequal and heterogenous cities in the Global
South. The transversal logics angle does away with the
traditional binary and simple dualistic opposition of for‐
mal/informal or legal/illegal when accounting for com‐
plex urban formations (Caldeira, 2017, p. 7). To unpack
these dynamics, an analysis over time is fundamental
to drawing out the simultaneous processes of improve‐
ment and reproduction of inequalities, and therefore,
of injustice.
In drawing on these theoretical approaches, this arti‐
cle examines the social production of peripheral spaces
by focusing on the multiple manifestations of violence
and environmental risks while untangling the complex
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dynamics of both issues and how they generate unequal
and harmful conditions for residents, thereby intensify‐
ing and reproducing inequalities.
3. Qualitative Research Methods in Violent Settings
This article draws on fieldwork conducted in Guatemala
City in January and February 2018. It uses a quali‐
tative approach with the support of Perpendicular, a
Guatemalan social innovation laboratory that served as
a key collaborator. Perpendicular worked in both com‐
munities in 2017, creating a participatory digital map‐
ping illustration of the risks. Through their contacts,
interviews were arranged with the leaders and other
members of the community.
Conducting qualitative research in highly violent set‐
tings is both risky and challenging. It requires being flexi‐
ble and having a clear understanding of the environment
and the possible dangers for both the researcher and the
interviewees. Thanks to previous work done by members
of Perpendicular in the community and the trust they
have gained, the fieldwork was successful. On the other
hand, I was surprised as to how little I was myself pre‐
pared as a researcher to face the possible risks encoun‐
tered in the field, and how this is seldom or openly dis‐
cussed in academia (Goldstein, 2014).
Violence is a difficult and highly sensitive topic to
talk about, and people are normally reluctant to dis‐
cuss it openly. As a measure of protection and security
for both the interviewees and ourselves, the interviews
were always conducted inside the houses of selected
members of the community, individually, and without
the presence of any other members of the family in the
room (Bashir, 2018). For the same reason, the residents
interviewed will remain anonymous. Conducting inter‐
views in a resident’s home was another methodological
opportunity to both observe and experience first‐hand
their living conditions and needs (Bashir, 2018, p. 640).
The fieldwork included 25 formal, in‐depth, semi‐
structured interviews with residents of 5 de Noviembre
(13) and Arzú (12). Semi‐structured interviews are more
appropriate in such contexts because they give the per‐
son more flexibility and space to choose whether or not
to respond or share sensitive issues. To achieve a wide
range of perspectives by gender and age, we interviewed
11 adult women, three of whom had teenage daugh‐
ters, and seven adult men, two of whom had teenage
sons and two younger boys. The focus of the inter‐
views was on their perceptions of vulnerabilities and
fears related to urban violence and environmental risks.
However, many other types of violent and traumatic
experiences emerged during the in‐depth interviews.
In addition, I consulted authorities from the municipal‐
ity in zone 18 and other NGOs, such as Youth Against
Violence, TECHO, and Innovaterra. Additionally, I draw on
the results from the participatory digital mapping work
done by Perpendicular to complement the information
obtained through fieldwork.
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It is impossible to ascertain a resident’s percep‐
tions of vulnerabilities and risks based on general sur‐
veys. Hence, conducting in‐depth interviews in periph‐
eral urban spaces is a unique way to examine a resident’s
daily life, experiences, and conflicts. I used inductive
methods to assess the transcripts, mainly through the‐
matic content analysis, while identifying common top‐
ics to discover general patterns in the data and assess‐
ing such patterns via my research questions and theoret‐
ical approach.
4. Precarious Settlements in the Ravines
Guatemala City, the largest capital city in Central
America, is a city of great contrasts: It suffers from high
levels of income inequality and extreme social‐spatial
segregation, resulting in urban exclusion (Ayala, 2014;
Morán, 2011). According to the most recent census, the
municipio of Guatemala—which is mainly urban—has
an estimated population of 923,392 (National Institute
of Statistics of Guatemala, 2018). Simultaneously, the
metropolitan area accounts for the largest concentration
of poor people per square metre in the country, with
an estimated 412 precarious settlements (Secretariat for
the Planning and Programming of the Presidency, 2015;

see Figure 1). It is hardly surprising then that these “invis‐
ible inhabitants” were only included in the official statis‐
tics of the country for the first time in the last census
(National Institute of Statistics of Guatemala, 2018).
For the poor urban classes who cannot afford ade‐
quate housing, squatting in risk‐prone areas vulnera‐
ble to natural hazards has been their only option for
decades, the best expression of the geographies of injus‐
tice so evident in the capital. Such is the case with the
ravines surrounding the city, which comprise 42 per‐
cent of Guatemala City’s territory (Mazariegos et al.,
2014). The municipality of Guatemala is divided into
22 zones, with the greatest number of precarious set‐
tlements being in zones 3, 7, and 18 (Secretariat for
the Planning and Programming of the Presidency, 2015).
Zone 18 is the largest and most populous area in the
northern part of the city. It is also considered the most
violent and dangerous of the 22 zones in the capital.
During the massive 1976 earthquake in Guatemala
(M = 7.6), those living in precarious settlements in the
metropolitan area suffered the highest mortality rate
(Gellert, 1996, p. 35; Miles et al., 2012, p. 368). The earth‐
quake also marked a period of intensive rural‐urban
migration, exacerbated by years of civil war and geno‐
cide directed at the Maya population. Many survivors

Figure 1. Map of precarious settlements in the metropolitan area of Guatemala City in 2014. Source: Secretariat for the
Planning and Programming of the Presidency (2015).
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from rural areas seeking to escape the violence and find
new opportunities moved to Guatemala City, resulting in
some of the more precarious settlements in the ravines
(Morán, 2011, p. 46).
The communities examined in this article are situ‐
ated in the ravines in zone 18 (see Figures 2 and 3).
Arzú started to grow in 1995, while 5 de Noviembre was
founded in a garbage dump in 2003. Both communities
are characterised by self‐built housing with limited and
inadequate public services and infrastructure. The older
areas in the upper parts of the ravine have better hous‐
ing infrastructure than the newer ones. The communities
are not homogenously poor and precarious since they
are always changing, being transformed and sometimes

improving (Díaz et al., 2000; Morán, 2011; Perpendicular,
2017a, 2017b; Roberts, 2010).
Housing, public infrastructure, and other services
have improved over time thanks to community organ‐
isation and help from the municipality and the state,
but especially through the support of NGOs such as
TECHO. TECHO is a Latin American and Caribbean youth‐
led NGO seeking to eradicate poverty in popular settle‐
ments through the joint actions of residents and young
volunteers. However, such improvements have always
occurred from a marginal and excluded position. One
of the major improvements is linked to the legalisation
of the plots—contesting the official logic in transversal
ways, as Caldeira (2017, p. 7) argues; a high percentage

Figure 2. Orthophoto of 5 de Noviembre, courtesy of Perpendicular.

Figure 3. Orthophoto of Arzú, courtesy of Perpendicular.
Social Inclusion, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 1, Pages 58–71
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of the residents have been able to reclaim land titles
for properties located in high‐risk areas, where, suppos‐
edly, land titles would not have to be granted. In 5 de
Noviembre, 54 percent of the lots have been legalised,
and the same is true of 70 percent of the 329 existing lots
in Arzú (Perpendicular, 2017a, 2017b). Simultaneously,
urban marginality is expressed by the limited formal
opportunities for employment, education, and access to
health services.
5. “A Stray Bullet”: Perceptions of Risks and Threats of
Violence in Peripheral Urban Spaces
Violence is a disputed, complex, and “slippery” con‐
cept that is difficult to define (Moser, 2004; Scheper‐
Hughes & Bourgois, 2004). Even though it is impossible
to develop strict typologies for the multiple manifesta‐
tions of violence, the present article adopts the concep‐
tual framework proposed by Moser (2004), who iden‐
tifies four types of violence: political, institutional, eco‐
nomic, and social violence. Political violence is associated
with both state and non‐state violence (e.g., political
assassinations); institutional violence is associated with
the state and other “informal institutions” (e.g., extra‐
judicial killings, physical or psychological abuse by health
and education workers, the lynching of criminals by com‐
munity members); economic violence can take the form
of, for instance, street theft, armed robbery, drug traf‐
ficking, assaults, killings, and rape occurring during the
course of committing economic crimes; finally, social vio‐
lence can take the form of domestic violence, sexual
(rape) violence, child abuse, and general incivilities, such
as instances of road rage or street confrontations (Moser,
2004, pp. 4–5). Within this broad typology, many other
overlapping types of violence can also be identified in the
everyday lives of the residents of such peripheral commu‐
nities, including structural violence.
Residents in both communities reported an over‐
whelming fear of violence, and hence, they constantly
feel at risk and a sense of insecurity in their everyday lives.
These perceptions of violence, as well as actual manifes‐
tations of it, take place in their homes, inside, and out‐
side the community, and in other parts of the city. Many
residents expressed a general sense of pessimism, saying
that “violence is everywhere,” “the violence will never
end,” and elaborated that “regarding the maras [gangs],
we are lost, they are bad for your health.” One middle‐
aged man from Arzú added the following observation:
Wherever you go into the city, it is dangerous; I don’t
know why [just this place] here is characterised as a
“red zone.” If we talk about red zones, all the colonias
and other parts of the city are also dangerous.
The most typical type of insecurity is the fear of being a
victim of a “stray bullet” in the streets, whether by the
maras or by any of the diverse array of violent actors
and ordinary criminals found on the streets (Camus et al.,
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2015; Winton, 2004, p. 138). The easy availability of
firearms and the rampant levels of impunity and cor‐
ruption are especially reflected in such urban spaces
(Levenson, 2013).
The following is a list of risks and insecurities related
to violence in both Arzú and 5 de Noviembre, according
to community interviews:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Maras and gangs/shootings “stray bullet’’;
Extortion;
Rapes;
Homicides;
Robberies/house burglaries;
Domestic violence;
Verbal and physical violence among neighbours
(gossip, insults, fistfights, alcoholism, drug use);
Violence on the streets (fights);
Police abuse (insults);
Insecurity, red public buses (extortion, murders,
robberies);
Forced recruitment of minors to join the maras;
Harassment and intimidation by the maras (young
boys and girls);
High‐speed cars and motorcycles, accidents on the
main streets.

The informants noted that the maras (18 and
Salvatrucha) and other minor gangs are the most “vis‐
ible” problem in terms of insecurity, as they are con‐
sidered the main protagonists of violence (Bruneau
et al., 2011; Levenson, 2013; Winton, 2005; Wolf, 2017).
In both communities, the maras control the nearby
surroundings; physically they are quite present (see
Figure 4). Their battles for control of the drug market and
territory regularly involve shootings, which profoundly
impacts the daily lives of the residents of these com‐
munities, especially during the night, “when the maras
reign,” considered the most dangerous time of the day
(Jütersonke et al., 2009).
Some groups or individuals are more at risk from cer‐
tain types of violence than others (Moser & McIlwaine,
2014, p. 335; Winton, 2004, p. 166). For example, young
boys (and their families) are afraid of being victims of the
forced recruitment of minors to join the gangs. This was
the case with a blacksmith in his late 30s in Arzú. He had
been shot by a member of 18, the gang that rules the
area, a few years ago. The gang member came to recruit
his young cousin by force, who was working in the man’s
workshop at the time. His cousin escaped, but he himself
was not so fortunate. The young marero faced him and
began shooting without mercy: Four bullets hit him in the
arms (two in each). While trying to escape, a final bul‐
let hit him in the spinal cord—and it is still there. He can
no longer walk and is condemned to live in a wheelchair.
Now his life is limited to a 5 × 5 space; he is disabled, suf‐
fers from diabetes, and does not receive any support or
economic aid from the state. His options are quite lim‐
ited. His extended family—parents, wife, and two adult
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Figure 4. The community in front of Arzú, some parts of which are controlled by gangs.
sons—are his only means of support. He seldom leaves
the house, as the logistics of climbing the steep hill where
he lives are complex. Structural violence overlaps in the
life of this man with other types of violence, whether
direct, indirect, visible, or invisible, in the crude realities
of the injustice of spatiality.
Younger boys are also afraid of older maras in the
streets because the gang members repeatedly bully and
harass them in the form of verbal or physical abuse.
Eventually, the youngsters also begin imitating certain
practices of the maras. During our fieldwork, one of the

boys from the community “jokingly” painted some graf‐
fiti with the message “soccer field MS 13” (see Figure 5).
He reproduced the same symbolic signs of power used by
the maras in the territories controlled by them in his com‐
munity and the only precarious public space frequented
mainly by boys.
For women in general, and younger women in par‐
ticular, the maras and other gangs represent a constant
threat, as expressed by one young female resident from
5 de Noviembre, aged 12:

Figure 5. Soccer field in 5 de Noviembre.
Social Inclusion, 2022, Volume 10, Issue 1, Pages 58–71

64

I am afraid because there are a lot of gangs and
[because of] all the things that have happened.
Sometimes I tremble and I can’t walk fast [enough],
and it’s when I should walk faster, so I won’t show
them I am afraid. Otherwise, they can harm you or
threaten [that] you [need] to be their “friends.”

ual assault, which affects their freedom and mobility.
The feeling of fear in a certain space is socially con‐
structed and conditioned by various gendered power
relations (Winton, 2004). Consider as an example the
story of a 23‐year‐old single mother raped at her daycare
when she was around five years old:

On the other hand, some residents also expressed com‐
passion for the maras, acknowledging that they are
the product of social exclusion and a lack of opportu‐
nities, “without parents, resources and raised on the
streets” (see Snodgrass‐Godoy, 1999). In the absence of
the state, the maras can also become allies or protec‐
tors of the community (Koonings & Kruijt, 2009, p. 20;
Winton, 2004). As is the case in 5 de Noviembre, many
were literally born and raised in a garbage dump in the
ravine. Back in 2003, a squatter nicknamed Colocho, the
leader of a local mara faction, took over the terrain with
the support of the National Coordination of Marginalized
Communities and Areas of Guatemala (CONAPAMG).
The terrain was subdivided after a complex process
of negotiations between the leader and the squatters.
A middle‐aged woman who was one of those original
squatters offered the following recollection:

The son of the lady who was running the daycare
raped the girls. He was sent to jail, but now he is out.
He raped me when I was little. My mother told me
she found blood in my clothes and took me to the doc‐
tor. The doctor told my mom that she should imme‐
diately get me out of there. I vaguely remember him
asking me if I wanted this or that. But when you are a
child, you don’t know what is good or bad. Now, the
father of my daughter—he is very machista [sexist];
he wanted me to be a virgin when we got together.
But since I was not, because I was raped when I was
little, he left me. I didn’t know I was pregnant when
he left me. That is why I am a single mother now:
Because he wanted me to be a virgin.

I heard from a woman that somebody was giving
away lots. So, I came; it was a garbage dump here.
I asked a group of people if they were giving out lots.
A man said to me: “Look, if you want a lot, nobody
is giving it for free; you have to come and fight for it.
And if you are brave enough to fight, you must come
and stay, day and night, taking care of your space, rain
or shine”….I came with my newborn baby because
I was in need.
Colocho was the guiding power in the community for
ten years. The residents of 5 de Noviembre paid him
a monthly fee in exchange for protection. Some basic
services were introduced and built under his guidance.
He organised the division of labour and forced the resi‐
dents to help construct and improve the infrastructure
and collect garbage (sometimes in coercive and violent
ways). He also organised social activities on special occa‐
sions (Mother’s Day, Children’s Day). Until his death, as
the result of a territorial dispute, Colocho oversaw the
organisation, security, and protection of the community.
Residents mentioned, with mixed and controversial feel‐
ings, how well organised the area had been under his
rule, despite his authoritarian and intimidating practices.
A level of “organisation” is currently absent in the com‐
munity. As Moser (2004, p. 171) notes, “the drug fac‐
tion is given anonymity and freedom to conduct business,
and the community in return receives internal security
and often a range of services.”
Gender‐based violence is present in both commu‐
nities, less “visible” and not as openly discussed as
other types of violence. For young women, especially
teenagers, their greatest fear and insecurity is sex‐
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Her traumatic experience shows the suffering of women
abused throughout their lives in a succession of differ‐
ent and toxic types of violent acts, both outside and
inside the home, and deeply embedded in the macho cul‐
ture (Hume, 2004). In public spaces, mothers are partic‐
ularly worried about the safety of their daughters, pro‐
tecting and controlling their movements most of the
time. Another woman from 5 de Noviembre shared with
us another painful experience involving her only daugh‐
ter: “About five years ago, a man attempted to rape my
8‐year‐old daughter. I was living in a champita [metal zinc
house] down there. It was my neighbour.” Some families
are forced to share a communal shower: A dangerous
space where young girls are at risk of being raped.
Women in Guatemala are especially vulnerable to
sexual violence, with the country having one of the high‐
est femicide rates (the killing of females by males just
because they are female) in the world. Sexual violence
occurs there with widespread impunity, which reinforces
inequality by further entrenching culturally accepted
forms of discrimination; it is one of the main barriers
to social justice (Torres, 2008). In seeking to understand
femicide, it is important to understand the systemic
impunity and structures of power in Guatemala and how
femicide continues to be practised in the context of
post‐conflict violence (Carey & Torres, 2010; Godoy‐Paiz,
2012; Sanford, 2008). Moreover, the political concept of
feminicide, as Sanford (2008, p. 113) asserts, implicates
not only the perpetrators but also the state and judicial
structures for not protecting the rights of women.
Another risk, and a strong perception of insecurity,
originates from the generalised practice and culture of
extortion, or the fear of extortion, by the various gangs
or other criminal urban actors. Extortion is a sign of a
weak state; it is a fundamental part of the parallel crim‐
inal economy existing in Guatemala. One young woman
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in 5 de Noviembre talked about how insecure she feels in
the community because of this practice: “My old neigh‐
bour’s husband was killed because he didn’t pay an extor‐
tion demand; then she left because she was afraid they
would kill her family.” Extortion is also an expression of
the authority that organised crime can exercise over a
community. The main targets of extortion are small busi‐
nesses and various modes of transportation (red buses,
taxis), but the chance of being a victim of extortion is
always present (O’Neill, 2019). The practice of extortion
is so embedded in this parallel illegal economy that some
residents mentioned that it has also become a practice
recently adopted by members within the same family.
The informants’ strong perceptions of insecurity and
fear are also largely shaped by mass media’s portrayals
of violence. Most of the interviewees highlighted how
insecure and dangerous the city was by referencing their
first‐hand experiences, but they especially mentioned
that their perception of fear was constructed and influ‐
enced by the news (González‐Izás, 2017, p. 123; Huhn
et al., 2006). Television news plays a fundamental role
in exacerbating a constant climate of fear. Shootings,
homicides, kidnappings, and assaults dominate stories
in the media and shape the image of “no‐go spaces,”
deepening the stigmatisation of certain areas like zone
18, considered to be a “red zone.” Hence, news stories
feed and reinforce the geographies of fear and insecu‐
rity. Moreover, the fear of crime and sensationalism, as
Huhn and Warnecke‐Berger (2017, p. 3) note, are part
of a political agenda that justifies increased social and
geographic segregation, feeding the needs of the pri‐
vate security industry and validating the so‐called mano
dura (“heavy hand”) policies in a “struggle for power and
social recognition, privileging some social groups while
excluding others.”
The worst consequences of people feeling so inse‐
cure and fearful are extreme isolation and seclusion
within their houses (with some differences related to
age and gender). The problem, as expressed by a middle‐
aged man in Arzú, is as follows: “When the settlement
started, we were organised; we took turns at night
patrolling the streets. But that was 21 years ago. Now,
with the gangs, the younger generations are afraid.” Fear
and insecurity divide and fracture community organisa‐
tion and weaken solidarity and trust among residents.
As research on other Central American cities has shown,
the close interrelationship between social exclusion and
violence limits the capacity of communities to organise
(Muggah, 2014; Pérez‐Sáinz, 2015).
The residents’ main strategies for coping with the
omnipresent threats of violence involve survival efforts,
limiting their lives to a reduced ratio of movement and
activities with severe restrictions on their personal free‐
dom. Based on their perceptions of risk, they build men‐
tal maps of the most dangerous areas and avoid those
streets (McIlwaine & Moser, 2007). The “normalisation”
of violence and the stigmatisation (through the mass
media) of certain areas of the city, considered “red
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zones” (like zone 18), has had negative consequences for
residents of those communities, reinforcing their exclu‐
sion (O’Neill, 2019).
As Sanford (2008, p. 108) claims, it is “against this
backdrop of genocide and impunity that Guatemalans
today find themselves living in an extremely violent
country.” The myriad types of violence and the con‐
sequences of such violence in both communities can
partly be explained as legacies of a violent post‐conflict
society, where processes of exclusions, inequalities, and
vulnerabilities are constantly produced and reproduced,
especially in the more marginal urban spaces. Such
communities are caught in the “cross‐fire,” subject to
manipulation by the state, various drug groups, and a
highly corrupt elite political sector in a vicious cycle
of exclusion, violence, and endemic poverty. The neg‐
ative impact of the interrelationship between multiple
types of violence—whether economic, social, institu‐
tional, gender‐based, or structural—and the generalised
perception of insecurity and fear in these marginal urban
spaces has negative consequences for the lives of the res‐
idents in both communities.
6. Occupying the Ravines: Environmental Risks,
Structural Violence, and the Injustice of Spatiality
The lack of state policies to support popular housing and
urban‐rural migration, to mitigate poverty and marginal‐
isation, has led to the occupation and consolidation of
hazardous and risk‐prone areas by low‐income popula‐
tions in Guatemala City. Through the lens of structural
violence (Farmer, 2003, p. 50; Galtung, 1969), I will now
address these people’s perceptions of environmental
risk. This approach makes it possible to examine the
root causes of spatial injustice and assess how inequal‐
ities are embodied in the interrelated risks and suffering
that residents are exposed to because of their vulnera‐
ble condition.
Two main types of environmental risks have been
identified in both communities. The first type includes
natural hazards, such as tropical storms, hurricanes, and
heavy rainfall during the rainy season (from May to
October), as well as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions
(Perpendicular, 2017a, 2017b). The second type includes
everyday hazards (e.g., poor sanitation, air pollution,
water and garbage pollution, precarious housing; see
Pelling, 2003, p. 16). The following is a list of the major
risks and insecurities related to natural and everyday haz‐
ards in both Arzú and 5 de Noviembre, according to com‐
munity interviews:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Landslides;
Flooding;
Sewers and wastewater discharged into rivers;
Garbage pollution;
River pollution;
Rats and cockroaches attracted by the garbage;
Diseases and allergies caused by pollution;
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• Lack of infrastructure (footpaths or stairs), danger‐
ous to descend the hill, muddy in the rainy season
and dry and slippery during the wet season.
Some people are more at risk than others depending on
where they live in the ravine and the condition of their
houses, which affects them in different ways. Ravine
dwellers located next to the river have a greater percep‐
tion of risk because they are more vulnerable to flooding.
A single mother from 5 de Noviembre described her fears
during the rainy season:
They say I am not at risk, but I think I am. Especially
when I hear the noise of the pouring rain, because
I know, with time, the soil might start to loosen, since
this land was a garbage dump before we came here.
Now it looks nice because we have improved the con‐
ditions, but that ditch over there fills up with water
every time it is pouring. I am afraid that this house
they built for me will get flooded.
The residents next to the river are also closer to the
garbage dump and more exposed to pollution and other
hygienic problems (e.g., rats, cockroaches). Many inter‐
viewees mentioned rats, one of the most distinct sym‐
bols for violence. The flooding of the river is also linked to
the accumulation of garbage in both communities. A resi‐
dent of 5 de Noviembre mentioned that one of the great‐
est risks for them was “pollution from the river during the
dry season, since the river gets flooded and there are lots
of rats” (see Figure 6).

Another serious environmental hazard in Guatemala
City is the direct discharge of untreated sewage into
the rivers. Both the garbage and the sewage create a
highly polluted environment in both communities and
constitute the main source of infection for diarrhoea and
skin and respiratory diseases, especially common during
the rainy season (Ministry of Environment and Natural
Resources, 2017). The location of these communities in
the ravines makes them even more vulnerable because
those spaces serve as a “natural drainage” system for the
city: rainwater as well as domestic and industrial sewage
(Gellert, 1996). For example, all the wastewater from
Alameda Norte Boulevard is directly discharged into the
river running through the 5 de Noviembre community,
producing a foul smell in the houses next to the wastew‐
ater and causing pollution.
Potable water distribution and access to electricity
are also irregular, depending on the family’s income
and their location in the ravine. Since many residents
have precarious jobs or are unemployed (Perpendicular,
2017a, 2017b), the strategy for accessing free electric‐
ity is to install so‐called diablitos. One male resident
explained that they are called diablitos (“small devils”)
because “the truth is we are stealing the electricity…
we are not paying for it.” These illegal connections are
the source of other risks: They can trigger accidents
because they overload the system and can cause fires
(Perpendicular, 2017a, p. 6). Diablitos exemplify how the
state allows certain illegal practices, which then exempts
it from the responsibility of providing those services
(Nygren, 2018, p. 151).

Figure 6. View of the garbage dump in the ravine in 5 de Noviembre, courtesy of Perpendicular.
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The installation of basic services and infrastructure
improves over time thanks to community organisation:
People rely on their own efforts and labour combined
with a certain amount of aid gradually coming from the
municipality, the state, and TECHO. For example, after
more than 20 years of occupying the ravine, more than
half the residents of Arzú now have access to a very pre‐
carious system of potable water, electricity, and housing
(Perpendicular, 2017a, 2017b). Some parts of Arzú have
better infrastructure, like cement sidewalks and stairs,
which reduces risks and provides security for residents
(see Figure 7).
One important measure for reducing risks and pre‐
venting a major disaster due to landslides is the construc‐
tion of retaining walls. Many of them have been built
by Unity for Popular Housing (UDEVIPO) and/or TECHO.
The retaining walls are quite important for security rea‐
sons, but also because they are required before residents
can be eligible for a land title if the lot is in a high‐risk area
(Gellert, 1996, p. 39). Residents feel quite secure when
they have a retaining wall in front of their houses, even if
it is a false sense of security in the case of a major earth‐
quake or any of the other extreme environmental natural
hazards so common in Guatemala.
By analysing the production of space in the ravines
and improvements over time, it is possible to decentre
official logics of urban spaces, as proposed by Caldeira.
Residents engage in activities formerly considered ille‐
gal, gradually making their homes and the neighbour‐
hood part of the legal system through communal strug‐

gles (e.g., access to land titles, certain public services).
Over several decades, through their organisation and
labour, they have improved their living conditions with
only marginal support from the state, the municipal‐
ity, and various NGOs. However, the logistics for this
improvement and their efforts at mitigating the risks are
embedded in a system that does little else to offer fur‐
ther structural solutions for the precarious situation, vul‐
nerability, and exclusion (e.g., relocation to a safer place)
faced by so many residents of the ravines. As Nygren
(2018, p. 151) asserts when discussing extreme inequal‐
ity and processes of urban exclusion in the case of
Mexico, by keeping the residents of precarious settle‐
ments in the legal margins “authorities support their
social fragility and, in this way dissipate their collective
demands for justice.’’
7. Conclusion
This article has examined the spatial production of
(in)justice and exclusion in two communities located in
the ravines of Guatemala City, focusing on the multi‐
ple perceptions and manifestations of violence and envi‐
ronmental hazards and vulnerabilities. In addition to
analysing the injustice of spatiality and the reproduction
of inequalities and suffering, the article explored the pro‐
duction of peripheral urbanisation, with special atten‐
tion paid to local agency. The notion of peripheral urban‐
isation is useful for understanding the complex dynamics
and transversal logic shaping such marginal communities

Figure 7. Contrast between the two main streets in Arzú: The cement stairs were built by active residents with the support
of the municipality.
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and the importance of avoiding normative perspectives
of formality and informality when studying such hetero‐
geneous spaces.
Residents in the precarious settlements of Arzú and
5 de Noviembre, in Guatemala City, are emblematic of
fragile cities and post‐conflict societies characterised by
a state that cannot protect and provide basic rights and
security to a large number of its citizens. Residents in
such precarious settlements must draw on their own
resources to survive by successfully navigating overlap‐
ping forms of violence and environmental risks, thereby
unsettling the dynamics of the system. Structural vio‐
lence is embedded in the political, economic, and social
system in Guatemala, reproducing inequality and exclu‐
sion. The state and municipality do little to tackle the real
causes of poverty and problems faced by ravine dwellers;
they tolerate them and provide a certain amount of
infrastructure and services that only serve to reinforce
the vulnerability and poverty of residents without taking
any serious steps to improve the root causes of the risks
they face, their vulnerability and their extreme poverty.
This article has demonstrated how residents in com‐
munities like Arzú and 5 de Noviembre are trapped in
“normalised” violent, pernicious, and hazardous urban
spaces, in a negative cycle that reproduces the structures
of inequality and exclusion. Multiple and complex mani‐
festations of violence fracture public space and commu‐
nity cohesion and are deeply disempowering. Persistent
violence, or the threat of it, generates constant fear,
suffering, insecurity, and vulnerability. It also generates
more violence in response (McIlwaine & Moser, 2007).
The cultural geographies of fear and the stigmatisation
of “red zones” as the hotbeds of insecurity and violence
in the city, all the time fed by the mass media, also rein‐
force the exclusion of ravine dwellers.
Focusing the analytical lens on the injustice of spatial‐
ity and the historical, socio‐political, and structural pro‐
cesses that produce and reproduce such spatial injustice
makes it easier to understand the dynamics of marginal‐
isation and injustice in peripheral spaces in Guatemala
City. Deciphering these processes helps to ground the
search for spatial justice and shine a light on the urgent
need for better access to democratic rights in the city, as
well as the need to promote more inclusive urban plan‐
ning practices. Even if spatial injustice has been histori‐
cally and socially produced, it can and must be changed.
The pre‐existing structural problems (e.g., poverty,
inequality, corruption, impunity, insecurity) have only
been exacerbated during the coronavirus pandemic,
affecting especially the urban poor and deepening their
economic poverty and exclusion. Concerning gender‐
based violence in Guatemala, research suggests a signif‐
icant increase in domestic violence during government‐
mandated lockdowns (Iesue et al., 2021). Little empiri‐
cal research has been done on the consequences of the
pandemic for ravine dwellers in Guatemala City. Despite
limited government funding for social programmes tar‐
geting the city’s vulnerable populations, the lack of a
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consolidated registry of people has been an obstacle to
reaching those most in need. Thus, based on the high
level of informal organisation in such spaces, where resi‐
dents are forced to earn their living by their own means
daily, and without proper safety nets to rely on, most
likely the consequences have been devastating, deepen‐
ing, even more, the profound inequalities that existed
before the pandemic.
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