
Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183–2803)
2019, Volume 7, Issue 2, Pages 198–207

DOI: 10.17645/si.v7i2.2063

Article

Solidarity Cities and Cosmopolitanism from Below: Barcelona as a
Refugee City

Óscar García Agustín and Martin Bak Jørgensen *

Department of Culture andGlobal Studies, AalborgUniversity, 9220 Aalborg, Denmark; E-Mails: oscar@cgs.aau.dk (O.G.A.),
martinjo@cgs.aau.dk (M.B.J.)

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 12 March 2019 | Accepted: 24 May 2019 | Published: 27 June 2019

Abstract
The so-called ‘refugee crisis’ provoked a wave of solidarity movements across Europe. These movements contrasted with
attitudes of rejection against refugees from almost all EU member states and a lack of coordinated and satisfactory re-
sponse from the EU as an institution. The growth of the solidarity movement entails backlash of nationalized identities,
while the resistance of the member states to accept refugees represents the failure of the cosmopolitan view attached to
the EU. In the article, we argue that the European solidarity movement shapes a new kind of cosmopolitanism: cosmopoli-
tanism from below, which fosters an inclusionary universalism, which is both critical and conflictual. The urban scale thus
becomes the place to locally articulate inclusive communities where solidarity bonds and coexistence prevail before na-
tional borders and cosmopolitan imaginaries about welcoming, human rights, and the universal political community are
enhanced. We use the case of Barcelona to provide a concrete example of intersections between civil society and a mu-
nicipal government. We relate this discussion to ongoing debates about ‘sanctuary cities’ and solidarity cities and discuss
how urban solidarities can have a transformative role at the city level. Furthermore, we discuss how practices on the scale
of the city are up-scaled and used to forge trans-local solidarities and city networks.
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1. Introduction

When UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon spoke at a
conference in Washington DC in April 2016 addressing
the forced displacement of millions of people taking
place at the time he said: “We are facing the biggest
refugee and displacement crisis of our time. Above all,
this is not just a crisis of numbers; it is also a crisis of
solidarity.…We must respond to a monumental crisis
withmonumental solidarity” (UN, 2016). It is easy to see
why he believed that the refugee crisis was also a crisis
of solidarity.

Unable to launch a common approach, what hap-
pened across Europe was a ‘race to the bottom’ in terms
of developing deterrence policies to prevent refugees
from entering a particular country. The refugee crisis
caused a ‘domino effect’ when the migrant/refugee
flows advanced from the southern and southeast part of
Europe towards Central and Northern Europe (Agustín
& Jørgensen, 2019a). In the months following, most of
the EU member states claimed that they were unable
to cope with the situation and they found themselves in
states of emergency, which called for—but also allowed
for—exceptional measures, in reality breaching the
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principles of the Schengen agreement. Tensions arose
around specific internal borders such as the French–
Italian, the German–Austrian, the Slovenian–Austrian,
the German–Danish, and the Danish–Swedish borders,
and Europe went through a re-bordering (Agustín &
Jørgensen, 2019a).

While border closing illustrates a rejection of
refugees, during the same period, Europe witnessed
a wave of solidarity movements all across Europe tak-
ing different forms, depending on the context. The
event at Budapest Keleti railway station is one exam-
ple. On 4 September 2015, thousands of migrants and
refugees had been encamped at the station. Hungarian
police had started denying them access to the trains
and were beginning to reroute them towards detention
camps outside the city (De Genova, 2016). More than
a thousand migrants and refugees then self-mobilized
and started chanting ‘Freedom!’ and soon took to the
road, heading towards Vienna in what was soon called
the March of Hope (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019a). The
Hungarian authorities capitulated and, with opportunis-
tic motivations, assisted the marchers towards Austria
and Germany who then declared their borders to be
open. The 2015 long summer of migration marked a
clash between the principles of Schengen—implying that
asylum seekers could move to their preferred destina-
tions after entering the EU—and those of Dublin II proce-
dures (Bauböck, 2017). At the same time, the marchers
called for European solidarity, symbolized by a man car-
rying the flag of the EU at the fore of the march, and
it spurred the development of a multitude of solidarity
networks—or made the already existing ones visible—
across Europe.

In the article, we argue that the European solidarity
movement has shaped a new kind of cosmopolitanism:
cosmopolitanism from below, which fosters an inclusion-
ary universalism, which is both critical and conflictual.
The urban scale thus becomes the place to locally ar-
ticulate inclusive communities where solidarity bonds
and coexistence prevail before national borders and cos-
mopolitan imaginaries about welcoming, human rights,
and the universal political community are enhanced. Our
focus to conceptualize the shaping of those imaginaries
is mainly based on the cities. We do not wish to imply
that cities are inclusive per se. We may find examples
where cities or regional states take an exclusivist stance
towards immigration and immigrants. However, we do
see the newmunicipalism as a progressive political force.
This implies looking not only at civil society movements,
but also at the intersections between civil society and lo-
cal or municipal governments. The implications are two-
fold: the articulation of cosmopolitanism from below in
which civil society plays amajor role in the redefinition of
being European, in conflict with the EU institutions, and
the network of municipalities as a genuine alternative—
with all its limitations—to the nation states and national-
ism as the dominant answer to the humanitarian crisis of
2015. To illustrate how this happens in practice, we use

the example of Barcelona and its work on defining itself
as a refugee city.

2. Solidarities and Cosmopolitanism from Below

Cosmopolitan imaginaries and practices “must entail
forms of solidarity, which we understand as mutual con-
stitutive relationships, the shaping of common ground,
and the claim for an inclusive universality” (Agustín &
Jørgensen, 2019b, p. 133). It would be important here to
explain our understanding of cosmopolitanism and soli-
darity. By referring to cosmopolitanism from below, we
highlight the opposition to cosmopolitanism from above
and place our approach within that of critical and con-
flictual cosmopolitanism (Agustín, 2017; Caraus, 2015).
As pointedout byDavidHarvey (2009), critical cosmopoli-
tanism must avoid false dichotomies between universal
and rooted cosmopolitanism which ignore the dialecti-
cal relation between the universal and the particular and
must aim to explain “moment of openness”, which devel-
ops new relations between the self, the other, and the
world (Delanty, 2006). Thus, cosmopolitanism does not
imply an uncritical assumption of universalism or the re-
jection of the conflictual dimension. Universalism can in-
deed entail a dialectical function to contest existing imag-
inaries and open up the possibilities of thinking of al-
ternative political orders or a more just world (Caraus,
2015). Cosmopolitanism from below combines rooted
practices and solidarity relations without renouncing to
a common ground shared by different solidarity move-
ments. Such a common ground would be the basis for
a new cosmopolitan ‘we’ (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019b;
Caraus, 2017) grounded in inclusive universalism and the
translation of rooted solidarity struggles. On the other
hand, solidarity is a relational practice, and in opposi-
tion to reductionisms or strategic emptiness, solidarity
is contentious; it emerges strongly in moments or con-
junctures, it is generative of political subjectivities and
collective identities, it entails alliance-building among di-
verse actors, it is inventive of new imaginaries, it is situ-
ated in space and time and organized in multi-scalar re-
lations, and it is linked in different ways to institutions.
Solidarity practices can, in any case, connect different
places or geographies and enable relations that go be-
yond national borders, without having anything to do
with nation-states’ own interests (Featherstone, 2012).

The ‘refugee crisis’ and the arrival of refugees rup-
tures the imagined national community, as xenophobic
reactions and implementation of restrictive policy mea-
sures make evident how national border-regimes cre-
ate injustice, inequality, and divisions between human
beings (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019b). The nation-state
contains both inclusive and exclusionary forces. The ex-
clusionary forces of citizenship are often felt by immi-
grants. The conjuncture of the ‘refugee crisis’ enhanced
the exclusionary forces and led to a ‘race to the bottom’
between nation-states to limit the number of incom-
ing refugees. Likewise, we can identify an ambiguity be-
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tween inclusion and exclusion within the EU framework.
The European border regimes (Schengen and Frontex)
at the same time have ideals of openness and free mo-
bility as well as exclusionary aspects of controlling ex-
ternal borders. During the ‘refugee crisis’, the European
Commission tried to appeal to the exclusionary forces by
securing the external borders and by creating the EU–
Turkey deal, as well as launching a refugee relocation
scheme in 2015 aiming at relocating 160,000 refugees
who had arrived in Italy and Greece to other member
states. The scheme was a failure on all accounts as it re-
located less than 28,000 refugees and was terminated in
September 2017. Thus, when we discuss practices of sol-
idarity, we do so in relation to scales: local, regional, na-
tional, international, and transnational. The concept of
scale connects to the (possible) institutionalization and
materiality of solidarity (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019a).

The solidaritymovements developing all over Europe
show how such exclusivist regimes can be challenged—
and to some degree—undone and replaced by new
imaginaries of inclusivist, just, and equal communities.
This will not remove the nationalized identities sup-
porting the existing regime(s), but it counters the exist-
ing hegemony both discursively and materially. David
Featherstone has used the term “nationed geographies
of crisis” to “suggest ways in which the nation is re-
asserted as the primary locus through which grievances
are articulated and envisioned” (Featherstone, 2015,
p. 21). As the term suggests these nationed geographies
generate exclusionary articulations of the nation. Trans-
local solidarity networks connecting local and interna-
tional geographies (Agustín, 2017), as well as cosmopoli-
tan imaginaries, are essential to re-drawing progressive
cartographies “and relate to diverse internationalist tra-
jectories and connections” (Featherstone & Karaliotas,
2018, p. 299). In this regard, solidarities are central to the
formation of transformative political subjectivities. Prac-
tices of solidarity can include people and communities
excluded in existing policies, or they may enact new al-
ternatives by generating entirely new subject identities
(Bauder, 2016, p. 258).

Our conception of cosmopolitanism from below is
grounded in the constitutive role of trans-local relations
and their capacity to shape a cosmopolitan ‘we’, which
is universal but rooted in practices and solidarity rela-
tions. It is important to highlight that talking about cos-
mopolitanism from below implies not renouncing the
idea of universalism since the universal is the result of
shaping inclusive common ground and not of the impo-
sition of an abstract (exclusive) universalism. Thus, cos-
mopolitanism from below becomes the key to intercon-
necting the local practices of urban solidarity beyond na-
tional borders and, extremely important in our case, it
reveals that the true agents of cosmopolitanism have al-
ways been migrants (Nail, 2015). In a similar manner to
sanctuary cities, the solidarity city movement is, accord-
ing to Thomas Nail, a migrant justice movement with the
goal to create a true cosmopolis and bypass the idea

behind nation-states. In order to achieve such a goal,
new imaginaries must be generated which oppose the
city (as a place for all residents) to the exclusionary na-
tional policies.

3. Cities and Urban Solidarities

Changing the focus and scale of the city brings a dif-
ferent perspective and practical alternatives which can
challenge national governments and political inertia.
Throughout the world, cities have responded to the dis-
juncture between exclusionary national migration and
residency policies, and the need to be inclusive at the lo-
cal scale (Bauder & Gonzalez, 2018). Today, 55% of the
global population lives in cities; by 2050 that number
will have increased to 68%. Migrants and refugees may
enter a given country in remote coastal areas or enter
through the countryside or desert—but they inevitably
move towards cities. As Benjamin Barber argued in If
Mayors Ruled the World:

The politics of the city have a very different charac-
ter to the ideological politics of the nation. [They]
are about making things work—you’ve got to pick up
the garbage, you’ve to keep the hospitals open, it
doesn’t matter if the immigrants are legal or illegal—
they have children who get sick andwho have to go to
school, they ride buses, they drive cars. If you asked a
mayor, ‘Do you think immigrants should be allowed in
or not?’ they’d say, ‘They are here’. (Barber, 2013)

Cities must find a way to secure access to legal residency,
social protection, and cultural belonging, and accept the
physical presence of illegal migrants. This is not an easy
task, as national governments hold the right to issue
visas, permits, residence, etc.—yet the new municipalist
surge demonstrates that the municipality is becoming a
strategically crucial site for the organization of transfor-
mative social change (Roth & Russell, 2018). The city can
be—and is—a strategic location for an emergent and ac-
tive citizenship. As Jean McDonald has argued, the city
is a space in which formal notions of citizenship have
been challenged and where social, economic, and po-
litical rights typically associated with formal citizenship
have been substantially demanded, acquired, and en-
acted by non-citizen actors (McDonald, 2012).

As we have already argued, we do not consider cities
as such, as an inherently inclusionary or progressive
force, as opposed to the nation-state. As studies on im-
migrant integration have shown, it is the particular ur-
ban context which shapes the approach to migration is-
sues and the local politics of migration. De Graauw and
Vermeulen (2016), for instance, show that cities aremore
likely to develop inclusionary approaches if the cities
have left-leaning governments, if a large part of the elec-
torate being immigrants, and by having an infrastruc-
ture of community-based organizations that actively rep-
resent immigrants’ interest in local politics and policy-
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making. Alongside these tendencies, we could add that
relations between (racialized)minorities and the political
establishment, including the political left, also influence
how urban solidarities are articulated. Bertie Russell
(2019, p. 1) argues that: “Rather than essentializing cities
as inherently progressive or democratic, the municipal
is instead becoming framed as a ‘strategic front’ for de-
veloping a transformative politics of scale”. From this, it
follows that local loyalties and solidarities can be mo-
bilized as part of a progressive scalar strategy without
falling into the trap of a ‘particular localism’. The latter
notion stems from Mark Purcell, who claims that “as we
discover, narrate, and invent new ideas about democracy
and citizenship in cities, it is critical to avoidwhat I call the
local trap, in which the local scale is assumed to be inher-
ently more democratic than other scales” (Purcell, 2006,
p. 1921). He further argues that scales “are socially con-
structed strategies to achieve particular ends. Therefore,
any scale or scalar strategy can result in any outcome. Lo-
calization can lead to a more democratic city, or a less
democratic one” (Purcell, 2006, pp. 1921–1922).

A lens to understand urban solidarities is the idea of
‘sanctuary’ cities. There are several definitions of sanc-
tuary cities, which tend to differ according to national
perspectives. A short functional definition is the delib-
erate municipal practice of not enforcing strict immigra-
tion laws. Instead of restricting access, the sanctuary
city offers entitlements to otherwise illegalized migrants.
Looking in particular at ‘sanctuary’ cities, Harald Bauder
takes a spatial perspective and argues that such cities
switch from the national to the urban scale by recog-
nizing migrants through their domicile, their urban pres-
ence, rather than excluding them based on their national
status (as ‘illegal’). He contends that “the city, not the
national, is the scale that defines community” (Bauder,
2017). We can identify this practice not only in sanctu-
ary cities in North America, but also in the development
of solidarity cities or Refuge Cities in Europe.

4. Intersections between Civil Society Municipalities:
Forging New Imaginaries

In our own work, we have described solidarity cities
through the notion of institutional solidarity, which rep-
resents the formalization in different degrees of solidar-
ity, connecting the civil society arena with that of policy-
making (Agustín & Jørgensen, 2019a). Here we argue
that the key to characterizing institutional solidarity (in
opposition to institutionalized solidarity) is the capacity
to enable (infra)structures to materialize solidarity and
maintain (and foster) the connections with civil society
and migrants and refugee organizations. For this reason,
it is logical that institutional solidarity, as in the case of
the ‘sanctuary cities’, happens at the local (urban) scale
where the relations (and also the tensions) between insti-
tutions and civil society are closer. The relationship with
the state (and its form of institutionalized solidarity) is of-
ten conflictual since the aims and realities dealt with are

different. Where, for instance, the state can suggest an
exclusivist approach limiting access to health, education,
and labor, the municipalities at the local level have no
choice but to deal with the people residing in the given
municipality. At the local level, policy-based exclusivism
is often replaced by local pragmatism or inclusiveness.
This situation of conflict between the local and the na-
tional levels explains how the international scale is pro-
moted to find transnational alternatives that go beyond
the opposition and restrictions shown by nation-states.
Regardless of the label, cities seeking to become spaces
of sanctuary or solidarity must do so through institution-
alization, alliance building, and civil society engagement.

We regard solidarity is contentious and, as such, a
counter-hegemonic social and political mode of action
which can unify diverse actors to come together to chal-
lenge authorities “in order to promote and enact alter-
native imaginaries” (Leitner, Sheppard, & Sziarto, 2008,
p. 157, who describe contentions politics). The poten-
tial and ability to not only envision but also enact al-
ternative imaginaries is another important aspect of
solidarity and one which is decisive for analyzing how
solidarity responds to the ‘refugee crisis’ (Agustín &
Jørgensen, 2019a, chapter 2). The city has particularly
been perceived as an open space of imagination: what
Harvey (2000) has called “spaces of hope”. Haiven and
Khasnabish (2014) have coined the notion ‘radical imag-
ination’, which they define as the ability to imagine the
world, life, and social institutions not as they are but as
they might otherwise be. They argue that “the radical
imagination is not just about dreaming of different fu-
tures. It’s about bringing those possibilities back from
the future to work in the present, to inspire action and
new forms of solidarity today”. (Haiven & Khasnabish,
2014, p. 3)

5. Barcelona’s Municipalism and Refuge Plan

In May 2015, Barcelona en Común (Barcelona in Com-
mon), a citizen platform created less than one year be-
fore the elections, won the municipal elections. Ada
Colau, a well-known social activist who is particularly in-
volved in the stop-evictions movement, became mayor.
One year later, Barcelona en Común launched the guide
“How toWin Back the City in Común”, elaborated by their
own International Committee. The intention of the guide
is already presented in the first lines:

From the very beginning, those of us who participate
in Barcelona En Común were sure that the demo-
cratic rebellion in Barcelona wouldn’t be just a local
phenomenon. We want Barcelona to be the trigger
for a citizen’s revolution in Catalonia, Spain, Southern
Europe, and beyond. (Barcelona en Común, 2016)

Two dimensions converge here: the local and the interna-
tional. The experience of Barcelona, being locally rooted,
aspires to connect with other international experiences.
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The place of politics (with citizens as its actors) is the city
and the connection between cities creates a new scale
that is not monopolized by the nation states and is open
to new forms of cooperation between institutions and
civil society. Thus, Barcelona becomes “the heart of a
new global political phenomenon known as municipal-
ism” (Gessen, 2018), which challenges the distinction be-
tween traditional political parties and citizens, and be-
tween institutions (and political decision-making) and
civil society. Municipalism reflects the major role played
by the cities and attempts to “open up important fields
of action when it comes to the flow of global capital into
and out of cities; the ecological consequences of over-
population; and the growing social, economic, and ideo-
logical divide between urban, suburban, and rural areas”
(Rubio-Pueyo, 2017). Migration and refuge have also be-
come part of those important fields, as proven after the
‘refugee crisis’ in 2015.

Following these statements, we consider municipal-
ism as a space for radical imagination since the possibil-
ities of producing policies driven by politicians in coop-
eration with citizens (as a ‘democratic rebellion’) are al-
ready provoking new ways of solidarity that can inspire
other spaces (cities) and even change the way we un-
derstand politics. Regarding migration, the radical imag-
inary on democracy forged by municipalism is shaped
by cosmopolitanism from below, where the local con-
nects with the universal and the city become the space
of coexistence between equals. Within this logic, the
City Council launched Barcelona’s Refugee City Plan in
2015, conceived as “a citizen space to channel urban
solidarity and to set up coordinated ways of participat-
ing in its application” (Barcelona Ciutat Refugi, n.d.). The
plan is a reaction against the restrictive politics towards
refugees carried out by the Spanish government. Despite
the commitment to receive 17,313 refugees, according
to the refugee relocation scheme and the resettlement
scheme, Spain received only 1,910 (Sánchez & Sánchez,
2017). Barcelona’s response connectedwith themultiple
forms of solidarity expressed by civil society. The idea
of ‘refugee city’ already activates an imaginary of the
city as a place of solidarity in contrast with the hostil-
ity shown by the national government. The imaginary of
solidarity converges with that of municipalism. This con-
fluence explains why the idea of ‘refuge cities’ evolved
quickly into the establishment of a national network in
Spain and a European Network. Although the state is the
main decision-maker in asylumpolicies,municipalism en-
tails a new space to do everyday politics and to challenge
the absolute lack of a humanitarian approach by the na-
tional government.

Previous to the launch of the Refuge City initiative,
Mayor Ada Colau wrote a letter to Mariano Rajoy which
reflected two totally different modes of approaching
the solidarity movement and the efforts made by civil
society. Colau offered to cooperate and receive more
refugees and emphasized the role that the representa-
tive institutions should play: “We as institutions must

rise to the occasion of this wave of solidarity. It is not
about charity. It is an obligation” (Colau, 2015). Not sur-
prisingly, the Spanish President, Mariano Rajoy, not only
refused the offer but also the possibility of managing the
situation at a level which was not the European one. He
did not consider that the city level should be the level
of action, and not even the nation-state. Consequently,
Rajoy talked about solution patches, or short-term mea-
sures, and thus removed the political solutions from the
actions carried out by the citizens. On the other hand,
the idea sustained by Colau of institutions obliged to fol-
low the solidarity movement points to a completely dif-
ferent direction in which the solutions are designed from
below and transcend the interests of the national gov-
ernments and the constraints imposed by the EU. Both
positions illustrate the differentiation above between in-
stitutional and institutionalized solidarity. Furthermore,
the case of Barcelona offers a dual horizontal platform
to articulate cosmopolitanism from below: between in-
stitutions and civil society (by strengthening the link and
cooperation) and between cities from different geogra-
phies (by establishing a national and international net-
work of ‘refuge cities’).

Barcelona as a ‘refuge city’ develops the idea of
municipalism reflected in its “inter-city network’s four
strategies—the reception model, care for refugees al-
ready in Barcelona, citizen participation and information,
and action abroad” and “emphasizes the assertive in-
fluence of the local government” (Irgil, 2016, p. 10). It
does not imply a completely harmonious relation be-
tween civil society and themunicipality or the fulfillment
of all goals, which is far from happening. However, as
Hansen (2019) has pointed out, the ‘refuge city’ “must
crucially be read as a Europe-wide campaign against a cli-
mate of fear and closure”. Therefore, urban solidarities
and cooperation between civil society and institutions
become relevant to promote an imaginary which works
against the one produced from nationalist and xenopho-
bic positions.

Finally, it is important to stress that the tensions be-
tween civil society and the municipality have become ev-
ident in the case of the migrants and the enormous diffi-
culties in offering satisfactory solutions from local institu-
tions. The case of themanteros (street vendors) is proba-
bly the most emblematic. The recognition of unions of
manteros, as well as the willingness of the City Coun-
cil to improve the conditions of the group, have been
obscured by the continuing police control and repres-
sion. The critiques of manteros were also aimed at the
municipal initiative to create cooperatives by ex-vendors
who want to sell ‘legal’ products. The initiative has been
considered as an attempt to improve the image of the
city council without addressing the real problems on the
street. The case of themanteroswould be an example of
the limitations of the left in Spain (Barcelona en Común,
but also Podemos) to change institutions substantially
(Sabaté, 2019). The difficulties in opening up institutions
to groups like manteros are also reflected in the way in
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which solidarities are constructed, particularly from an
institutional perspective.

6. Institutionalizing and Imagining Solidarities

The urban scale (and the corresponding form of institu-
tional solidarity) opens up the potential to articulate sol-
idarity but still in relation to other scales and their con-
straints, both nationally and internationally. The focus on
local realities also implied that the Barcelona as Refuge
City Plan had to modify their goals and understanding of
solidarity. The initially declared goals consisted of pro-
viding “support for refugees reaching Barcelona under
their own steam, not part of European quotas and initia-
tives for direct support for theMediterranean citiesmost
affected by the humanitarian crisis” (Barcelona Ciutat
Refugi, 2016). Nonetheless, the strategy changed to ad-
dress the everyday situations not corresponding with
the wave of solidarity from 2015. The new strategy con-
sisted of: the strengthening of the Care Service for Immi-
grants, Emigrants and Refugees (SAIER); the application
of the program for accommodation and support called
“Nausica”; increasing work on awareness and education;
the creation of the neighborhood document brochure
in order to facilitate the integration of residents regard-
less of their legal condition; and continuing with interna-
tional cooperation. All these efforts reflect a new phase
of institutional solidarity. In a conversation with Ignasi
Calbó, coordinator of the plan, he explained that there
was a shift from the ‘refugees welcome’ phase to man-
aging other realities and situations which did not cor-
respond with the most stereotypical media represen-
tations of refugees. In our understanding, this second
phase implies a new imaginary of refugees if we con-
sider ‘refugees welcome’ as the first moment of solidar-
ity. The imaginary provoked by the Syrian ‘refugee crisis’
was very powerful andmotivatedmany of the acts of sol-
idarity. By recognizing other realities to deal with, the
City Council likewise demanded a change of imaginary
related to the autonomy of immigrants and the city as a
place of coexistence.

Gloria Rendón, coordinator of SAIER and the
“Nausica” program, explains the change with the fol-
lowing words: “When the ‘Barcelona Refuge City Plan’
was created, the impact on the city was more media
than real….Now we have a real impact but less media”
(Barcelona Ciutat Refugi, 2017a). Herwords portray quite
accurately how the Refuge City was indeed part of the
wave of solidarity since it emerged from civil society’s
demands, and how it needs to adapt to the existing sce-
nario in the aftermath of the crisis. Therefore,we identify
tension between institutionalizing and imagining solidar-
ity since the imaginary of refugees differs from the one
used by the municipality. This situation requires the re-
sponsible people of the plan to contest the idea that no
refugees were arriving in Barcelona by highlighting that
refugees were coming, but with a different profile than
expected in 2015 and that the new refugees and asylum

seekers do not reach the same media scope. The inter-
est in addressing realities could evolve into disconnec-
tion between the political institutions and the citizens
and put the intersection between politicians (and policy
makers) and citizens at risk. Therefore, the second phase
of institutional solidarity focuses on increasing solidarity
through participation. Pablo Peralta de Andrés, respon-
sible for sensitivity and participation of the plan, places
urban solidarity at the level of the neighborhood:

When we talk about solidarity and refugees, there
is a problem in that we talk in general terms. If we
only look at their administrative situation and their
needs, we ignore their particularities: It is not the
same to be a man coming from Venezuela, a woman
coming from Pakistan, or a child from Honduras. So
solidarity shouldn’t be with the refugees in general
but with a population that is coming and with a logic
of a good and new neighborhood. (Barcelona Ciutat
Refugi, 2017b)

Although the plan aims to enhance participation in the
neighborhoods by supporting the ongoing work of so-
cial organizations, it is difficult not to interpret the words
of Peralta de Andrés in terms of cosmopolitanism from
below. He rejects talking about solidarity in general and
prefers contextualized solidarity instead. The opposition
to reducing refugees to an abstraction and solidarity to
a general relation shows how cosmopolitanism from be-
low can contribute to a universal rooted in local reali-
ties. As a consequence, there is a shift from talking about
people as ‘refugees’ in general to talking about ‘com-
munities and neighborhoods’, enhancing solidarity links
among them.

The third phase of Barcelona as a ‘refuge city’ is
provoked in this case by civil society. In February 2017,
around 160,000 people demonstrated in the streets of
Barcelona to demand a change in refugee policies. The
campaign “Casa Nostra, Casa Vostra” (“Our Home, Your
Home”) recovered the spirit of the ‘refugees welcome’
wave and the constitution of a cosmopolitan ‘we’ as ex-
pressed in banners such as: ‘We Welcome’, ‘No One Is
Above Another, No One Is Illegal!’ or ‘Enough Excuses!’.
The solidary ‘us’ contrasts with the reticent ‘them’, at-
tributed to politicians incapable of taking the neces-
sary actions to receive refugees. However, local and
regional politicians participated in the demonstration
since it was mainly the Spanish government that was
blamed. One of the organizers of the campaign, Rubén
Wagensberg (cited in Colás, 2017), explained that the
initiative emerged from a group of Catalan people who
met in the refugee camps in the North of Greece, on the
border with Macedonia. When the refugees were being
evicted, spontaneous camps were created and managed
by volunteers. Some of those volunteers decided to ex-
pand their experience and connect the geographies of
resistance from Greece to Barcelona. The forging of the
campaign shows how trans-local solidarity works by con-
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necting people and geographies. The mobilization also
showed the willingness of civil society to influence, from
the city level, national and international politics to re-
ceive more refugees. Civil society scales both the prob-
lem and the solutions by targeting the national govern-
ment and proving the influence of trans-local solidarities.

Although the City Council lacked continuity in civil so-
ciety actions and civil society lackedmore political action,
the mobilizations of 2017 reinvigorated the imaginary of
refuge as an international issue and reclaimed playing an
active role. Solidarities are thus local and trans-local and
the tensions, or different perspectives, between the mu-
nicipality and civil society are produced by different ways
of institutionalizing and imagining solidarity.

7. Scaling-Up Solidarity

Urban solidarity emerges as the necessity of exploring
an alternative to the states, with its obstruction of the
reception of refugees, and the EU, incapable of offering
coordinated and satisfactory solutions. Besides strength-
ening local solidarities, Barcelona has developed a de-
termination to scale up solidarity and connect different
cities. In this way, the municipal level becomes an al-
ternative level of governance which is shaped by other
channels than the national and the EU ones. Three ini-
tiatives are important to remark: the Refuge Cities net-
work, both Spanish and European, the EU initiative “Sol-
idarity Cities”, and the internationalization of municipal-
ism through “Fearless Cities”. The latter is not specifically
about migration and refugees, but migration was high-
lighted as one of the core issues of the newmunicipalism.
Together, the three initiatives address different types of
institutional solidarity across borders, with the involve-
ment of the city council and civil society.

In September 2015, Ada Colau, together with Anne
Hidalgo,Mayor of Paris, Spyros Galinos, Mayor of Lesbos,
and Giusi Nicolini, Mayor of Lampedusa, wrote an open
letter entitled We, the Cities of Europe. They opposed
the will of citizens to the lack of will of the states. The
gap between the cities and the states generates a new
space of governance: “We, the cities of Europe, are
ready to become places of refuge. We want to welcome
these refugees. States grant asylum status but cities
provide shelter” (Colau, Hidalgo, Galinos, & Nicolini,
2015) The idea of creating a Refuge Cities network was
launched also in Spain and represented the cooperation
between the two most significant cities of municipalism:
Barcelona and Madrid, and 25 other cities which joined
the network.

Fearless Cities is an example of both the scaling-up
of the organizing processes as well as the expanding of
their focus. In June, Barcelona en Común hosted the
first international Fearless Cities summit. The summit
brought together more than 700 officially registered par-
ticipants from six continents. Fearless Cities gatherings
have been organized throughout 2018 (in Warsaw, New
York, Brussels, and Valparaiso). Fearless Cities was the

first timemany of these initiatives were brought into con-
versation (Russell, 2019). The gathering in Barcelona, as
well as the work that occurred before June 2017, point
to an orientation towards urban politics and shared com-
mitment to the progressive social force that Barcelona
en Común had come to represent (Russell, 2019). The
Fearless City summit, as the name indicates, not only
related to the issue of refugees and migration, but to
how cities have a transformative potential based on lo-
cal solidarities and with the ability to both develop new
imaginaries andmaterialize these through practices. The
summit addressed issues such as commoning practices,
new participatory models of budgeting, developing new
models of direct democracy, etc. The organizers describe
the purpose and work ahead as: “[A] goal of radicalizing
democracy, feminizing politics, and standing up to the far
right. Since then, these neighborhood movements, may-
ors, and local councilors have been collaborating to build
global networks of solidarity and hope from the bottom
up” (Fearless Cities, 2018).

Although migration and refugee issues were central
to the summit—the summit was initiated by a public rally
for the establishment of a global networks of refuge and
hope with mayors from 16 cities and three continents
standing as organizers—it can still be discussed if a plat-
form such as Fearless Cities is favorable for transforming
urban solidarities into practices relating to migrants and
refugees. As pointed out by Gonick (2017), neither “Fear-
less Cities” nor Barcelona municipalism have been ca-
pable of incorporating the question of immigration and
ethnic and racial difference as constitutive of urban gov-
ernance since migrants still appear as objects of politi-
cal action rather than subjects. Ignasi Calvó (quoted in
Ciudades sin Miedo, 2018, p. 182) argues that “migra-
tion and refugee policiesmust influence all the other poli-
cies in themunicipal sphere, from those of economic and
social character to urban planning. They should be per-
ceived as a value, not as a problem”. While this is doable
at the local level, it remains to be seen how the up-
scaling can forge trans-local solidarities and how it can
affect the development of progressive politics and poli-
cies. Fearless Cities is a direct response to what Wodak
(2015) has described as a “politics of fear”, which is a nor-
malization of nationalistic, xenophobic, racist, and anti-
Semitic rhetoric. Gatherings such as the Fearless Cities
summits are examples of how trans-local solidarities and
cosmopolitanism from below challenge established and
institutionalized politics of fear.

8. Concluding Remarks

In this article, we have focused on the intersections be-
tween civil society and local or municipal governments
and discussed howurban solidarities canmaterialize into
new practices based on cosmopolitanism from below. In
this political geography, cities hold a special role. Return-
ing to Barber’s (2013) question, “what would happen
if Mayors ruled the world?”, we will let Iago Martínez
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from the platform La Marea Atlantica, which governs La
Coruña’s council, indirectly answer the question:

If the 19th century was that of Empire, and the
20th that of the nation-state, the 21st is the cen-
tury of the city.…Cities are our greatest hope for
democracy.While traditional political institutions lose
space and power in a systemwhich has surpassed the
boundaries of the nation-state, new local sovereign-
ties emerge as authentic protagonists of the present
through their capacity to respond…to the key chal-
lenges of our age. (Gilmartin, 2018)

In our example of Barcelona as a ‘refuge city’, we see
how a Spanish city engages in a progressivist manner to
develop mechanisms of inclusion towards migrants and
refugees. In this way, the newmunicipalism in Barcelona
(and the democratic and inclusive imaginaries associated
with it) becomes a paradigmatic example of how a soli-
darity city develops and what kind of potential it holds.
Not all cities are like Barcelona, and as we previously ar-
gued in this article that we should be aware not to as-
sume that all cities are progressive per definition. From
the perspective of academia, these are analytical ques-
tions andwe not only need empirical studies of themany
different city approaches but also to theorize the dynam-
ics of solidarity cities.
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