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ABSTRACT 
 

Alarmed by contamination provoked by a terrible flood, residents from the river 

delta city of Tigre, Argentina formed an environmental asamblea—a horizontally 

organized neighborhood action group to address environmental stress from water 

contamination and unchecked development. The decision to form an asamblea reflects a 

larger trend in political participation underway since Argentina’s 2001 crisis. In 2001, 

widespread discontent with neoliberalism provoked many to participate in asambleas, 

since asambleas use direct democracy to collectively make decisions. This format 

reflected the peoples’ disillusionment with representative democracy, authoritarian 

politics, and traditional channels of participation. Years later in Tigre, the asamblea has 

been an effective means to formulate a new vision of participatory democracy, and a 

citizenship that includes the environment as a right and responsibility. The actions and 

ideas of the asamblea have challenged neoliberal hegemony in the community, 

demonstrating the promise of grassroots alternatives in weakening dominant paradigms. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

During a bad flood in March 2006, run-off from industrial areas of Buenos Aires 

sluiced chemical pollution and trash deep into the delta islands of Tigre, Argentina. This 

wave of industrial chemicals killed thousands of fish and contaminated the islands’ 

drinking water for two weeks. Alarmed by the levels of contamination that provoked such 

an environmental catastrophe, angry residents from the city of Tigre and from the islands 

staged a massive nautical demonstration. The protest drew so much attention that 

participants decided to form an environmental asamblea—a horizontally-organized 

neighborhood action group—to address the environmental stress caused not only by 

contamination, but also by upscale housing and mass tourism developments in the delta. 

Tigre’s residents’ decision to form an asamblea reflects a larger trend in political 

participation underway since Argentina’s 2001 economic and political crisis. Widespread 

discontent with high unemployment, currency devaluation, and political corruption 

provoked many members of the middle class to participate in asambleas. Translated as 

“assembly” in English, asambleas have no official leaders, and instead make decisions 

using direct democracy. Each member has equal vote and voice in determining the 

group’s course of action. Different than NGOs, political parties, or unions, asambleas 

operate autonomously from the government and are not legally recognized. Although 

asambleas are action-oriented and pragmatic, they formed because of larger issues during 

and after the crisis of 2001. The asamblea format reflected the peoples’ disillusionment 

with representative democracy, authoritarian politics, and traditional channels of political 
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participation. These groups acted as an effective means to formulate new visions of 

democracy and citizenship, while advancing collective projects.  

Now, years after the crisis, asambleas continue to engage themes of democracy. 

Even though many of the original asambleas of 2001 no longer meet, the format remains 

the preferred one for grassroots organization. Asambleas as a general phenomenon have 

received attention in the scholarly literature as a unique form of participation that 

emerged after the crisis, but a look at their general characteristics as a movement does not 

do justice to how their specific themes and projects are shaped by local problems and 

contexts.1 Even though scholars have analyzed 2001’s economic dimensions and the 

concurrent upsurge of participation,2 few have examined the ongoing political effects of 

the crisis. The events of 2001 need to be interpreted as an important step people have 

taken to make democracy and citizenship a reality, despite the 25-year-existence of 

formal democracy. 

This examination of the Tigre asamblea highlights local political themes that 

persist now that the worst of the crisis has passed, which suggests conclusions about 

                                                 
1 Ana Dinerstein, “Que se Vayan Todos: Popular Insurrection and the Asambleas Barriales in Argentina,” 
Bulletin of Latin American Research 22.2 (2003): 187-200. I agree with Dinerstein when she cautions not 
to place too much emphasis on homogenizing asambleas because they are so context specific and locally 
elaborated. See also: Oscar Caram, Que se vaya todo: Asambleas, horizontes, y resistencias (Buenos Aires, 
Argentina: Manuel Suarez Editor, 2002); Marina Sitrin, Horizontalism: Voices of Popular Power in 
Argentina (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2006). 
2 For economic analyses of the crisis, see: Norma Giarracca and Miguel Teubal, “‘Que se vayan todos: 
Neoliberal Collapse and Social Protest in Argentina,” in Good Governance in the Era of Neoliberalism: 
Conflict and Depolitisation in Latin America, Eastern Europe, Asia, and Africa, edited by Jolle Demmers, 
Alex E. Fernández Jilberto, and Barbara Hogenboom (New York: Routledge, 2004): 66-90; M. Feijoó, 
Nuevo país, nueva pobreza (Buenos Aires: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2003); International Monetary 
Fund, “The Role of the IMF in Argentina,” (2003) http://www.imf.org/External/NP/ieo/2003/arg/ 
index.htm#1 [accessed November 27, 2007]; Guillermo Paraje, “Crisis, reforma estructural y nuevamente 
crisis: desigualdad y bienestar en el Gran Buenos Aires,” Desarrollo Económico 45, no. 179 (2005): 373-
402. 
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changing ideas about democracy on a broader scale. It also demonstrates, as Julia Paley 

has argued elsewhere,3 that democracy, rather than being a set of universally recognized 

ideals, has various meanings among different societies. Tigre’s asamblea is a relevant 

case study because it forms part of a larger urban environmental movement that has 

begun in recent years in Argentina as the long-term environmental effects of capitalist 

development become more evident.4 Grassroots efforts like that of the Tigre asamblea 

deserve attention because they point the way to generating substantive democratic life in 

a country that has experienced a repressive military dictatorship, increasing inequality, 

and environmental degradation as a result of neoliberal economics.  

 

I. Principal Argument 

Tigre is a lush river delta situated at the edge of urban Buenos Aires (see figure 

1.1). As the country has re-opened its economy to capitalist development under 

neoliberalism, the delta has become an increasingly popular tourist destination. 

Neoliberalism has manifested itself locally in the form of aggressive development plans, 

gross inequalities, and water contamination from growing industrial activity within the 

watershed, which has negatively impacted many residents. Even as luxury neighborhoods 

and tourist complexes spring up in Tigre, sixty-three percent of the watershed’s 

residents—many living in squatter settlements—still lack sewage service. Because of 

                                                 
3 Julia Paley, “Toward an Anthropology of Democracy,” Annual Review of Anthropology 31 (2002): 469-
496. See also Julia Paley, Marketing Democracy: Power and Social Movements in Post-Dictatorship Chile 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2001) for her analysis of democracy following Chile’s 
1990s regime transition. 
4 This movement was begun by the environmental asamblea of Gualeguaychú, Argentina which mobilized 
over their opposition to the installation of a foreign paper mill in a neighboring community. Their efforts 
spurred the creation of other environmental asambleas all over Argentina, including the Tigre asamblea. 
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this, asamblea members feel like residents’ needs for clean water and better public 

services have been subordinated to the municipality’s desire to increase economic growth 

and capitalize on Tigre’s natural beauty for economic gain.  

Figure 1.1 Map of Argentina 
 

 
 
The location of Tigre and the delta islands—marked by the letter “A”—lie on the  
outskirts of the Buenos Aires metropolitan area in the province of Buenos Aires. 

 
As such, the Tigre asamblea serves as an important vehicle for residents to 

advance more equitable development for their community. The group’s frustration with 

the negative effects of neoliberalism has lead to the development of new political 

practices. I argue that the asamblea’s efforts to protect their delta environment from water 

contamination and reckless development indicate a larger struggle to live out new 

*map taken from Google Maps 
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definitions of democracy and citizenship that challenge neoliberalism’s hegemony in 

their community. First, in a clear rejection of the prevailing national paradigm, asamblea 

members practice direct democracy that emphasizes collective decision making. The 

asamblea insists that meaningful democracy cannot exist within a system like 

neoliberalism that creates such apparent inequalities. Second, the asamblea defines a 

healthy environment as a citizenship right and responsibility, making citizenship a 

community affair and challenging the capitalist construction of nature as a commodity. 

 

II. Analytical Framework 

Because of the dominance of neoliberalism in the last three decades, it has often 

been thought of as a monolithic economic paradigm implemented uniformly worldwide. 

While its general characteristics as an economic theory can be identified, neoliberalism 

has varied across different time periods and locations (chapter 2 examines Argentina’s 

experience with free-market economics and later, fully consolidated neoliberalism). 

Equally important is the realization that neoliberalism constitutes not just a set of 

economic practices, but environmental and political practices as well.5 Despite its 

emphasis on market fairness and minimal market regulation, for neoliberal economics to 

succeed, it requires the state’s cooperation and support in certain environmental and 

political aspects. My review of the existing scholarship on neoliberalism considers three 

                                                 
5 Noel Castree, “Neoliberalizing Nature: Processes, Effects, and Evaluations,” Environment and Planning 
A 40, no. 1 (January 2008): 143; David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005): 2. 
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aspects of neoliberalism: its historical trajectory as an economic system, its 

environmental implications, and its political project. 

Before discussing the history of neoliberalism, however, the term “middle class” 

needs to be defined. Even though members of neighborhood asambleas come from 

different political backgrounds and income levels, the asambleas are primarily a 

movement of the middle class, since this is the group that experienced the most impact 

from the economic crisis.6 As a social and economic grouping, the middle class has 

always been difficult to pinpoint precisely, but sociologists describe the middle class as 

possessing a secondary education or higher, owning their own homes or having 

permanent housing, earning an income above the poverty line, and possessing a level of 

discretionary income that enables them to maintain certain consumption patterns.7 Put 

simply, the middle class counts itself as having both economic and social capital,8 

although there are many distinctions within this sector based on income, education, and 

occupation. In this study, I use the term middle class to mean the “middle sectors,” a 

classification proposed by Johnson as better suited than class, because even though the 

middle sectors possess similar cultural values, unlike a class they are often composed of 

diverse actors and span a wide range of political interest groups and income-levels.9 

 
                                                 
6 See, for example: Gabriel Kessler, “Empobrecimiento y fragmentación de la clase media argentina,” Red 
de Investigación y Acción para el Desarrollo Local (2003), http://www.riadel.org [accessed November 27, 
2007]; Artemio López and Martín Romeo, La declinación de la clase media argentina (Buenos Aires: 
Libros de Equis, 2005); José E. Abadi and Diego Mileo, Tocar fondo: la clase media argentina en crisis 
(Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 2002).  
7 López and Romeo, La declinación, 26. 
8 Alberto Minujin and Eduardo Anguita, eds., La clase media: seducida y abandonada (Buenos Aires: 
Edhasa, 2004). 
9 John Johnson, Political Change in Latin America: The Emergence of the Middle Sectors (Stanford, Calif.: 
Stanford University Press, 1958): 4-11. 
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Neoliberal Origins 

 Recent scholarship has emphasized the importance of examining neoliberalism 

not as a homogenous theory implemented unilaterally, but rather as a diverse set of 

practices that have taken different forms in different time periods and societies.10 Peck 

and Tickell have argued that rather than studying “neoliberalism,” it makes more sense to 

look at the “process of neoliberalization,” or the ways neoliberalism is carried out locally 

while still remaining part of a broader structure.11 Because of this, defining neoliberalism 

in absolute terms can be difficult, but scholars have identified its central elements in their 

consideration of neoliberalism’s local variations through history.12 

Definitions of neoliberalism range from the abstract to the particular, but at its 

simplest, say Liverman and Vilas, neoliberalism is a system of “free markets and less 

government.”13 While its origins are in Adam Smith’s 18th century classical liberalism of 

the invisible hand of the market and minimal government intervention, “neo”-liberalism 

emerged in the 1970s based on the ideas of Milton Friedman, Friedrich Von Hayek, and 

the Chicago School of economics. These thinkers advocated a return to freer markets, 

less government interference in economic affairs, and more responsibility for the private 

sector in the social realm in order to help the economy recover from the perceived failure 

of Keynesian economics. Experimentally applied in Latin America in the 1970s and 

                                                 
10 See Diana Liverman and Silvina Vilas, “Neoliberalism and the Environment in Latin America,” Annual 
Review of Environment and Resources 31, no. 1 (2006): 331; Karen Bakker, “The ‘Commons’ Versus the 
‘Commodity’: Alter-globalization, Anti-privatization and the Human Right to Water in the Global South,” 
Antipode 39, no. 3 (2007): 432-454. 
11 Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell, “Neoliberalizing Space,” Antipode 34, no. 3 (2002): 380. 
12 James McCarthy and Scott Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature and the Nature of Neoliberalism,” Geoforum 35 
(2004): 276. Peck and Tickell (p. 383ff) examine neoliberalism’s evolution through history in order to 
arrive at their definition of neoliberalism.  
13 Liverman and Vilas, “Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 329. 
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1980s with the help of military dictatorships that suppressed social opposition, 

neoliberalism’s success in stimulating economic growth and capital accumulation led 

U.S. President Ronald Reagan and Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher to 

embrace the philosophy in the 1980s. 

In the mid-1980s, as Latin America attempted to recover from a decade-long debt 

crisis, the international financial community—made up of the IMF, World Bank, Inter-

American Development Bank, and the U.S. Government—sought to reform Latin 

American economies with a series of neoliberal policy recommendations. These policies, 

engineered to generate economic growth and facilitate debt repayment, are known as the 

Washington Consensus and form the nucleus of neoliberal theory. In exchange for debt 

renegotiation, the Washington Consensus required deregulation of markets, fiscal reform, 

the strengthening of property rights, and the privatization of state industries. The 

Consensus intended these measures—applied unilaterally to Latin American nations—to 

act as shock therapy to bring wild inflation and deepening debt under control, and to re-

form governments and institutions for long-term economic growth.14  

Based on their analysis of neoliberalism since its emergence, Peck and Tickell 

argue that it underwent a major shift in the 1990s. Whereas the first neoliberal policies 

implemented in Latin America and elsewhere responded to the Keynesian economic 

model and sought to dismantle it, by the 1990s, neoliberal policies had adopted a 

constructionist orientation, seeking to build and strengthen neoliberal governance through 

                                                 
14 These four elements of the Washington Consensus come from Frederick Weaver’s summary. See 
Frederick Stirton Weaver, Latin America in the World Economy: Mercantile Colonialism to Global 
Capitalism (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 2000): 178. 
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fundamental changes to institutions, regulations, and the state.15 So while neoliberal 

policies in the 1970s were characterized more by their attempt to bring back free-market 

economics and do away with the welfare state, by the 1990s, as Castree argues, neoliberal 

policies had begun to redraw the lines between economy, state, and society to bring more 

and more aspects of life under the logic of the market.16 

 

Neoliberalism and Nature 

 For my analysis of the Tigre asamblea and its environmental struggle, it is 

particularly relevant to examine neoliberal theory as it applies to nature. Several scholars 

have considered neoliberalism as a manifestation of capitalism,17 and as such, it exhibits 

many of the environmental problems associated with capitalism. Capitalism’s emphasis 

on growth and accumulation, its constant need for new inputs, markets, and primary 

goods, and its consideration of environmental degradation as an externality not accounted 

for in the final cost, has profound environmental implications.18 McCarthy and Prudham, 

in fact, argue that neoliberalism is fundamentally an environmental undertaking.19 And 

while neoliberalism in its theoretical formulation does not specifically include 

environmental interactions, Liverman and Vilas point out that neoliberalism’s 

relationship with nature deserves interrogation since market logic has fundamentally 

                                                 
15 Peck and Tickell, “Neoliberalizing Space,” 384. 
16 Castree, “Neoliberalizing Nature,” 143. 
17 For a review of contemporary Marxist scholars’ analysis of capitalism, Marxism, and the environment 
see Castree, “Neoliberalizing Nature,” 141-42.  
18 Liverman and Vilas, “Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 332. 
19 McCarthy and Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature,” 277. 
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reconfigured environmental use and governance.20 Under neoliberalism, each of the four 

components of the Washington Consensus has been applied to the environment and its 

management. 

Deregulation of markets and reduction of state interference in the market forms 

the backbone of neoliberal theory. According to neoliberal philosophy, when the market 

is free from government interference it most accurately reflects peoples’ buying and 

selling decisions, and thus can fairly allocate goods and services based solely on supply 

and demand. But as McCarthy and Prudham point out, when governments apply 

neoliberal logic to its fullest extent, more and more goods and services are removed from 

the realm of government responsibility to become commodified. This commodification of 

goods and services applies even to resources formerly not thought of as commodities 

such as health care, labor, or in this case, environmental resources.21 The creation of new 

commodities also generates new opportunities for profit and accumulation.22 Latin 

American examples of the commodification of nature under neoliberalism can be seen in 

the transfer of management of public lands to the private sector, such as with forests in 

Chile, fisheries in Mexico, or water privatization in Bolivia.23 These changes are justified 

by the supposed “tragedy of the commons,” which theorizes that common areas and 

resources become degraded and abused when subject to unregulated public use. The 

                                                 
20 Liverman and Vilas, “Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 332. 
21 McCarthy and Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature,” 276. See also Karen Bakker, An Uncooperative 
Commodity: Privatizing Water in England and Wales (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), which 
discusses the difficulty inherent in making water into a commodity.  
22 Liverman and Vilas, “Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 330. 
23 For an account of the privatization and decentralization of Buenos Aires’ water provision and the 
transformation of water from a freely available public good into a commodity, see Graciela Schneier-
Madanes, “From Well to Network: Water Supply and Sewerage in Buenos Aires (1993-2000),” Journal of 
Urban Technology 8, no. 3 (2001): 45-63.  
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“tragedy of the commons” argues that common environments can be best managed 

through the assignment of property rights and according to market rules.24 Thus nature, 

once managed by the government or the community, becomes subject to market logic. 

Yet despite neoliberalism’s emphasis on reducing government involvement in 

market affairs, scholars have pointed out that neoliberalism needs the government in 

several important respects. Rather than the government completely removing itself from 

its role as regulator, Bakker argues that the nature of the government’s relationship with 

the market, the private sector, and its citizens, only takes on a new form.25 The 

government, with its law-making and policy-making abilities, upholds the institutional 

framework necessary for neoliberalism’s operation. The government must ensure private 

property rights, create markets for new commodities to be traded, and enforce policies 

that facilitate neoliberalism’s smooth functioning.26   

Neoliberalism advocates a strong legal framework that will enforce property 

rights, protect legal contracts, and encourage innovation to guarantee individual freedoms 

and innovation.27 Since neoliberalism holds the growth of entrepreneurship, private 

enterprise, and innovation as keys to wealth generation, neoliberal economies must 

                                                 
24 Importantly, Liverman and Vilas (see “Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 332) point out that the 
tragedy of the commons has been disproved by scholars who have demonstrated the benefits of collective 
management of environmental resources. Nevertheless, tragedy of the commons theory still permeates 
neoliberal logic and discourse. For examples of critiques of the tragedy of the commons, see Marcela 
Vasquez Leon, “Avoidance Strategies and Govermental Rigidity: the Case of the Small-Scale Shrimp 
Fishery in Two Mexican Communities,” Journal of Political Ecology 1 (1994): 67-81; and Emily Young, 
“State Intervention and Abuse of the Commons: Fisheries Development in Baja California Sur, Mexico,” 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers 91, no. 2 (2001): 283-306. Young shows how private 
sector involvement worsened a Mexican fishery that was previously managed as a commons. 
25 Bakker, “Uncooperative Commodity,” 37. 
26 Harvey, A Brief History, 2; McCarthy and Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature,” 276; Castree, “Neoliberalizing 
Nature,” 142. 
27 Harvey, A Brief History, 64.  
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secure the mechanisms needed to protect them. The emphasis on property rights can be 

traced back to the dawn of classical liberalism, say McCarthy and Prudham, when 

philosophers like John Locke saw strong property rights as the foundation of a 

progressive and fair society.28 In conjunction with this emphasis on property rights, 

neoliberalism advocates for the privatization of formerly state-owned enterprises since it 

considers governments inefficient managers of industries. For economies to become 

globally competitive, important industries must be in the hands of the private sector, 

which can manage them cost-effectively and with the highest productivity. For the 

environment, the push for property rights and privatization has meant changes like the 

parceling of public lands to be used as capital (such as the privatization of ejidos in 

Mexico), the creation of rights to pollute, and the purchase of public lands for 

management by private investors and even environmental groups.29  

Scholars have argued, however, that neoliberalism’s emphasis on privatization 

has less to do with operating according to market logic, and more to do with the 

generation of wealth. Wilder and Romero Lankou, for example, contend that 

privatization, at least in the case of Mexico’s water service, was not so much preferred 

for its greater efficiency, but because it facilitated capital accumulation by the private 

sector, and gave the state a mechanism to wash its hands of water provision.30 

                                                 
28 McCarthy and Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature,” 277.  
29 Ibid., 277. 
30 Margaret Wilder and Patricia Romero-Lankao, “Paradoxes of Decentralization: Water Reform and Social 
Implications in Mexico,” World Development 34, no. 11 (2006): 1977. 
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Privatization of environmental resources also serves to open the economy to foreign 

investment and the generation of capital.31 

The Washington Consensus’s insistence on reforming government spending has 

also had environmental implications. Efforts to reduce and streamline government 

budgets have reduced or eliminated funding for public programs, including those offering 

environmental services. Disguised with a discourse of civic responsibility, former 

responsibilities of the government are passed on to citizens, civil society, and the private 

sector.32 Reduction of government responsibility has also manifested itself in the transfer 

of federal duties to the state and local level, to streamline governance and make it more 

efficient and cost-effective. For the environment, fiscal reform means reductions in 

public spending for environmental management and the transfer of responsibility for 

environmental services to citizens. In many cases, reduced state intervention has also 

meant less environmental regulation.33 

 Upon considering the ways neoliberalism has reshaped the environment, it can be 

argued that scholars should direct their attention to exploring the connections between 

neoliberalism, the environment, and the political. McCarthy and Prudham, for example, 

assert that environmental movements have been a source of some of the most formidable 

challenges to the neoliberal paradigm, and as such, merit further study.34 Environmental 

concerns, such as the Tigre asamblea’s struggle to protect the delta, supply alternatives 

and ideas about how to challenge and resist neoliberalism at the local level. 
                                                 
31 Liverman and Vilas, “Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 328. 
32 Castree, “Neoliberalizing Nature,” 142; Paley, Marketing Democracy, 147ff; Liverman and Vilas, 
“Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 328. 
33 Liverman and Vilas, “Neoliberalism and the Environment,” 328-30.  
34 McCarthy and Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature,” 275-78.  
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Neoliberalism and the Political 

 Supporters of neoliberalism often describe the system as separate from the 

political realm because of its insistence on unfettered markets and the preservation of 

individual freedom. But as Peck and Tickell argue, neoliberalism is only apolitical on the 

surface, since the implementation of market rule requires certain political practices to be 

implemented and others to be eliminated.35 Castree contends that far from being 

politically neutral, neoliberalism actively shapes society so that the market becomes the 

primary way people are allocated economic goods. It should therefore be considered a 

“comprehensive mode of governance,” rather than just an economic strategy.36 In fact, 

neoliberalism has profoundly changed peoples’ experience of democracy and citizenship. 

There is a serious contradiction inherent in neoliberalism with respect to 

democracy: while neoliberalism claims to preserve individual freedom of choice, it also 

curtails aspects of democracy in order to maintain its hegemony. David Harvey explains 

that neoliberal governments—in order to guard against competition from socialism or 

populist rule—must restrict democratic input, and instead hand over collective 

responsibility for economic decisions to institutions like the central banks or the IMF, 

which are not subject to popular input.37 In addition, Julia Paley has argued that the free-

market, rather than ensuring equality and democracy, has actually undercut it. Since 

                                                 
35 Peck and Tickell, “Neoliberalizing Space,” 389. 
36 Castree, “Neoliberalizing Nature,” 143. 
37 Harvey, A Brief History, 69. Ironically, he points out that this is clear interference from the state, which is 
supposedly not involved in market play under neoliberalism. 
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neoliberalism has greatly increased economic inequality, it has sabotaged the democratic 

ideal of equality, weakening people’s experience of democracy.38 

 Neoliberalism has also profoundly reconfigured labor in the name of flexibility 

and mobility, since collective organizing could impede capital accumulation.39 Daniel 

Garcia-Delgado has argued that, for workers in Argentina, the disappearance of the 

welfare state meant the disappearance of employment guarantees, social security, union 

rights, and minimum wage. In its place, the neoliberal model calls for flexibility of labor, 

dismantling of unions, and for the employee-employer relationship to favor the latter in 

the name of productivity. While this model made the national economy more competitive 

on the world stage, it ended an important institutional tradition (begun under Perón) that 

linked many to the political and social realm through employment and union activity.40 

Being employed meant more than just economic well-being: it formed an essential part of 

social dignity and inclusion in society.41  

Accordingly, neoliberal changes to the labor force have changed the economic 

identities of many workers and how they experience their social rights. In the past, 

workers under state-sponsored development enjoyed social rights through the state, in the 

form of minimum wage, employee benefits, and protection from market downturns.42 But 

                                                 
38 Paley, “Anthropology of Democracy,” 482-83. 
39 Harvey, A Brief History, 75. 
40 Daniel García Delgado, Estado-nación y globalización: fortalezas y debilidades en el umbral del tercer 
milenio (Buenos Aires: Ariel, 1998): 165-67. 
41 Ibid., 166. Spanish: “de ‘vivir o no vivir en sociedad.’” Harvey too (p. 80), argues that neoliberalism can 
result in “social incoherence,” since the dismantling of collective organizing “leaves a gaping hole in the 
social order.” 
42 After WWII, many nations adopted a model of citizenship as consisting of civil, political, and social 
rights, in accordance with T.H. Marshall’s classic formulation. It was thought, as Matías Landau 
excellently synthesizes, that for the fullest expression of citizenship to occur, a liberal democratic welfare 
state must be in place. Landau points out that the welfare state served as an alternative to communism, in 
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social fragmentation brought by the dictatorship, and the economic restructuring that 

reduced the role of the state, has changed the way people access their social rights and 

experience citizenship. Although people enjoy formal citizenship under neoliberalism, 

the possibility of exercising and accessing their social rights has been limited by the 

dismantling of unions, the closing down of traditional channels of political participation, 

and an inability to afford the privatized social services necessary for economic and social 

well-being.43 In addition, as Landau points out, many think the state is incapable of 

guaranteeing citizenship rights because it has surrendered many of its former 

responsibilities to the market and the private sector.44 

People’s experience of their social rights is not the only way neoliberal policies 

have changed the citizenship matrix. Neoliberalism has reduced citizenship to an 

individual project, rather than a collective undertaking. Neoliberal citizenship centers on 

the belief that each citizen should be personally responsible for their social, political, and 

economic well-being by taking his or her place within the market, rather than passively 

depending on the state.45 This emphasis on individual responsibility, along with 

neoliberalism’s focus on private property, has disguised citizenship as an individual 

affair, minimizing its aspects of collective struggle and definition.  

In contrast to this neoliberal view, Dagnino emphasizes that citizenship is a 

historical construct rather than a homogenous concept, achieved through the particular 

                                                                                                                                                 
which the consent of the working class could still be maintained within a capitalist framework. Later, this 
model of citizenship was critiqued because it was thought to encourage dependence on the state. See Matías 
Landau, “Los múltiples significados de ser ciudadano,” in Sujetos a la Incertidumbre, edited by Susana 
Murillo (Buenos Aires: Instituto Movilizador de Fondos Cooperativos, 2002): 100. 
43 Minujin and Anguita, La clase media, 177.  
44 Landau, “Los multiples significados,” 110.  
45 In “Introduction” of Alvarez et al., Cultures of Politics, 1. See also Harvey, A Brief History, 76.  
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political struggles of communities throughout history.46 She explains that social 

movements in Latin America have used the concepts of citizenship to advocate new ideas 

that go beyond traditional conceptions and current models of democracy. By using the 

language of rights and responsibilities, equality and participation, social movements call 

for a transformation of the political.47 This was certainly the case in 2001 when 

asambleas reconsidered long-held notions of democracy and citizenship because of how 

the crisis brought to light problems with political representation. 

 As the social inequalities, political transformations, and environmental effects of 

neoliberalism come under growing scrutiny, examining efforts at resistance and challenge 

to neoliberalism become important. Environmental movements and their alternative 

projects are an important theater where local manifestations of neoliberalism and its 

environmental reconfigurations can be examined. Following Peet and Watts, I consider 

meaning systems, collective identities, the environmental conditions that provoked 

action, and the possibility that environmental claims connect to broader political 

movements in my examination of the Tigre asamblea.48 In accordance with McCarthy 

and Prudham’s assertion that the most thorough analyses of nature, neoliberalism, and the 

political involve specific examples rather than abstractions,49 I use the case study of the 

                                                 
46 Evelina Dagnino, “Citizenship in Latin America: An Introduction,” Latin American Perspectives 30, no. 
2 (March 2003): 14.  
47 Evelina Dagnino, “Culture, Citizenship, and Democracy: Changing Discourses and Practices of the Latin 
American Left,” in Cultures of Politics, Politics of Cultures, edited by Sonia E. Alvarez, Evelina Dagnino 
and Arturo Escobar (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1998): 47-50. Paley also addresses this idea; see 
Paley, “Anthropology of Democracy,” 485. 
48 Richard Peet and Michael Watts, eds., Liberation Ecologies: Environment, Development, Social 
Movements (London: Routledge, 1996): 35. 
49 McCarthy and Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature,” 279. 
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Tigre asamblea to examine the complex interactions between an environmental crisis, a 

grassroots political movement, and a neoliberal local government. 

 

III. Research Methodology 

My findings about the Tigre asamblea result from ethnographic fieldwork 

conducted during the summer of 2008. Qualitative research methods elucidated case-

specific information and broader conclusions about new forms of political participation in 

Argentina.50 I carried out in-depth interviews with half of the asamblea’s forty-plus 

participating members and was a participant observer of several of the asamblea’s main 

meetings, subcommittee meetings, and organized protests. These methods suited an 

action-oriented group such as the asamblea since I could both observe the group in their 

activities as well as interview individuals about their experiences within the asamblea.  

I interviewed members formally using structured questions, and informally in 

conversational settings. While directed questions elicited information specific to my 

research themes, interviewees gave the most informative and open answers during more 

casual conversations. Throughout this paper, the asamblea members tell of their 

undertakings as they interpret them, and I have compiled their comments and 

explanations in Appendix A: Voices of the Asamblea.51 Observations of asamblea 

meetings and mobilizations were both passive—watching interactions between members, 

listening during meetings, etc.—and active observations in which I accompanied the 

                                                 
50 For more about qualitative research methods in the social sciences, see Herbert J. Rubin and Irene S. 
Rubin, Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2005).  
51 Asamblea members’ names have been changed to protect their privacy and comply with Human Subjects 
guidelines. 
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asamblea in their mobilizations, spent time in members’ homes, or attended meetings. 

The combination of passive and active observation allowed me to observe as an outsider 

and an insider. Most importantly, my participation in events helped me gain members’ 

trust and overcome their initial hesitation to be interviewed by a foreign researcher.  

To supplement the information gained through observation and interviews, I 

analyzed news articles, legal documents, and promotional materials that chronicled the 

asamblea’s struggle to protect the delta. This information, as well as members’ personal 

archives of previous environmental activism in the delta, helped inform my background 

knowledge of the community and to see the asamblea as part of a historical trajectory. 

Thus, my approach is ethnographic and historical. Following anthropologist Clifford 

Geertz’s assertion that understanding local situations can lead to general conclusions,52 I 

conclude that the Tigre asamblea is part of the larger transformation of political 

participation in Argentina after 2001.  

 

IV. Chapter Outline 

To understand the changing dynamics of political participation since 2001, 

background knowledge of the national context and Tigre’s local context is essential. 

Chapter 2 explains the national economic and political situation under the military 

dictatorship of 1976-1983, which implemented free-market policies alongside brutal 

political repression. The chapter traces the consolidation of neoliberalism through the 

1990s under President Carlos Menem and discusses the reasons for the crisis of 2001 and 

                                                 
52 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (London: Hutchison, 1975): 21. 
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the rise of asambleas. A historical understanding of the 2001 crisis highlights the 

significant changes it has brought to popular participation. The chapter concludes by 

linking the events of the 2001 to the asambleas that remain, years after the crisis. A 

member of the Tigre asamblea provides an account of the manifestation of neoliberalism 

in Tigre and its accompanying environmental consequences.  

Chapter 3 examines the asamblea’s conceptions of democracy as they relate to the 

political situation in Tigre. The asamblea argues that the local government possesses a 

“cosmetic democracy” that maintains an appearance of democracy, but in reality, has no 

room for citizen input, participation, or concern. The asamblea responds to this cosmetic 

democracy through its public meeting habits, horizontal organization, collective decision-

making, and emphasis on equality. These qualities are shared with the original asambleas 

of 2001, but the Tigre asamblea has adapted them to suit the particular political and 

environmental challenges of their community.  

Chapter 4 explains the asamblea’s definition of citizenship that includes the 

environment as a right and responsibility of citizenship. This chapter uses the example of 

a mega-development in the delta—Colony Park—to show the competing environmental 

discourses of the asamblea and the developers. The development frames nature as a 

commodity that can be packaged for sale which goes against the way that the asamblea 

imagines the delta environment and envisions its future. Using citizenship to structure 

their environmental struggle gives the asamblea an effective way to confront Colony Park 

and other developments like it, as well as obligates the government to respond to citizen 
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concerns. The asamblea’s environmental citizenship recaptures aspects of collective 

struggle, making it more inclusive and communitarian. 

The conclusion reflects upon the contributions of the asamblea and evaluates its 

future possibilities, while considering how the asamblea’s re-imagination of democracy 

and citizenship has challenged neoliberalism in their community. The conclusion also 

situates the Tigre asamblea within the larger context of changing national political and 

environmental dynamics since the crisis. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE POLITICS OF NEOLIBERALISM (1976-2001) AND THE 

RISE OF ASAMBLEAS 

The asamblea’s conception of democracy and citizenship must be understood in 

the context of the implementation of neoliberalism—as a set of both economic and 

political practices—from the military dictatorship (1976-1983) to the 2001 crisis. The 

events of 2001 take on new significance when viewed as a turning point from the 

political and economic practices that have characterized the nation for much of the last 35 

years. The course of politics beginning with the dictatorship have led to people’s lack of 

faith in political institutions and caused them to doubt the government’s ability to follow 

through with its promises. Deteriorating economic conditions and the growth of 

inequality since the dictatorship have caused many to desire a more equitable economic 

paradigm. In what follows, I demonstrate how 2001 was, in many ways, a culmination of 

a history of political corruption and economic authoritarianism. An understanding of the 

economic and political background helps explain why in 2001, despite more than 20 

years of formal democracy, thousands of people took to the streets to demand democracy 

that seemed meaningful to them. 

 

I. The Military Dictatorship (1976-1983) 

The dismantling of the welfare state began in 1976 with a military coup that 

inaugurated the most violent period of state violence in national history. The military 

officers, headed by Admiral Emilio Massera of the Navy, General Jorge Videla of the 

Army, and General Orlando Agosti from the Air Force, had a plan to restore order to 
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society, chaotically divided between radical Peronist guerilla groups and paramilitary 

forces. Their plan, deemed the “Process of National Reorganization” (El Proceso), had 

two main elements: to eradicate politically subversive elements, and to promote 

economic growth through the installation of free-market economics.  

In the political realm, the dictatorship curbed participation through state terror. As 

part of its methods of disciplining society, the military kidnapped more than 30,000 

suspected subversives, detaining them in clandestine prisons, torturing them for 

information, and “disappearing” their bodies.1 Almost 30 percent of those disappeared 

were workers or union activists, while over 80 percent were between the ages of 16-35. 

This, taken in conjunction with the fact that 25 percent were disappeared in public places, 

evidences the junta’s assault on political culture.2 

The armed forces, guided by the National Security Doctrine’s idea of the internal 

enemy, essentially staged a war against its own citizens, ever expanding the definition of 

internal enemy to include anyone who opposed the government. “The repression is 

directed against a minority we do not consider Argentine,” Videla announced, shortly 

after taking power. Videla’s explanation, as Feitlowitz observes, shows how the 

military’s repression centered on the redefinition of “citizen” to exclude those whose 

political beliefs opposed the military’s Plan.3 The military perverted the concept of 

citizenship, stripping people of their citizenship and by extension, the political 

                                                 
1 Argentina has the dubious distinction of being the country to first begin using the word disappeared as a 
noun and a verb in refererence to los desaparecidos who were disappeared during the military dictatorship. 
2 CONADEP, Nunca más: informe de la Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas, 7ra ed, 
vol. 1 (Buenos Aires: Eudeba: Editorial Universitaria de Buenos Aires, 2006): 33, 298-99. 
3 Marguerite Feitlowitz, A Lexicon of Terror: Argentina and the Legacies of Torture (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998): 24. Videla went on to say, “A terrorist is not only someone who plants bombs, but 
a person whose ideas are contrary to our Western, Christian civilization.” 
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protections provided it, to justify its excesses against “terrorists,” “aliens,” “subversives,” 

and “criminals.” In the name of protecting the ideals of the Western world from the real 

or imagined threat, the military junta suspended the rule of law, revoked constitutional 

rights, censored media, and arrested citizens without due process, creating an 

environment of terror that had lasting social and political effects. 

 The extreme political conditions created under the military government 

effectively dissolved open political participation, with the notable exception of the 

Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo.4 Some groups continued to meet covertly, but many 

individuals were careful not to get involved (“no te metas,” as the refrain went) or be 

perceived as a political threat. Hugo Vezzetti asserts that the dictatorship depended, to a 

point, on a “society that patrolled itself.”5 Self-monitoring manifested itself as a lack of 

participation and a fear of political persecution for years after the military had left power. 

 Another lasting effect of the period of military rule is the fragmentation of 

society. As Jarausch and Geyer explain, violence rips social networks apart.6 During the 

dictatorship, state violence led to a preoccupation with personal survival that separated 

society into isolated individuals. People continued with their “personal projects” as a 

survival tactic and a way of managing the daily terror. As Caviglia notes, during the 

dictatorship people did not think in terms of a collective future or pursue collective 

                                                 
4 The Mothers regularly marched in public during the period of military rule to petition the government for 
word of their disappeared children. They took great risk in doing this, facing abuse, persecution, and 
threats, but emerged as one of the first grassroots groups to rally around human rights in Argentina. 
5 Hugo Vezzetti, Pasado y presente: guerra, dictadura y sociedad en la Argentina (Buenos Aires: Siglo 
XXI, 2002): 48. 
6 Konrad H. Jarausch and Michael Geyer, Shattered Past: Reconstructing German Histories (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2003): 15. 
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projects, but rather turned to their personal projects as a means of surviving the 

horrendous conditions.7  

 The political conditions of the dictatorship—besides implanting a lasting fear of 

political participation, demolishing collective projects, and eroding social solidarity—

ensured that the junta faced little resistance to their imposition of a free-market economic 

model. Attempting to bring Argentina into the world economy, Economic Minister 

Martinez de Hoz took drastic steps to revolutionize the economy.8 Economically 

speaking, the dictatorship aimed to install a free-market economic program which would 

dismantle the welfare state that had been in place since the 1930s. It did this by changing 

the relationship between capital and labor to favor employer interests; abolishing 

protections for internal industries to promote agricultural exports (thought to stimulate 

growth); increasing industry efficiency and worker productivity; and strengthening the 

financial sector by deregulating markets.9 These free-market reforms impacted the middle 

class most of all: they saw real wages decrease by more than 30 percent and remain 

stagnant throughout the dictatorship, even as inflation surpassed 90 percent annually.10 

The disappearance of subsidies for domestic industries resulted in a rapid 

deindustrialization of the country and unemployment for many, while the privileges given 

to the financial sector concentrated wealth in the hands of few at the expense of many. 

                                                 
7 Mariana Caviglia, Dictadura, vida cotidiana y clases medias: una sociedad fracturada (Buenos Aires: 
Prometeo Libros, 2006): 171. 
8 As Martínez de Hoz put it: “Yo considero una de las revoluciones más profundas que estamos llevando a 
cabo en la economía.” Quoted in Mónica Peralta Ramos, La economía política argentina: poder y clases 
sociales (1930-2006) (Buenos Aires: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2007): 164. His statement originally 
appeared in La Nación, September 13, 1978. 
9 Peralta Ramos, Economía Política Argentina, 165.  
10 Ibid., 167;  López and Romeo, La declinación, 47. 
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López and Romeo maintain that the dictatorship spelled the end of the socio-economic 

profile of years past since it was largely responsible for the social disintegration, 

impoverishment, and asymmetry that characterize the nation today.11 

 In the early 1980s, military rule ended because of a severe debt crisis—brought 

about by unchecked inflation, foreign debt, and financial speculation—and a disastrous 

defeat in a war fought against Great Britain over the Falkland Islands. In 1983, the 

generals ceded power to a constitutionally-elected president, Raul Alfonsín, whom the 

people elected on the basis of his promises to pursue a more equitable development and 

bring back constitutional rule. Upon taking office, Alfonsín determined that his 

administration’s number one priority would be restoring legitimacy and public 

confidence in the government, its institutions, and its practice of democracy. While 

successful in some respects—Argentines have enjoyed continuous democracy since his 

presidency—he was unable to right the economic situation. Inflation worsened despite 

attempts to control prices, his redistribution policies clashed with newly-powerful 

industries, and most significantly, his efforts to pay down the foreign debt at the expense 

of social spending left him without credibility among those who had elected him.12 

Alfonsín left office in 1989 amid a crisis of political credibility and economic chaos. 

 

II. The Menem Years (1989-1999) 

 The people voted for the mesmerizing and charismatic Carlos Menem for their 

next president, who promised that the nation would soon join the First World. He claimed 

                                                 
11 López and Romeo, Declinación de la clase media, 48. 
12 Peralta Ramos, Economía Política Argentina, 229. 
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he would stabilize the currency while creating jobs and a better quality of life for all by 

temporarily suspending foreign debt payments and a redistributing wealth to benefit 

wage-earners.13 This message resonated with the middle sectors who had suffered under 

extreme levels of inflation. 

Despite declaring his commitment to the people and not to the interests of power 

or wealth,14 Menem rapidly changed his tune shortly after taking office, consolidating the 

free-market reforms begun by the dictatorship, and moving the economy into full 

neoliberalism. He responded to pressure from the Washington Consensus to stabilize the 

economy and pay back foreign debt. The Consensus prescribed structural adjustments 

aimed to reconfigure the country for the new capitalist world order, make its economic 

climate safe for foreign investment, conducive to the success of transnational 

corporations, and stable enough to guarantee the payback of foreign debt.15 The heart of 

the structural adjustment plan prescribed for the ailing economy by the IMF contained a 

“Convertibility Plan” that pegged the peso to the dollar in a 1-to-1 parity to manage 

inflation. The IMF recommended structuring the economic measures around the Plan to 

ensure a “supportive environment” for the Plan to work its magic.16 

                                                 
13 Carlos Menem, quoted in Victor Armony and Ariel C. Armony, “Indictments, Myths, and Citizen 
Mobilization in Argentina: A Discourse Analysis,” Latin American Politics & Society 47, no. 4 (2005): 27-
54l; Peralta Ramos, Economía Política Argentina, 242. 
14 This is from a speech given on November 8, 1989 to a national audience. Menem promised to be “sin 
ataduras y sin compromisos con nadie, sólo con el pueblo argentino.” 
http://lanic.utexas.edu/larrp/pm/sample2/argentin/ menem/890318d.html [accessed March 15, 2008].  See 
also Ramos (p. 274) who quotes Menem as he appeared in La Nación on May 12, 1989: “Ni de los factores 
de poder ni de los grupos de presión, como así tampoco de los entornos siniestros, pues mi compromiso es 
con el pueblo.” 
15 Weaver, Latin America in the World Economy, 178. 
16 International Monetary Fund. “The Role of the IMF in Argentina.” 2003. 
http://www.imf.org/External/NP/ieo/2003/arg/index.htm#1 [accessed November 27, 2007]. 
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Even though these adjustments temporarily controlled inflation and greatly 

increased consumption, they further fragmented the middle class. Azpiazu has argued 

that Menem’s administration used the popularity of the Convertibility Plan to introduce 

neoliberal shocks that benefited a few while impoverishing many more.17 On one hand, 

certain sectors of the middle class profited greatly from free-market economics, 

accumulating wealth at a fantastic pace and joining the ranks of the global consumer 

class. The 1990s also calmed hyper-inflation, boosted the GDP, and introduced new 

standards of productivity and efficiency. Nevertheless, for the vast majority of the middle 

class, the economic measures resulted in gradual impoverishment and economic hardship, 

pushing them into a new social category: los nuevos pobres. The privatization of nearly 

every state-enterprise triggered layoffs of public workers without generating new jobs. 

Reductions in government spending eliminated social programs, new technology replaced 

workers, and foreign corporations out-competed small and medium-sized businesses.  

The middle sectors, whose numbers were bolstered by decades of state-sponsored 

development beginning with Perón in the 1950s, were hit the hardest by neoliberal 

economic policies. In the 30 years since free-market policies first took hold, the middle 

sectors have seen their possibilities of upward mobility gradually disappear. The 

boundary markers between classes, once porous, have become veritable walls since the 

dictatorship (see table 2.1). The lower class has increased its numbers since economic 

changes have impoverished many members of the middle class. 

 

                                                 
17 D. Azpiazu, E. M. Basualdo, and H.J. Nochteff, “Menem’s Great Swindle: Convertibility, Inequality and 
the Neolliberal Shock,” NACLA Report on the Americas 31, no. 6 (1998). 
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Table 2.1 Middle Class Mobility and Neoliberalism 
 

 Before Neoliberalism   After Neoliberalism 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Economic indicators tell the story of increasing inequality and poverty for the 

middle class from the dictatorship through the Menem years. López and Romeo compiled 

statistics on the Gini coefficient, unemployment, and informal employment between the 

years 1974-2004 (see table 2.2). In 1974 the Gini coefficient was 36.42; by 2004, it had 

climbed to 47.39. Unemployment in 1974 hovered at 2.8 percent, but by 2002 had 

reached a record high of 18.8 percent, declining in 2004 to 15.9 percent. The rise in the 

percentage of workers in the informal economy correlates with unemployment statistics: 

in 1974, 17.2 percent of workers worked informally, but by 2004, informality applied to 

47.4 percent. The most telling number is the percentage of Buenos Aires inhabitants 

living below the poverty line. The number skyrocketed from 6 percent in 1974, to a high 

of 59 percent in 2002. The growth of indigence corresponds to the shrinking of the 

middle class from 96 percent in 1974 to 44 percent by 2002.18 

                                                 
18 López and Romeo, Declinación de la clase media, 43, 57. The Gini coefficient is a measure of equality 
of wealth distribution where 1 is the most equal, 100 the least. 
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Table 2.2 Economic Indicators for Buenos Aires Residents (1974-2004) 

 

Economic Indicators for Buenos Aires Residents (1974-2004)* 

 1974 2002 2004 

Gini coefficient 36.42 48.74 47.39 

Percentage of 
unemployed 
workers 

2.8 18.8 15.9 

Percentage of 
informal workers 

17.2 42.8 47.4 

Percentage of 
Buenos Aires’ 
residents beneath 
poverty line** 

6 59 46 

Percentage of 
residents considered 
middle class*** 

96 44 56 

*adapted from Artemio López and Martín Romeo, La declinación de la clase media argentina: 
transformaciones en la estructura social (1974-2004) (Buenos Aires: Libros de eQuis, 2005). 
**This includes residents who López and Romeo designate as pobre and indigente based on income. 
***Middle class includes López and Romeo’s designation of medio alto, medio pleno, and medio bajo 
categories based on income. 
 

Macroeconomic changes did more than just restructure the economy and the class 

structure; they reconfigured the political landscape as well. Despite the fact that under 

Menem, democracy continued uninterrupted, many people had a growing sense that 

formal democracy was just going through the motions. As Ana Dinerstein points out, 

although in the 1990s democracy was considered to be fully consolidated and free from 
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authoritarian military rule, it appeared empty of its value because of how neoliberal 

practices had vastly changed the economic experience of so many.19 

 

III. The 2001 Crisis  

 By October 2001, people already showed the first widespread signs of discontent 

with neoliberal polices and the administration that had unquestioningly upheld them. 

After Menem left office in 1999 amid ongoing economic troubles, a coalition government 

composed of an alliance between the Radical party and FrePaSo20 stepped in under 

President Fernando de la Rua. Only a few months into his presidency, his promises of 

change began to ring empty, since his inaction with respect to the economic situation as 

well as his tolerance for political corruption did not sit well with those who had elected 

him expecting change. De la Rua, faced with burgeoning inflation, brought back 

Menem’s financial minister Domingo Cavallo—one of the main actors behind the 

country’s economic restructuring of the early 1990s. This did not go over well with 

constituents. By the mid-term elections of October 2001, evidence of what Inés 

Pousadela calls a crisis of political representation can be found in peoples’ voting 

behavior: more than 40 percent of eligible voters either did not vote or annulled their vote 

                                                 
19 Dinerstein, “Que se vayan todos,” 193. 
20 FrePaSo (Frente por un País Solidario) was a progressive/leftist political party in Argentina that was 
founded in 1994 by left-leaning Peronists and socialists in disagreement with the Peronist Menem 
administration. In 1999, it campaigned in an alliance with the Radical party (Unión Cívica Radical) which 
elected Fernando de la Rua as President. After the October 2001 midterm elections, Frepaso held 17 of 257 
seats in the Chamber of Deputies but disintegrated after the events of December 2001. 
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by casting blank or fraudulent ballots. Clearly people perceived a discrepancy between 

the popular will and the actions of elected representatives.21  

 The crisis of representation intensified in late 2001 when Cavallo, faced with 

rising foreign debt and capital flight, froze bank accounts to prevent the collapse of the 

financial system.22 The government’s forced adherence to the 1-to-1 parity required 

constant input of government revenue to keep the peso on par with the dollar. The IMF’s 

continued insistence on debt repayment, particularly that the debt not surpass a certain 

percentage of the GDP, only aggravated the problem. When massive amounts of 

speculative capital fled in late 2001, Cavallo attempted to stop the hemorrhaging by 

freezing accounts and the salaries of public employees. But he did not bargain for the 

popular reaction: riots in the provinces, looting in Buenos Aires, and crowds of angry 

people gathered outside of major banks. One week later, when he devalued the currency 

to one-third of its value, those with savings in the bank—mostly middle-class citizens 

without privileged access to financial goings-on—watched as their savings evaporated.  

 On the stifling summer night of December 19, social and political chaos ensued as 

thousands of people took to the streets in spontaneous protest of the harsh measures that 

had been decided, not by democratic means, but by distant financial institutions and 

corrupt functionaries. Banging their empty saucepans in a symbolic gesture of outrage, 

                                                 
21 According to Pousadela, only 35 percent of the votes went to the two parties. Twenty-four percent of 
votes cast were annulled votes. Inés M. Pousadela, Que se vayan todos: enigmas de la representación 
política (Buenos Aires, Argentina: Capital Intelectual, 2006): 82. 
22 This measure was popularly known as the corralito, which translates as “playpen” in English. 
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people converged on the city’s main plazas shouting together, “¡Que se vayan todos!”23 

“All of them must go!” they yelled in reference to the undemocratic politicians, corrupt 

authorities, and self-interested justices of the Supreme Court. The intensity of the popular 

demonstrations on December 19-20 led President de la Rua to declare a state of siege that 

suspended constitutional rights and public meetings until the situation could be 

controlled. But the people refused to accept his pronouncement, continuing their protests, 

convening street corner assemblies and public meetings, and participating in political life 

in a way that the middle class especially had seldom done since the dictatorship. The 

people’s collective action forced De la Rua’s resignation.  

The events of 2001 must be interpreted as an explosion of a long-gestating crisis 

with both economic and political dimensions. Neoliberal economics had slowly ripped 

the middle sectors in two, impoverishing many for the benefit of a few. In 2001 the 

peoples’ discontent with the 1990s’ free-market “reforms” that had been implemented by 

distant international financial institutions (namely the IMF) rather than by democratic 

means came to the forefront.  

Peoples’ political behavior showed the political aspects of the crisis. One clue to 

popular sentiment about the situation can be found in voting behavior, as discussed 

above. Another significant aspect was the popular reaction to De la Rua’s declaration of a 

state of siege (estado de sitio). The Constitution (Art. 23) gives the president the right to 

invoke a state of siege during times of foreign attack or internal disorder, suspending 

                                                 
23 This translates as “All of them must go!” This massive protest on the night of December 21, 2001 is 
popularly known as the cacerolazo, in reference to the saucepans (cacerolas) which were both noisemakers 
and symbols of the hunger many had endured during the worsening economic conditions.  
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constitutional guarantees of the people for the duration of the emergency.24 The people 

have a powerful collective memory of this suppression of constitutional rights, because 

during the dictatorship, a state of siege was invoked so that the military could stage an 

internal war without fear of legal repercussion. In 2001, when De la Rua attempted the 

suspension of civil liberties, the people absolutely rejected this overt authoritarianism and 

the attempt to limit freedom of political expression, the right to hold public meetings, and 

the right to speak out against the government, because of their collective experience of 

political violence under military rule.  

The popular response to the crisis forced the resignation of many elected leaders, 

showing people that collective action could achieve results, and opening space for 

political alternatives. The events of 2001 changed the political situation dramatically, 

planting the seeds for a new kind of democracy—participatory and direct—and a new 

kind of citizenship—inclusive and collective. The asamblea format became popular 

because its non-traditional organization left room for the development of alternatives. 

 

2001 and the Asambleas 

As Ana Dinerstein explains in her study of the first asambleas to emerge post-

crisis, asambleas provided a space for people disillusioned with traditional politics to 

reconcile with the political. They did this, not by seeking ways to work within the current 

system, but by reimagining the rules of the system altogether and assigning new 

meanings to democracy and citizenship. Dinerstein outlined common characteristics 

                                                 
24 “Artículo 23,” Constitución Nacional. http://www.senado.gov.ar/web/interes/constitucion/english.php 
[accessed March 15, 2009]. 
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shared by these first asambleas.25 These characteristics show the solutions and 

alternatives imagined by asamblea participants for the country’s crisis of representation. 

The most important aspect of the asambleas concerns their practice of democracy. 

The first asambleas rejected representative democracy in favor of direct, participatory 

democracy. With direct democracy, each member receives one vote and equal voice in 

determining the group’s actions, since the group does not elect representatives or leaders. 

The asambleas’ choice to operate this way responded to the top-down democratic 

practices that had been implemented alongside neoliberalism. Even though a theoretical 

democracy had been in place since Argentina’s democratic transition in 1983, the crisis 

brought to light its inherent contradictions and authoritarian features. The government’s 

major economic decisions without democratic input caused a widespread questioning of 

representative democracy.26 Elected representatives did not act in the best interests of 

their constituents, but rather deposited their money in international banks, safe from the 

impending freezing and devaluation. Thus during and after the crisis, as Pousadela 

explains, the dominant complaint of the asambleas concerned political representation, and 

they challenged the distance between representatives and the represented.27 The 

asamblea’s practice of direct democracy signified a new way of understanding power; a 

refusal of “power-over” in favor of “power-with” each other.28 

                                                 
25 Dinerstein, “Que se vayan todos,” 188, 195-97. 
26 As Paley explains, citing Ferguson (1993, 1994), “These decisions are made by specialists who take 
questions of resource distribution and economics to be not political issues open to public debate but rather 
technical and scientific questions to be determined by experts” (p. 481). See also Harvey, A Brief History, 
69. 
27 Pousadela, Que se vayan todos, 90. 
28 Marina Sitrin, Horizontalism: Voices of Popular Power in Argentina (Oakland, Calif.: AK Press, 2006): 
3. 
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Secondly, asambleas’ decision to meet in public areas constituted an important 

effort to take back public space as a place where the political can be discussed, debated, 

and practiced. During the crisis, meeting in public meant open defiance of the state of 

siege that had forbidden public gatherings. The asamblea’s choice to be public was also a 

step in overcoming the social isolation and fear of political participation installed by the 

dictatorship, and the individualization of society brought by neoliberalism. By meeting 

on street corners, in parks, and in plazas, asambleas reclaimed their neighborhoods as 

appropriate for open political action, and participants rediscovered their status as 

community members through face-to-face interaction with their neighbors.29 

A third characteristic of the asambleas is that they brought together various 

movements, differing concerns, and a wide variety of ideals and goals. Many of these 

first asambleas re-occupied abandoned factories, sent coalitions to local schools, worked 

with neighborhood hospitals to improve service, and dialogued with social organizations. 

Because the asambleas did not affiliate with a particular political party, union, or 

government organization, they had the capacity to bring together people who would not 

otherwise participate politically. This emphasis on non-partisanship was important for 

members, many of whom had lost faith in the traditional parties because of their failure 

before and during the crisis to solve problems, push for reform, and unite the people. 

The fourth characteristic of the asambleas is that they brought together a diverse 

group of people, cutting across class and political lines. Dinerstein refers to the 

asambleas’ use of the term “vecino,” or neighbor, as evidence of the asamblea members’ 

                                                 
29 For more on the idea of face-to-face interaction, see Sitrin’s “Introduction,” in Horizontalism. 
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rejection of traditional labels that carry class or political connotations. Although 

Dinerstein saw the first asambleas as a multi-class movement, I would argue that most 

asambleas are primarily made up of people from the middle sectors, as they continue to 

be the group that has experienced the greatest social and economic changes under 

neoliberalism’s reconfiguration of wealth, status, and power.  

The last characteristic identified by Dinerstein is the action orientation of the 

asambleas. Calling the asamblea “a body who thinks by doing,”30 she points out that the 

groups’ democratic dynamic was maintained by members’ continued participation and 

political action, rather than by a formal charter or set of rules. The asambleas’ form of 

practicing democracy evolved and was improved through the continued participation and 

action of its members. This aspect of the asamblea responded to the vacuum of solutions 

and actions in 2001 at the national level. Because people perceived the government as 

inactive and impotent in the face of looming economic and political crisis, they put forth 

their own practical solutions to everyday problems. In their emphasis on action, the 

asambleas were “prefigurative”—creating the future in their present actions. They did not 

just propose a new way of thinking about politics; they acted it out.31  

The first asambleas that formed in late 2001 were somewhat chaotic. People of all 

political backgrounds, socioeconomic standing, and age clamored to have their voice 

heard. The horizontal format of the asamblea initially made it difficult for members to 

hold orderly meetings, but shortly proved effective as a way to reach consensus, take 

action, and collectively develop ideas. The first asambleas formed liaisons with other 

                                                 
30 Dinerstein quotes Mattini 2002, 54. 
31 Sitrin, Horizontalism, 4-9. 



 47 

asambleas in the Buenos Aires metropolitan area, convening inter-asamblea meetings as 

early as January 2002, and meeting with provincial asambleas by March 2002. They 

started up mental health services in their neighborhood clinics and hospitals, organized 

bartering clubs (clubes de trueque), re-occupied abandoned factories, and met with local 

and national officials to propose actions to help their communities. 

Despite their initial success, the movement lost momentum when political parties 

began to infiltrate the asambleas. Party delegates saw the potential power and popularity 

of the asambleas and attempted to gain control of them for party gain. Those who had 

joined the asambleas because of their distance and difference from traditional politics 

stopped participating when they saw the asambleas come under pressure to affiliate with 

a certain party. Besieged by politics as usual, many people left the asamblea movement 

shortly after it had begun. Even though this first attempt at an alternative form of 

government was cut short, the seeds of a new democracy remained in the asamblea 

format, which continued to be used and adapted by groups, neighborhoods, and 

communities all over Argentina to confront local problems. 

This is where the Tigre asamblea appears, as a descendent of those first groups, 

but distinct in its goals, unique in its characteristics, and adapted to the needs and 

problems of its community. In the next section, an asamblea member explains the series 

of events leading to the formation of the Tigre asamblea, discusses the asamblea’s 

general characteristics, and provides background about the ways that neoliberalism has 

manifested itself in the community. 
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IV. An Asamblea Member Explains the Crisis of Neoliberalism in Tigre and its 

Environmental Consequences 

I first met Marcos, one of the asamblea’s founders, on a sunny morning at Tigre’s 

municipal docks. There, he untied his motorboat, motioned for me to sit down, and left 

town for his home in the river delta. He deftly navigated the contaminated Reconquista 

River32—which flows through the center of town and into the delta before meeting up 

with the Río de la Plata. This branch of the Reconquista River is also called the Tigre 

River because the Reconquista, after flowing through the province of Buenos Aires, splits 

into three branches in the district of Tigre: the Reconquista Chico, the Tigre River, and 

the Alleviation Canal (see fig. 2.1).   

Figure 2.1 Map of the Tigre Delta 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

*map generated by author 
 

 
                                                 
32 This branch of the Reconquista River is also called the Tigre River in some maps because the 
Reconquista, after flowing through the province of Buenos Aires, splits into three branches in the district of 
Tigre. The three branches are the Reconquista Chico, the Tigre River, and the Alleviation Canal, which will 
be discussed in detail later. 
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As we motored past the buildings of downtown Tigre, Marcos pointed out the 

visible pollution of the Reconquista. Through the oily sheen, bottom feeding fish surfaced 

to breathe because of the lack of dissolved oxygen in the water, suffocating amidst the 

industrial chemicals, heavy metals, and raw sewage that choked the Reconquista. Just 

before the confluence of the Reconquista River with the Luján River, Marcos’ engine 

sputtered and died. A black plastic trash bag had caught in the propeller, and Marcos 

worked to untangle it at the place where the waters of the two rivers mingled. The 

difference in color between the two rivers was striking: where the currents mixed, the 

river looked like a black and tan, the mixture of beer and stout served in Irish pubs. The 

Reconquista’s oily, dark water quickly sank below the faster-flowing, muddy Luján, 

which drains mostly agricultural land. The Luján’s silty water hid the black waters of the 

Reconquista—out of sight for the droves of tourists who flock to the delta on weekends. 

But Marcos, like many island residents, knows the contaminants in the water are a 

serious problem for those who depend on the water for drinking, bathing, and recreation. 

Not only do 5,000 islanders take water directly from the delta to supply their needs, these 

waters eventually supply the 12 million residents of Buenos Aires with drinking water. 

The delta islands in Tigre form part of a larger river system that includes the waters of the 

Paraná River, South America’s second largest after the Amazon. The Paraná’s tributaries 

running south from Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay deposit loads of silt in the Tigre delta 

before emptying into the Río de la Plata. This delta is unique because it is the only delta 

in the world to empty into freshwater instead of an ocean. Given that it spans both sub-

tropical and grassland biomes, it is also home to a wide variety of plants and animals. 
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Having freed his propeller from the twisted plastic, Marcos steered the boat into 

the Luján River, turning upstream to head towards his home. We passed three teenagers 

fishing from the shore. Marcos explained that many people were ignorant about the 

condition of the water, and suffered from different ailments related to the contamination. 

“It’s hard to establish the relationship between contaminated water and the sicknesses we 

observe, but when you see fish dying, you know something is seriously wrong,” he said.  

In fact, it was a wave of pollution that killed many fish that provoked the 

formation of the asamblea. In March 2006, a bad flood inundated industrial areas of 

Buenos Aires, sloshing contaminated water, trash, and chemical run-off into the delta. 

Not only did the pollution kill fish, which washed up in vast numbers on the islands, it 

contaminated islanders’ drinking water supply for three weeks. “My soul ached when I 

saw it. The trash, the fish, the smell…” Marcos recalled. This environmental crisis 

angered island and urban residents to the extent that they staged a nautical protest to draw 

attention to the contamination problem. Tying their motorboats and rowboats together in 

front of Tigre’s municipal docks, the protesters drew so many supporters that they 

decided to form an environmental asamblea.  

Marcos initially hesitated to join yet another environmental action group since in 

his decades-long effort to raise environmental consciousness, he has seen many NGOs 

and formal organizations disband. But younger residents convinced him of the value of 

the asamblea format. “Those first meetings...they were unforgettable. It was a complete 

madhouse,” Marcos said. “300 people trying to talk at once—they weren’t accustomed to 
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participating. Of course, we had our power struggles, internal conflicts, and egos, but for 

me, the asamblea was the best thing that could have happened.” 

 Despite their common environmental goals, the asamblea is a diverse group. 

Slightly more men than women participate, and group dynamics both reinforce and 

challenge traditional gender roles. While men speak more during meetings, the asamblea 

does act as a means for women to acquire non-traditional roles. Women facilitate 

meetings, write press releases, head up action-committees, or become involved in other 

social groups because of the connections they make in the asamblea.  

 Most members locate themselves in the middle class and lower middle class, 

which is consistent with asambleas in Argentina as being primarily a phenomenon of the 

middle sectors. Pinpointing who forms part of the middle class is difficult, but most 

members self-identified as middle class. While this is not an official distinction based on 

sociological categories like income and education, their self-inclusion in this category 

shows how they perceive their social status. The middle-class composition of the 

asamblea reflects the composition of Tigre as being primarily made up of people 

possessing income above the poverty line, stable housing, and education. But this has 

changed in recent years as the numbers of poor have increased and wealth has been more 

unevenly distributed under neoliberal policies.  

People of all ages participate: the oldest member is in his 70s while the youngest 

still attends high school. The older, experienced members act as mentor figures for the 

younger members, many of whom are participating politically for the first time. Older 

members have witnessed what tactics have galvanized people to participate and prodded 
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the government to take action. But asamblea members come from very different political 

backgrounds. Some are loyal Peronists, others more leftist, and some conservative—

having voted differently in past elections and often possessing conflicting views about the 

national political situation. Even though arguments about politics can and have divided 

the asamblea, members emphasized their common ground when it came to their 

environmental concerns.  

Since the asamblea’s founding in March 2006, the group has met every other 

week to discuss what to do about the contamination problems. One of their first efforts 

was to follow-up on an official complaint with the national ombudsman (Defensor del 

Pueblo) that a now-defunct NGO had begun. After visiting the area and compiling studies 

on the watershed, the ombudsman published a report in 2007 about the grave state of the 

Reconquista River. In the Reconquista’s meanderings through 18 different urban districts 

before it reaches the delta, over 12,000 manufacturers dump untreated effluent into the 

river, the majority of residents lack sanitation service, and illegal landfills contribute 

toxic runoff. The study found major deposits of heavy metals in the silty river bottom, 

excessive quantities of harmful chemicals like nitrates, ammonia, and chlorides in the 

water, and perhaps most alarmingly, levels of phenols—toxic chemicals fatal in high 

concentrations—that exceeded the permissible limit by up to 1,000 times.33  

The report also emphasized the socio-economic causes of the environmental 

stress. In the watershed, the extremely poor live in precarious settlements along the 

river’s edge, unconnected to the municipal water grid and lacking sewage service. Their 

                                                 
33 Defensor del Pueblo de la Nación, “Informe Especial Cuenca del Río Reconquista,” March 2007. 
http://www.defensor.gov.ar/ [accessed March 20, 2008]: 285-86.  
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untreated sewage flows directly into the river and many draw water from contaminated, 

poorly constructed private wells. On the other extreme, as the wealthy have moved out of 

Buenos Aires to the periphery areas, there has been a surge in the construction of private 

neighborhoods, gated communities, and country clubs. These developments modify the 

low-lying terrain of the watershed to elevate it out of the reach of flood waters, which 

worsens floods in the slums that exist in close-proximity to these urban enclaves. As a 

result of these economic realities that characterize Tigre, the asamblea’s vision of the 

environment has grown to encompass more than just the river’s polluted water. They see 

Tigre’s capitalist economic orientation since the 1990s as a major reason for the 

increased environmental threat to the delta.   

As Marcos turned up a narrow canal leading into the islands, he explained that the 

neoliberal economic orientation had manifested itself in the city’s promotion of tourism 

in recent years. The local government had started expanding infrastructure to make it 

easier for tourists to access the area, approving developments like a casino, amusement 

park, and condo towers, and landscaping the heavily-trafficked downtown areas. Because 

of this, boat traffic had increased, speculative real estate had burgeoned, and the 

landscape had been irreversibly changed.  

For Marcos and the rest of the asamblea, these changes were merely cosmetic, 

masking the inequality and environmental problems. Furthermore, the promotional goals 

of the city failed to account for the environmental importance of the delta for water 

filtration and flood regulation. In terms of water filtration, the shifting silty islands of the 

delta filter river water as it empties into the Río de la Plata, catching sediments, waste, 
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and pollution before they enter into Buenos Aires’ source of drinking water. “The delta is 

like a giant intestine, absorbing nutrients and digesting inputs,” Marcos explained, as his 

boat approached his A-frame home in the delta. “The river can purify itself with time, but 

the delta’s natural purification system is being altered,” he said, pointing out a stretch of 

shore built up with a retaining wall as one example. Projects like the retaining walls have 

changed the flux of the river, preventing the interchange of sediment, nutrients, and 

water. “The government is transforming the rivers into gutters, but the rivers do much 

more than just move water from one place to another.” 

In addition to performing an important role in water filtration, the delta regulates 

floods. Subject to both upstream and downstream flooding, the islands reduce the impact 

of flood waters that come from upstream watershed areas, and mitigate the flux in water 

levels from the downstream tides of the Río de la Plata.34 Occasionally, powerful storm 

systems bringing southeasterly winds (called sudestadas) force the Río de la Plata’s water 

into the delta from its downstream end. The delta islands, formed by silt deposits, reeds, 

and floating vegetation, lessen the impact of sudestada storms, absorbing the waves of 

floodwaters and preventing urban areas from becoming inundated.  

As we approached Marco’s small A-frame home, I could see that it perched high 

on wooden stilts like the rest of the homes in the delta, safe from the constantly changing 

water levels. Marcos, like his neighbors, relied on his boat for transportation and did not 

own a car. The homes in the delta sat relatively isolated from one another—a narrow 

                                                 
34 Because of the Río de la Plata’s immense size, it experiences tide pulls much like the ocean. 



 55 

stream and dense vegetation separated Marco’s from his nearest neighbor—and for this 

reason, the delta has appealed to those looking to escape the fast pace of urban life.  

Marcos tied his boat to his weathered dock and introduced me to his wife Victoria 

who had come out to greet us. Also a member of the asamblea, Victoria has been a part of 

a decades-long effort to save the delta’s unique ecosystem, which has been her home for 

many years. Victoria explained that island residents have an intimate connection with the 

natural world, which has shaped the way that they imagine the environment. “Those of us 

who live on the islands are united in our conception of nature,” she said. “I identify with 

the other people who depend upon the river water.” 

Although she and Marcos participate in the asamblea, they are now in their 

sixties. “I’m weary of being on the frontlines of the fight, but younger people are now 

taking up the environmental cause,” Victoria said. She showed a picture of her and 

Marcos holding protest signs when they still had dark hair and their kids were in grade 

school. She and Marcos know their adult lives have been deeply connected to their 

environmental struggle. “It’s a question of conscience,” Victora said. “When you become 

aware of a problem like this, you can’t leave it behind without betraying who you are.” 

Thus, the implementation of neoliberalism and push for capitalist development in 

Argentina at the national level has manifested itself in Tigre in the form of aggressive 

development plans and water contamination from increased activity in the watershed. 

This, coupled with spatially flagrant economic and social inequality, has made the 

decisions of the local government incomprehensible for the asamblea. Members think 

that residents’ needs for clean water, public services, and a more equitable development 
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have been subordinated to the municipality’s desire to increase economic growth, attract 

investment, and capitalize on Tigre’s natural beauty for economic gain.  

In 2006, these frustrations coalesced because of a flood that produced visible 

evidence of the environmental problem. Because the asamblea format had proven to be 

an effective way of organizing collective action and achieving results in 2001, it was the 

format Tigre’s residents chose, years later, to address the water contamination and 

unchecked development. Previous to the formation of the asamblea, various NGOs, civil 

associations, and governmental programs had attempted to resolve the worsening 

environmental issues, but with limited success. The asamblea format gave residents new 

tools that have proven effective in their struggle to protect the delta.  
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CHAPTER 3: A NEW DEMOCRACY: “ALL OF US HAVE TO BE EQUAL” 

The Tigre asamblea, much like its 2001 predecessors, practices a democracy 

based on direct participation and equality. This direct form of democracy responds to the 

problems of representative democracy and neoliberal governance made visible in 2001, 

and differs greatly from the national model of representative government in conjunction 

with free market economics.1 In many ways, the local government copies the national 

government in its economic priorities and political practices, and although the Tigre 

asamblea descended from the national political crisis of 2001, it also responds to its local 

context and the particular problems of democracy in Tigre. The asamblea’s critiques of 

the local government concern one aspect in particular that stems from Tigre’s position as 

a tourist destination. The asamblea charges that the local government practices a 

“cosmetic democracy” that is democratic in appearance but lacking in substance.  

This chapter explores the charges of cosmetic democracy against the Tigre 

government through the government’s public actions, which have been chronicled by the 

local media, and through the asamblea members’ own observations. The chapter then 

considers the asamblea’s practices as a response to the cosmetic democracy. The 

asamblea does more than just critique the local government; it proposes an alternative 

and models it within their actions as a group. By practicing a democracy that is 

participatory and inclusive, the asamblea goes beyond proposing a new way of thinking 

about politics to actually modeling it for the community and government to see. Thus, the 

                                                 
1 Alvarez et al. (Cultures of Politics, 14) go as far as referring to economic neoliberalism and representative 
democracy as the “twin pillars of domination in Latin America.”  
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asamblea members’ protest of the local state of democracy is positive, rather than 

negative, because they create new forms of democracy in their practices together. 

 

I. The Cosmetic Democracy of the Tigre Municipal Government 

Even though the city government claims to represent the community, the 

asamblea perceives local officials as only representing economic interests. The city’s 

push for tourist development and aesthetic changes, rather than improvements that would 

benefit the residents, has caused the asamblea to doubt that the government’s public 

commitment to democracy is genuine. The asamblea characterizes the local government 

as running a democracy in appearance only, but not in substance. Claudio, one of the 

youngest asamblea members who is participating politically for the first time, explained 

that the mayor intended to create an “aesthetic” that would attract people to Tigre. Other 

members used similar terms, such as “cosmetic,” “makeup,” and “fashionable” to 

describe the state of democracy, citing certain government actions as emblematic of this 

cosmetic democracy. The mayor’s use of Tigre’s historic art museum for fashion events 

to promote Tigre’s cosmopolitan identity, the razing of historic buildings to make way for 

new developments, and the government’s response to the contamination problems of the 

delta exemplify the cosmetic democracy of Tigre’s municipal government. 

 

“Un Tipo de ‘Fashion’”: Sergio Massa, the Museo de Arte, and Brand Tigre  

In commemoration of International Women’s Day in March 2008, then-mayor 

Sergio Massa sponsored a fashion show in Tigre’s historic Museo de Arte to raise funds 
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for the newly opened maternity wing of the hospital and to create awareness about 

domestic abuse. Three thousand people gathered to watch the country’s top models 

parade the latest fashions down the runway in front of designers, political officials, and 

wealthy ticket-holders. Pictures of the event taken by the city government show a smiling 

Massa seated in the front row with several of the province’s highest officials. Praising the 

show for having spoken out against domestic violence, Massa guaranteed that it had also 

put the city on the international map as a first-rate tourist destination.2  

 Asamblea members interpreted the event as a thinly-disguised fashion statement, 

rather than a humanitarian cause. Members were upset that the historic museum—one of 

Tigre’s oldest and most venerated buildings—was used as a fashion show venue. 

Federico, an older member who operates a small printing press in Tigre, described Massa 

as “the fashionista type,” incredulous that Massa would host a fashion show in a place 

designed to display high culture. Julia, an asamblea member still in high school who also 

participates in Tigre’s newest asamblea for the protection of urban patrimony, shared a 

similar sentiment. For Julia, the highly-publicized fashion show illustrated Massa’s plans 

for commercializing Tigre through tourism. Explaining that the mayor frequently 

appeared on television and arranged to be photographed at public events, she felt the 

event served as a high-profile photo opportunity instead of bringing benefit to residents.  

She cited another example of Massa’s commercial intentions in the creation of a 

logo and slogan for Tigre since Massa has been in office. The logo—a yellow letter “t” 

on a red shield—appears on everything associated with the city government or its 

                                                 
2 Municipio de Tigre, “Glamour y compromiso en el Tigre Moda Show,” March 10, 2008. 
http://www.tigre.gov.ar/2008-prensa/080310-01.html [accessed March 30, 2009].  
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projects: billboards, posters explaining public works projects, websites, and buildings. 

The logo accompanies the city’s slogan on the municipality’s webpage: “We are proud to 

be from Tigre, because we still believe that the dream to keep on growing is possible.”3 

By creating a logo and slogan for the municipality, Massa has borrowed advertising and 

business principles to brand the city with a recognizable symbol of progress and growth. 

Julia’s assertion about the government’s promotion of tourism can also be seen in the 

creation of a Tourism Agency within the municipality. The agency boasts a new website 

that uses sophisticated animations to showcase what Tigre has to offer tourists, focusing 

on Tigre’s casino, amusement park, luxury accommodations, and gourmet dining.  

 The city’s promotional campaign continued even after President Cristina Kirchner 

tapped Massa to be head of her cabinet in July 2008. Massa’s replacement, Mayor Julio 

Zamora, stated his commitment to tourism on the Tourism Agency’s website, saying that 

the agency’s creation speaks to the government’s support of tourism for a city that has so 

much to offer.4 Most recently, Zamora organized the launch for the 2009 tourism season, 

which drew ten thousand people. Rock bands performed, top fashion designers 

showcased their new collections, and Massa came to show his support. Even though 

Zamora called it a community party, his comments made it clear that he intended the 

event to draw future investors and tourists to the new, cosmopolitan Tigre.5 

 The government’s focus on improving and promoting the city’s image has sent a 

message to the asamblea about the city’s priorities. Despite the government’s statements 
                                                 
3 http://www.tigre.gov.ar; Spanish: “Estamos orgullosos de ser de Tigre, porque seguimos creyendo que es 
posible el sueño de seguir creciendo.” 
4 Agencia de Turismo de Tigre, http://www.vivitigre.gov.ar/ [accessed March 30, 2008]. 
5 Municipio de Tigre, “Sergio Massa: eligan a Tigre, se van a enamorar,” December 9, 2008, 
http://www.tigre.gov.ar/2008-prensa/081209-01.html [accessed March 30, 2009]. 
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that they are acting in the best interest of the community, based on their actions, the 

asamblea believes the government’s actions are in the best interest of the tourists. The 

asamblea does not oppose tourism in Tigre altogether, but opposes the mass tourism that 

is promoted because it has taken priority over residents’ needs and has triggered harmful 

environmental effects. Julia said that while the mayor’s speeches seemed very nice and 

the municipality “aesthetically pleasing,” deep down, their promises were hollow. For 

example, very few residents had sanitation service and there were serious issues with 

basic public services, explained Luisa, Julia’s younger sister who also participates in the 

asamblea. For Julia, Luisa, and other members, the municipality’s concern with 

promoting the area for tourists rather than with extending public services to all residents, 

signified a symbolic rejection of the people who make Tigre their home year-round.  

 The prioritization of tourism has also led to negative environmental effects, which 

is one of the major reasons why the asamblea opposes tourism’s promotion. Increased 

traffic to Tigre, especially on the weekends, strains the limited public transportation, and 

generates waste, litter, and garbage that crowds leave behind when they return home. 

Frequent motorboat sight-seeing trips into the delta create wakes that erode coastlines, 

pollute the water with emissions, and disrupt residents’ privacy. Tourist infrastructure—

like towering hotels, an amusement park, and island resorts—have changed the 

traditional profile of the city and placed additional strain on the environment.  

In short, the asamblea believes the city’s cosmetic democracy has no room for the 

genuine needs of the people, but instead, puts forth a glamorous image of the community 
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intended for tourist consumption. The mass tourism promoted by the city government 

brings development to Tigre, but at the expense of residents and the natural environment. 

 

Making Room for Howard Johnson 

A recent controversy surrounding the construction of a Howard Johnson hotel in 

Tigre’s historic downtown was cited by asamblea members as further evidence of their 

government’s cosmetic democracy. The promotion of tourism has boosted values for 

downtown land, and has developers eying vacant historic buildings and mansions to 

make room for high-density tourist accommodations. When residents found out that one 

of Tigre’s most beloved old mansions was slated for demolition to make way for a 

Howard Johnson, they set in motion legal actions and official complaints to attempt to 

protect the historic building. They even took their complaints to the courts of a 

neighboring municipality, citing the indifference of Tigre’s municipality with regards to 

the preservation of the building. So, on February 14, 2008, when residents awoke to see 

bulldozers and a wrecking ball tearing down the mansion, they ran to stop the demolition. 

They phoned the local judge, who came to the site to put a stop to the demolition until the 

proper authorization could be obtained.6  

The incident led to the formation of a new asamblea concerned with the 

preservation of Tigre’s urban patrimony. Members of this urban asamblea attended 

meetings of the environmental asamblea to learn the asamblea format, and several 

                                                 
6 Diario Lo Nuestro, “Por movilizaciòn vecinal y falta de expediente musical, frenaron la demoliciòn de la 
antigua sede del Club Tigre,” February 18, 2008, 
http://diariolonuestro.3rgroup.org/notas/EkpFFVkZkpsufnfxQO.php [accessed July 10, 2008]. 
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individuals from the environmental asamblea attend the urban asamblea’s meetings as 

well. I interviewed individuals who participated in both to understand why they 

considered the government’s reaction as evidence of cosmetic democracy. 

Following the attempted demolition, the urban asamblea met every week outside 

of the historic mansion to discuss how to protect the city’s urban architecture heritage. 

The group identified other historic buildings in Tigre and wrote letters to provincial and 

national authorities to gain support for preservation efforts. They also discussed the idea 

of forming a commission that would regulate future construction and development in the 

city’s historic areas. In March, the local papers announced that the city government had 

decided to form an official commission in charge of urban patrimony in Tigre. Members 

of the urban asamblea did not know how to interpret the city’s actions because the press 

release made the commission sound like the city’s idea. But because the asamblea had 

been invited to attend the commission’s first meeting, members went with their ideas for 

the future of Tigre’s downtown.  

Julia remembered that the first meeting of the commission did not go as the 

asamblea had expected, since they waited two hours before the director of the 

commission arrived. According to Julia, the director had not known about the meeting 

and had no idea that she had been appointed to lead the commission. The asamblea then 

realized that the creation of the commission had been a publicity measure that the 

municipality did not intend to follow with action, so the group pushed for a second 

meeting to be scheduled. Before the second meeting, the asamblea wrote a proposal for 

the operation of the commission in an attempt to force the government to legitimize the 
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commission’s operations and give it binding authority. The city cancelled the second 

meeting, but at the third meeting of the commission, the asamblea presented their 

proposals. At the fourth meeting, the members of the commission informed the asamblea 

that they had not had time to read the asamblea’s proposal. The asamblea acknowledges 

the existence of the committee as a positive step, but its lack of function further supports 

their claim of the government’s cosmetic democracy. 

In the meantime, Tigre’s elected officials continue to authorize construction of 

new hotels and condos, and the demolition of old structures in other parts of the city. The 

United-Kingdom-based Intercontinental Hotels group, which owns Holiday Inn and six 

other chains, announced plans in August 2008 to construct a five-star hotel in a gated 

community in Tigre. The hotel—with 140 rooms, 80 condominium units, and 59 loft 

apartments—will invest over 25 million dollars in Tigre. Mayor Zamora emphasized that 

these kinds of developments had immense importance to the development of Tigre, and 

assured the community jobs for residents would be created.7 In a similar vein, Ventié 

Emprendimientos recently announced its 12 million dollar investment in a condo-hotel 

tower with 72 units and 17 stories to be built on Tigre’s riverside. Located close to the 

casino and Tigre’s famous outdoor market, the tower will, according to provincial official 

Antonio Grandoni, solidify Tigre’s standing as a major tourist destination.8 In fact, 

Zamora estimates that a record 2.9 billion dollars will be invested in Tigre in 2009-2010. 

                                                 
7 Municipio de Tigre, “Más inversiones en Tigre,” August 27, 2008, http://www.tigre.gov.ar/2008-
prensa/080828-02.html. [accessed March 30, 2009]. 
8 Municipio de Tigre, “Tigre con más inversiones hoteleras,” September 23, 2008, 
http://www.tigre.gov.ar/2008-prensa/080923-04.html [accessed March 30, 2009]. See also the 
development’s website: Ariols Delta Suites, http://www.ariolsdeltasuites.com/home.html [accessed March 
30, 2009]. 
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Projects like this have the asamblea members frustrated with their local 

government because it does not provide a way for local residents to discuss the 

authorization of projects like these. They have proposed to the municipality that public 

hearings (audiencias públicas) be held before historic buildings become slated for 

demolition, and are fighting for laws that limit the height of buildings constructed in the 

historic city center. Julia explained that the asamblea sought equilibrium between 

demolition and growth. She said, “We want planning that is coherent, that respects the 

people who live here, and that respects the environment.”  

Most importantly, the asamblea wants the future of Tigre to reflect its past. María, 

an asamblea member in her sixties who has lived in Tigre since she was a girl, can 

remember when the historic mansion served as the headquarters of the local fútbol team 

and formed the center of the town’s social life. “There is no identity without history,” she 

said. “These buildings represent a time period of the city, and because of that, they have 

symbolic value.” For María, a trained sociologist, the city’s tangible patrimony helps 

keep alive the intangible patrimony of tradition and culture, and makes Tigre a place 

unlike any other. The asamblea desires that the city government recognize the intrinsic 

value of the area as it is, rather than focus on its potential to generate wealth if 

transformed into a tourist destination. For Julia, certain aspects of the city deserved to be 

preserved because they make Tigre different from generic tourist hot-spots. But what was 

most frustrating to her was that the city’s chosen model of development brought the most 

benefit to investors and speculators, rather than residents. 
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The city’s indifference to residents’ concerns about developments taking place in 

Tigre gives the asamblea members more reason to believe that the democracy of their 

locale is one of appearance, rather than of substance. The city’s gesture of forming a 

commission to regulate urban development but not endowing it with regulatory power 

illustrates the surface-level democracy operating in Tigre. Even though government 

officials pay lip-service to the interests and concerns of the people they represent, their 

actions reveal their commitment to the interests of economic power which they mask 

with the cosmetic makeup of democracy. 

 

Trash vs. Contamination 

The city government’s approach to contamination in the delta gives the asamblea 

more evidence of a cosmetic democracy. Rather than address the river’s invisible 

contamination of chemicals, heavy metals, and toxins, the government has focused on 

cleaning up the visible contaminants like floating trash and on giving face-lifts to 

unsightly infrastructure like the municipal docks and train station. The clean-up of visible 

contamination is important, but improving river health also requires removing less 

visible—but no less dangerous—contaminants that affect water quality. 

Federico said the prime example of the government’s cosmetic approach to the 

contamination involved landscaping a stretch of riverbank frequented by tourists who 

come to watch the rowing regattas at the national course in Tigre. The project Federico 

referred to as “mere make-up” is known as the Rower’s Way (Camino de los Remeros) 

because it also included the construction of a road alongside the national rowing track 
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(Pista Nacional de Remo). The rowing track is a badly contaminated section of the 

Reconquista, but that was not always the case. Understanding the history of the rowing 

track is crucial to understanding the asamblea’s frustration with the Rower’s Way project. 

The rowing track was constructed upstream from the Tigre River in the 1970s for 

the national rowing team to practice and host regattas. It was also planned as an 

alleviation canal9 which would act as a spillway when flood waters overwhelmed the 

Reconquista (see fig. 3.1). In its original construction, a narrow strip of land separated the 

canal from the Reconquista River, thus the Reconquista’s pollution did not enter the 

canal, but flowed via the river’s historic course through Tigre. In 1985, a terrible flood 

washed away the strip of land separating the alleviation canal from the Reconquista, 

forced over 100,000 people to evacuate, and caused costly damages. The extent of the 

flooding underscored the need for the government to improve hydrologic infrastructure in 

the watershed, so that same year, the government began planning the Project for the 

Environmental Clean-up and Flood Control of the Reconquista River.10 In 1993, the 

national government received a 250 million dollar loan from the Inter-American 

Development Bank to implement the project, and in 1995, the government created 

UNIREC, the Unification and Coordination of the Reconquista River Project,11 to 

coordinate the efforts at watershed improvement. Ironically, since its inception, UNIREC 

has only further complicated the contamination issue with its projects. 

 
 

                                                 
9 The terms “rowing track” and “alleviation canal” will be used interchangeably from this point on, since 
they refer to the same structure. 
10 Spanish: Proyecto de Saneamiento Ambiental y Control de las Inundaciones del Río Reconquista. 
11 Spanish: Unidad de Coordinación del Proyecto Río Reconquista. 
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Figure 3.1 Aerial Photo of Tigre Delta and Alleviation Canal 
 

 
(adapted from Google Earth) 

 
Near the bottom of the photo, the Reconquista can be seen branching into 
the alleviation canal and the Tigre River. The canal is the long, straight  
portion of the river that flows northwest to empty into the Luján River  
and the delta islands. Note the difference in color—due to water  
contamination—between the Reconquista’s waters and the water of the  
Luján River.  

 
The first major project UNIREC undertook involved the construction of a dike at 

the intersection of the canal and the Reconquista to regulate and divert the river’s flow in 

times of flooding. In its hydrological aspects, the project was well-conceived, but it failed 

to take into account the environmental realities of the locale and did not address the 

contamination issue whatsoever. As a result, beginning in August 2000 when the dike 

was completed (see fig. 3.2), 90 percent of the Reconquista’s contaminated water began 

to flow via the rowing canal into a section of the delta islands that had been previously 

uncontaminated. Thus, while the intent of the dike was to prevent flooding in Tigre’s 
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densely populated downtown, it had the negative effect of widening the zone of 

contamination to include pristine areas of the delta never before affected by water 

pollution. Roberto, an experienced environmental activist, has lived in the delta his entire 

life near the outflow of the Alleviation Canal. He acknowledged that the contamination of 

the Reconquista had always existed, but since the dike’s construction in 2000, he has seen 

harmful impacts on his natural surroundings from the increased contamination.  

Figure 3.2 Flood-control Dike at Alleviation Canal 
 

 
(photo by author) 

 
 The 2006 flood thrust the canal’s worsening of the contamination into public view 

and became the impetus for the formation of the asamblea. Flood runoff from areas of 

Buenos Aires sluiced through the canal, carrying trash, contaminants, and industrial 

effluent into the delta islands. Islanders were horrified when thousands of dead fish and 

all manner of refuse blanketed the shores of the islands. In addition, many were unable to 

draw their drinking water from the river because of the peaking contamination, and had 

to travel to obtain water from the municipal grid. The visible harmful effects of the flood 
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galvanized the people into action, which led to the formation of the asamblea, and the 

filing of an official complaint with the national Ombudsman, who authored a 

comprehensive report on the watershed’s contamination in 2007.  

 The Ombudsman’s report compiled environmental studies completed before and 

after the completion of the dike and the consequent diversion of the Reconquista. These 

studies noted a significant increase in contamination in the waters of the rowing canal 

after the diversion and identified a widened zone of contamination in the delta islands. 

The studies also found a marked deterioration of the turbidity, color, and odor of the 

canal’s water. Because these visual indicators were islanders’ way of judging water 

quality, many islanders were forced to modify their water collection habits as a result of 

the worsening water quality they observed, many times at increased cost. The 

Ombudsmen also sharply criticized UNIREC for failing to account for local knowledge 

of currents, flood patterns, and the contamination in the addition of a dike to the canal.12 

Responding to the Ombudsman’s report, the city allocated 10 million pesos (about 

3.3 million dollars) towards the clean-up of the rowing canal, and 50 million pesos (about 

16 million dollars) towards the improvement of the rowing canal for sporting events. 

Mayor Sergio Massa and the national Secretary of Sports Claudio Morresi signed an 

agreement to improve the area for rowing practice, including the construction of a 

clubhouse, and improved transportation to the area. This agreement created the Rower’s 

                                                 
12 Defensor del Pueblo, Informe, 158. According to the Ombudsman’s 2007 report on the watershed, the 
project also failed to take into account local knowledge of flood patterns, since according to many long-
time residents of Tigre, the greatest threat of flooding comes not from the Reconquista upstream, but from 
storms that push the waters of the Río de la Plata estuary into the delta via its downstream end (p. 154). 
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Way, inaugurated in June 2008 by Massa and a host of local officials.13 In March 2009, 

the municipality announced that clean-up work in the canal was proceeding nicely. 

Antonio Grandoni, the provincial Secretary of Public Investment, City Planning and 

Environmental Management, travelled with Mayor Zamora to see the clean-up’s 

progress, the leveling of the canal’s banks, and the removal of trash via a specially-

outfitted catamaran that collects solid waste.14  The municipality expressed pleasure at 

how the clean-up reduced contamination and improved the rowers’ training environment. 

The asamblea interpreted the city government’s actions as one of the most blatant 

examples yet of their cosmetic democracy, since the government has not taken any steps 

towards improving the biology and chemistry of the river. Marcos, who lives in the 

islands affected by the canal’s outflow, saw the city’s response to the contamination as 

primarily a concern with aesthetics, rather than a genuine desire to improve 

environmental health. According to Marcos, the city’s lack of initiative in dealing with 

the contamination can be traced to their political debts to the industries that financed their 

campaigns. Pedro, too, recognized the link between the authorities with the power to 

enforce the law against those who are contaminating, and the industries that bring so 

much revenue to Tigre. A newcomer to the delta islands, he nevertheless observed that 

industry’s close relationship with the government—both local and nation—made them 

virtually untouchable in terms of the enforcement of environmental regulations. 

                                                 
13 Muncipio de Tigre, “Tigre recupera la Pista Nacional de Remo.” March 28, 2008. 
http://www.tigre.gov.ar/2008-prensa/080328-05.html [accessed March 30, 2009]. 
14 Municipio de Tigre, “Avanzan las obras de la Pista Nacional de Remo.” March 18, 2009. 
http://www.tigre.gov.ar/2009-prensa/090318-01.html [accessed March 30, 2009]. 
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Pedro, Marcos, and many other members of the asamblea believe that part of the 

solution to the contamination problem lies in the creation of a functional watershed 

management committee (cómite de cuenca) that has the authority to supersede powerful 

local interests. Legally, this committee has existed since 2005 in the form of 

COMIREC—the Cómite de Cuenca del Río Reconquista—but the asamblea members 

claim the committee has not taken steps to resolve the contamination, and merely exists 

to give the appearance of watershed management. The Ombudsman’s 2007 watershed 

report corroborated the asamblea’s claims, criticizing the committee for not having met in 

the two years since its creation and for being profoundly undemocratic in its structure.15 

On paper, COMIREC coordinates watershed management by bringing together the 

various municipal, provincial, and national authorities with jurisdiction in the watershed, 

but it does not include mechanisms for the participation of local community members and 

water users. The provision exists for an Honorary Consultation Board made up of 

professionals and other associations, but the participation of water users remains 

ambiguous.16 In the conclusion of his report, the Ombudsman suggested that only by 

including the community—those affected the most by the watershed health—can a 

solution be reached.17 

Marcos explained that the asamblea wants an independent watershed commission, 

one that is free from government and industry influence and that has the authority to 

                                                 
15 In fact, the committee did not have its first meeting until April of 2008, and it did not include any 
representatives of civil society or of community organizations, although their future participation was 
discussed by the committee’s members. See Municipio de Tigre, El Cómite de Cuenca del Río Reconquista 
se reunió en Tigre.” April 4, 2008. http://www.tigre.gov.ar/2008-prensa/080404-01.html [accessed March 
30, 2009]. 
16 Defensor del Pueblo, Informe, 213ff.  
17 Ibid., 263. 
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make decisions, rather than just offer suggestions. He referred to the fact that currently, 

the committee’s only seats are for a president designated by provincial authorities; the 

provincial Minister of Government, Minister of Public Works, and Secretary of Political 

Environment; and three authorities to represent the municipalities within the upper, 

middle, and lower watershed. 

Essentially Marcos and the other asamblea members want the committee to be 

democratized to give residents a say in governing the watershed in which they live. They 

see this as an example of real democracy, rather than just the appearance of democracy, 

or another cosmetic solution to a serious environmental problem. What the asamblea has 

seen of the government’s response to the contamination problem—such as the Rower’s 

Way and the city’s catamarans that collect the floating trash—has led them to 

characterize their local government’s democracy as cosmetic and surface-level without a 

way for the participation of the people for the people.  

 The asamblea’s frustration with the local government’s cosmetic democracy in 

the face of grave contamination and serious economic inequality has influenced the way 

that they conduct themselves as a group. Their practices as an asamblea both critique the 

city government’s cosmetic democracy and model a more democratic alternative.  

 

II. The Asamblea’s Participatory Democracy 

The asamblea’s rejection of the local government’s cosmetic democracy is 

manifest in several of the group’s practices. Rather than simply opposing the city 

government’s surface-level politics, they model the kind and quality of democracy they 
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would like to see operating in their community. The asamblea’s choice to meet publicly 

in public spaces responds to the lack of transparency they observe in the government. The 

asamblea also organizes itself horizontally, which enables them to make decisions using 

direct democracy rather than by electing representatives to make decisions on their 

behalf. Collective decision-making characterizes the asamblea, in direct contrast to the 

local government’s practice of concentrating power in the hands of a few elected 

officials. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, the asamblea prioritizes equality in their 

practices and treatment of one another. This emphasis on equality responds to members’ 

experience of inequality, since the neoliberal approach in their community has made the 

breach between rich and poor increasingly apparent. 

 

Public Meetings in Public Spaces 

Vicente, one of the asamblea’s original members, explained that the group 

intentionally chose to meet in a public place because it heightens their visibility, 

accessibility, and transparence, making them eminently public. The asamblea meets 

biweekly outside of Tigre’s busy train station. The train station was a place that was well-

suited to Tigre’s geography since it is easily accessed by city residents and island 

residents. Vicente said the idea was to meet in the middle so that anyone who wanted 

would be able to join them. 

The decision to meet openly in a public place shows both the peoples’ 

exasperation with corruption and their efforts to reclaim public space for political 

purposes. It also relates to issues that the 2001 crisis brought to the forefront. In the first 
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place, political corruption became blatant before and during the crisis. Notorious 

examples of this corruption included the politically-well-connected securing their monies 

in foreign banks before the freezing of accounts took effect, and members of the Supreme 

Court becoming embroiled in corruption charges. As Paula Santamaría points out, in 

2001 people could not trust in judges, police, union leaders, or government officials 

because all had demonstrated themselves incapable of attending to peoples’ basic 

necessities—hence the people’s call, “Que se vayan todos.” 18 The public’s inability to 

trust in officials and representatives factored into the first asambleas’ decision to meet in 

parks, plazas, and street corners where their operations would be transparent and 

publically visible. Like these first asambleas, the Tigre asamblea emphasizes its 

transparence by meeting in public and conducting their business in the open air. Rather 

than criticizing the corruption that characterizes national politics, the Tigre asamblea 

practices openness that all who pass through the train station can observe.  

The asamblea’s use of a public area for their meetings also reclaims public space 

as suitable for community dialogue, political action, and solidarity. In a society that has 

been fragmented first by dictatorship in the 1970s, and then by consumer culture and 

individualization in the 1990s under neoliberalism, this reclaiming of public space is 

significant. Ana Wortman explains that when consumption became the “ethos of life” in 

the 1990s, it encouraged individualism and instant gratification at the same time it erased 

the pursuit of a collective good. She argues that the re-orientation of the state towards the 

private-sector not only privatized industries and services, but social life too. She points to 

                                                 
18 Paula Santamaría, “El sentido de la crisis,” in Sujetos a la Incertidumbre, edited by Susana Murillo 
(Buenos Aires: Instituto Movilizador de Fondos Cooperativos, 2002): 417. 
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the rising popularity of television since the 1990s as a primary factor in the isolation of 

individuals from their neighbors and in bringing people indoors and away from public 

gathering places.19 December 2001 marked the peoples’ return as a collective agent when 

they took to the streets spontaneously and collectively to protest the political and 

economic situation.20  

Tigre’s asamblea echoes 2001 by reclaiming the public arena as an appropriate 

place for the people to think, talk, and act together. Meeting in a public area also helps 

them to resist the privatization of social spaces in a city that has invited gated 

communities, private country clubs, and foreign-owned corporations. By staking public 

claim on areas in danger of becoming private, the asamblea is affirming the need for 

public spaces that are open to all, regardless of class, status, or political affiliation.  

 

Horizontal Organization and Direct Democracy 

The asamblea format maintains a horizontal structure conducive to the practice of 

direct democracy. In distributing votes equally among members, refusing to elect 

delegates who make decisions on behalf of the group, and by giving each member an 

opportunity to address the group and participate in every meeting, the asamblea format 

rejects traditional representative democracy. The Tigre asamblea’s decision to use direct 

democracy stems from the crisis of representation in 2001, in which many felt a 

discrepancy between the popular will and the actions of elected leaders.21 When people 

                                                 
19 Ana Wortman, “Introducción,” in Imágenes Publicitarias/Nuevos Burgueses, edited by Ana Wortman 
(Buenos Aires: Prometeo, 2004): 9-11.  
20 Landau, “Los múltiples significados,” 94.  
21 Pousadela, Que se vayan todos, 90. 
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shared the feeling that delegates could not be trusted to pursue the good of the whole, the 

idea of direct democracy became increasingly appealing. As Santamaría succinctly states: 

“When the representatives started to fall, so did the idea of representation.”22  

Much like their predecessors, the Tigre asamblea models direct democracy in its 

practices as a group. Pedro explained that the people distrust institutions because of the 

widespread corruption and deceit, and thus prefer to organize horizontally without 

hierarchy. Pedro’s sentiments were echoed by other asamblea members when they 

explained the problems they saw with representative democracy. Under a system of 

representative democracy, because elected representatives have their electorate’s vote, 

they are authorized to make decisions on the people’s behalf without further 

accountability to them.23 Claudio explains that this is a problem in situations where 

representatives are not fulfilling their promises to the people, because the only recourses 

the people have are to wait until the next elections to vote in new representatives, or to 

organize strikes and protests that have no guarantee of obligating the government to 

follow through with their promises. For Claudio and the asamblea, a better solution is 

direct democracy, which limits the actions of representatives—or eliminates the need for 

them altogether—so that government is held directly accountable to the will of the 

people. Under direct democracy, the people weigh in on all decisions. If there are 

representatives, their continuation in office hinges upon their fulfillment of the will of 

those they represent. The asamblea feels this accountability is not emphasized in 

representative democracy, since representative democracy limits citizen participation to 

                                                 
22 Santamaría, “El sentido,” 417-18. 
23 Pousadela, Que se vayan todos, 23-27. 
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the periodic act of voting. Instead, the asamblea believes that a new kind of democracy is 

necessary for the participation of the people to be meaningful and ongoing. But Laura, a 

member who has been active in political parties all her life, pointed out that direct 

democracy requires more of citizens accustomed to being spectators in political life, 

rather than participants. As she said:  “Democracy doesn’t end with voting, but instead 

the citizen is obligated to participate and is able to do so.”  

 

Collective Decision-Making 

Rather than elect individuals to represent the rest of the asamblea and take action 

in its name, the asamblea prefers to act as a group, attending meetings with public 

officials en-masse, or speaking to the media as a cohort, rather than sending individuals 

as representatives. Additional aspects of their emphasis on collective decision-making 

can be seen in the way the group conducts their meetings. Before each meeting, anyone 

who wants to speak puts their name on a list. Members take turns facilitating meetings, 

which range from general announcements to heated discussions about future actions the 

asamblea should take. During the meeting, the group attempts to reach consensus on an 

issue through discussion and debate, but when they cannot, they put the issue to a vote. 

For María, the fact that everyone helps make the decisions is what makes the asamblea 

format so popular. She speaks for many Argentines when she says: “I believe people are 

tired of authoritarianism and paternalism. This is why there is such an emphasis [in the 

asamblea] on everyone having a voice, everyone having a vote.” 
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In the asamblea, informal leaders can be different depending on the situation, and 

on the particular skills of each person. The asamblea divides responsibilities and actions 

among different commissions. Six commissions exist within the asamblea—press, 

education, mobilization, institutional relations, secretary, and treasury—and members can 

participate in as many or as few as they want. Each commission meets during the week to 

work on projects that have already been approved in the general meeting. They then 

report back to the rest of the asamblea about their progress. The commissions operate in 

the same manner as the asamblea, with no designated leader and with decision-making 

happening through consensus or vote. This format also distinguishes the asamblea from 

the operation of traditional political parties, since it prohibits the concentration of 

knowledge and power in the hands of only a few designated leaders. 

Participation in the asamblea is elastic: I observed many different members 

performing tasks, rather than the same individuals making all of the decisions. María 

explained that the asamblea format allows for this elasticity, whereas an NGO often 

assumes a pyramid structure. For Roberto, who participated in several environmental 

NGOs before he joined this asamblea, this way of operating is the most democratic that 

he has experienced, since it was more collective, participatory, and “healthy.” 

 

Emphasis on Equality 

For many of the asamblea members, meaningful democracy is fundamentally 

linked to equality, which is a value they do not see their local government striving to 

foster and protect. For Adriana, a mother of two young children who has lived in the 
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islands her entire life, a genuine democracy would translate into more equality in terms of 

access to employment, quality of life, and political voice. Adriana’s reference to equality 

is one that other members echoed. The group sees that the city government’s clear 

economic orientation is not creating a Tigre for everyone, and they desire a more 

equitable development. “We want a life that is dignified,” Adriana explained. “How 

come the people in the country clubs are the only ones living well? Why do we have to 

live with such extremes?” Pedro, who has a young daughter, sees inequality manifested 

in the fact that the local officials’ children do not attend the public school, but instead 

attend private academies. He would like to see democracy operate independently from 

the influence of powerful economic and political interests. 

The power of the asamblea format lies in the fact that every member has the same 

political “purchasing power,” rather than just the economically privileged or politically 

connected. “All of us have to be equal,” Lidia asserted. For her, participating in the 

asamblea is one way of making this truth a reality. She likes the asamblea because it 

gives each person the same standing, voice, and ability to participate, regardless of 

wealth, status, age, or experience. “I feel that at the root, all of us are the same. That we 

are the people, and we are equal.” 

 

III. Conclusion 

The asamblea’s practices have helped restore members’ faith in democracy as 

meaningful and substantive, as they learn the skills of participation and political action. 

Roberto compared participation in the asamblea to physical exercise, saying that the 
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asamblea helped people to strengthen their political muscles that had atrophied because 

of disuse. Although the asamblea has been an important vehicle for members to put their 

ideas about participatory democracy into practice, Lidia pointed out that practicing direct 

democracy in the asamblea is not enough. She knows that the community still needs a 

political system that offers a way for residents to have a voice. 

But Vicente clarified that the asamblea’s intention was not to oust current 

officials, but to work with them to create a new kind of politics that is deeply democratic 

in practice, rather than one that wears a democratic façade. He emphasized the group’s 

commitment to generating a new kind of politics with the people, institutions, and 

government already in place. 

Scholars have explained asambleas as a way of making protest positive, rather 

than merely critical. Dinerstein has argued that instead of opposing the political, 

asambleas reinvent its meaning in their practices together.24 Vicente explained that the 

Tigre asamblea has made protest positive in that, rather than holding disruptive or violent 

manifestations, it has found peaceful ways of communicating with the community. 

Because of the asamblea’s way of thinking by doing, people have started to use the 

asamblea format as a tool to confront all manner of problems.  

The Tigre environmental group has used the asamblea format as a means of 

realizing their re-conceptualization of democracy in their community, which has been 

transformed by neoliberal governance and cosmetic democracy. The group’s convictions 

                                                 
24 Dinerstein, “Que se vayan todos,” 197. 
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about how democracy should operate can be seen in their public meeting habits, 

horizontal organization, collective decision-making, and emphasis on equality.  

The asamblea’s practice of democracy is woven in with their conceptions about 

citizenship. Using the language and concepts of citizenship to frame their environmental 

struggle has given the asamblea another way to confront contamination and challenge the 

neoliberal orientation of their city government. In the next chapter, I discuss how the 

asamblea’s re-imagination of citizenship to include the environment makes citizenship 

more inclusive, thus challenging the economic exclusion and poverty of citizenship 

wrought by neoliberalism. 
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CHAPTER 4: A NEW ENVIRONMENTAL CITIZENSHIP 

 In the lush Tigre delta, construction has begun on a massive housing development 

called Colony Park that will be a private-island home to 980 families if allowed to 

continue. Members of the asamblea protest this mega-development for several reasons. 

They claim the development is environmentally irresponsible, does not reflect the needs 

and interests of local residents, and is yet another manifestation of “savage” capitalist 

development that has characterized their community since the 1990s under neoliberalism. 

Central to their protest is that Colony Park plans to drastically manipulate the 

hydrological cycle of the delta, which the asamblea says will negatively impact other 

delta residents. For them, Colony Park will change the local landscape in a way that is 

incompatible with the natural function of the delta and its historic importance. 

Environmental struggles can signify broader struggles over the meaning of citizenship, 

argues José Estéban Castro, and in Tigre, the asamblea’s opposition to Colony Park stems 

from its conception of citizenship as including environmental rights and responsibilities.1  

The conflict between Colony Park and the asamblea involves competing 

environmental discourses that can be seen in the different constructions of nature that the 

asamblea and Colony Park employ to explain behavior and interpret the natural world. 

Arturo Escobar has argued that capitalism configures nature through a discourse that 

constructs it as a commodity and externality.2 In the case of Colony Park, nature becomes 

a commodity to be managed, packaged, and sold to willing buyers. In contrast, the 

                                                 
1 José Esteban Castro, Water, Power and Citizenship: Social Struggle in the Basin of Mexico (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006): 5.  
2 Arturo Escobar, “Constructing Nature: Towards a Poststructural Political Ecology,” in Liberation 
Ecologies: Environment, Development, Social Movements (London: Routledge, 1996). 
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asamblea does not see the natural environment as a commodity, but instead, as an 

important part of citizenship and local identity. 

 The asamblea’s conception of citizenship as related to nature relates to Peet and 

Watts’ argument about the social construction of nature. They go a step beyond Escobar, 

arguing that not only does society construct ideas of nature, but also that nature 

influences society. They posit that each society has a particular “environmental 

imaginary” that determines people’s relationship and interactions with nature.3 Their idea 

that the environment exercises a powerful pull on the imagination helps make sense of 

the asamblea’s protests against the mega-development, since the asamblea circulates its 

own discourse that constructs nature as central to citizenship rights and responsibilities. 

Peet and Watts’ argument that nature influences society can be applied to the asamblea’s 

ideas about citizenship. Peet and Watts see the environment as a source for imagining the 

social, in which the scenes, landscapes, and functions of the natural world inspire new 

ways of thinking about society.4 In the asamblea’s case, thinking about the environment 

has given rise to new ideas about citizenship, showing environmental movements’ 

potential in reshaping society, politics, and development. 

 In this chapter, I examine Colony Park’s construction of nature as commodity and 

the asamblea’s environmental imaginary of the delta to reveal the asamblea’s conception 

of citizenship. The group’s notion of the environment as a citizenship right and 

responsibility has helped them challenge neoliberalism’s dominance in their community. 

By including the environment in the nexus of citizenship, the asamblea makes citizenship 

                                                 
3 Peet and Watts, Liberation Ecologies, 263. 
4 Ibid., 37, 263, 267. 
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more inclusive, and uses the framework of responsibility to force the government to 

acknowledge their demands. 

 

I. Background: Economic and Social Inequality in Tigre 

Before examining the conflict between the asamblea and Colony Park, it is 

important to understand that Colony Park forms only one example of a more generalized 

trend in Tigre as neoliberal economic policies facilitate and encourage capitalist 

development. The logic of capitalism maintains that an infusion of capital is necessary for 

development. In turn, the benefits brought by investment will trickle down to all levels of 

society. Accordingly, Colony Park’s investment in Tigre will not only benefit the city 

government via tax revenue generated by the project, but will also benefit residents 

through the construction jobs it will provide, the improved quality of living for those who 

reside in the development, and the attraction of more foreign investment. Despite the 

existence of many projects like Colony Park in Tigre, the rising tide has not lifted all 

boats, and inequalities between rich and poor have worsened, not improved. 

 The national ombudsman, in his report, called attention to the region’s inequality, 

pointing out its historical roots and intensification since the 1990s.5 As a result of 

President Juan Perón’s inward-directed industrialization policies in the 1940s and 1950s, 

many people from the country’s interior migrated to Buenos Aires in search of better jobs 

and opportunities. In addition to the rapid settlement of periphery areas like Tigre by 

newly-arrived migrants, many industries located near the Reconquista River because of 

                                                 
5 Defensor del Pueblo, Informe, 201. 



 86 

the availability of cheap land, the close proximity to railroad lines, and the presence of 

water for disposing of industrial byproducts. The consequent urbanization of the city’s 

periphery was haphazard, lacking planning, zoning, and regulatory laws. Construction in 

flood zones continued unchecked in the absence of coordination between the various 

municipalities in the watershed, and the incoherent policies and enforcement of norms.  

 The re-emergence of free-market capitalism in the 1990s as the dominant 

economic paradigm was accompanied by cultural changes which have appeared in Tigre. 

Private neighborhoods have proliferated on the city’s outskirts as Buenos Aires (and 

other major Latin American cities) has been suburbanized.  Once undesirable because of 

its distance from downtown, outlying land acquired value as a way to retreat from the 

chaos, insecurity, and poverty of urban life. The Tigre area in particular, because of its 

close proximity to the scenic riverside, has seen a dramatic increase in gated communities 

and wealthy enclaves since the 1990s.6 The ombudsman estimated that the Tigre area had 

more than 300 private neighborhoods, and noted that in the Buenos Aires metropolitan 

region, 87 percent of gated communities, 68 percent of country clubs, and 7 of 8 mega-

developments could be found in the northern sector of the city (the Zona Norte), which 

includes Tigre and its neighboring municipalities. 

The relocation of the upper classes to the city’s periphery has not changed the fact 

that historically these areas have been extremely impoverished. The development of the 

periphery in Latin America has been uneven, as wealthy enclaves exist side by side with 

vast slum settlements. In Tigre, this uneven development is especially apparent, since 

                                                 
6 See Maristella Svampa, Los que ganaron: la vida en los countries y barrios privados (Buenos Aires: 
Editorial Biblos, 2001). 
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despite the increase in development, investment, and new construction, 20 percent of 

residents still cannot meet their basic needs. 

Tigre’s case also has environmental aspects that complicate the situation. 

Northern Buenos Aires contains low-lying land crisscrossed by rivers and streams, 

making it prone to serious flooding. Many private neighborhoods built in recent years 

have filled-in large portions of land to elevate homes out of reach of floodwaters. Yet as 

the ombudsman points out, these drastic alterations of the natural landscape have not 

considered the effect on neighboring areas. While elevated communities have removed 

themselves from harm, they have worsened the effects of flooding in surrounding slum 

communities. In his report, the ombudsman includes a map of the slum areas in Tigre’s 

jurisdiction and indicates that the majority of these precarious communities are located in 

areas most in danger of flooding.7 The 20 percent of residents who are unable to meet 

even their basic needs cannot afford to relocate or make their homes flood-proof. Thus, 

the increase in development has not improved the living situation for many of Tigre’s 

residents, but has placed them in a more vulnerable situation than ever before. 

 Developments like Colony Park have changed Tigre’s traditional profile. Isolated 

neighborhoods, gated communities, and clubs that use proximity to nature as a selling 

point have proliferated since the 1990s, but instead of contributing to the development of 

a region as a whole, benefits have been limited to certain sectors without addressing 

troublesome inequalities. The example of Colony Park shows how a discourse of 

development rationalizes the alteration of the social and environmental contours of Tigre. 

                                                 
7 See Defensor del Pueblo, Informe, 33. 
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II. Colony Park’s Construction of Nature 

Colony Park’s environmental discourse frames nature as a commodity in need of 

capitalization. Escobar explains that this line of thinking is not new, but comes from the 

dominant development discourse that has operated in Latin America—and other so-called 

Third World regions—since the end of World War II. Development discourse, like any 

discourse, is a construction designed to establish order, interpret reality, and reinforce 

existing power structures. It has influenced the way people have perceived the Third 

World and how they have acted to develop it. The development discourse sees nature as 

an input or raw material that can be used to bring about economic growth. Thus, nature 

must be managed in order for it to be turned into capital; it must be treated as a 

commodity so that it can be packaged for market sale.8 

 In the discourse put out by the Colony Park developers, the commodification and 

capitalization of nature can be seen in the way the development portrays nature as in need 

of management, in need of privatization, and only useful in its untamed state for 

recreational purposes. This conception justifies their intention to modify the natural state 

of the delta since the Colony Park development is not possible without significant 

modification of the natural delta and its hydrological cycle. Since the planned 980 homes 

will rest upon a silty, continually shifting island, the development will need to 

substantially alter the soils to make the island suitable for housing foundations. The 

developers also plan to raise the banks of the island to protect the homes from frequent 

                                                 
8 Arturo Escobar, “Constructing Nature: Towards a Poststructural Political Ecology,” in Liberation 
Ecologies: Environment, Development, Social Movements (London: Routledge, 1996): 56. 
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inundations and the flux of changing tides. While the developers claim that construction 

will proceed in a manner that respects the natural environment and preserves native 

vegetation, they plan on excavating entire portions of the island to make room for three 

marinas with space for 700 boats, a port for the island’s private ferry system, and 150 

acres of internal lakes and canals. Colony Park’s commodification of the delta—to be 

managed, private, and recreational—not only allows them to modify its natural state, it 

also frames the way they advertise the project to potential buyers.  

In the first place, the development’s website advertises the neighborhood as 

“Truly an Island…Truly Life,” thereby linking the natural world with a lifestyle that can 

be purchased.  But this island paradise cannot be attained without significant changes to 

the natural delta and its subsequent management. While Colony Park’s developers sell 

future residents the idea that they will be living in a private island paradise, in fact, they 

sell a particular packaging of nature as developed, managed, and predictable. In this way, 

residents can enjoy the aesthetic benefits of a managed natural world without risk, 

inconvenience, or danger.  

 Colony Park’s packaging of nature also emphasizes privacy to market the island 

as exclusive and elite. For the island to become a useful tool for generating wealth, it 

must be privatized. Keeping with neoliberalism’s emphasis on private property, the large 

island will be parceled out into individual, private lots which will be sold on the market. 

The promotional website goes out of its way to tell prospective residents they will have 

access to a private transportation network of ferries to take them from their driveway to 

the mainland in less than 15 minutes. Residents do not even have to leave the privacy of 
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their vehicle to board the ferries. The developers also point out that Colony Park is a 

“true island,” because at least 30 meters of water surround it on all sides. The island will 

be equipped with permanent vigilance, ensuring the security of island residents. In this 

packaging of nature as private, the developers capitalize on the isolation and exclusivity 

afforded by an island surrounded by water. The development’s island location allows 

nature to be packaged and sold as an exclusive commodity only attainable by a few. 

 The third way that the environmental discourse of Colony Park’s developers 

constructs nature is as a source of fun and recreation. The first picture prospective 

residents see when browsing the development’s website is a water-skier skimming over 

the waves, the lush vegetation of the delta forming the backdrop for his entertainment. In 

fact, the development will include man made canals and interior lagoons for the nautical 

recreation of its residents. The website further advertises that the island will be equipped 

with various sports fields, an exclusive spa, and a roomy clubhouse. Within Colony Park, 

nature is a source of fun and entertainment available for consumption by residents at their 

convenience. Rather than residents adapting the construction and location of their homes 

to the natural terrain of the island, original streams must be widened into navigable 

canals, natural depressions turned into ski-able lakes, and thick vegetation removed for 

the construction of soccer fields, tennis courts, and golf links.  

 Thus, Colony Park’s discursive framing of nature sees nature as commodity and 

marketable private good. In order for nature to become a marketable commodity, 

however, nature must be managed, privatized, and endowed with recreational value. 

Colony Park must establish that nature in and of itself is not productive and useful so that 
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its development and modification of the hydrological cycle is justified. This conception 

of nature goes against the asamblea’s environmental imaginary of the delta, which helps 

explain the asamblea’s conflict with the city over its authorization of Colony Park. 

 

Environmental Conflict: A Trip to Colony Park with the Asamblea 

 During the period of my field research, the asamblea actively protested the 

Colony Park development. According to local media, the project had been authorized 

under questionable circumstances several years ago under the governance of an interim 

mayor following the unexpected death of Tigre’s Mayor Ricardo Ubieto in 2006. When 

Colony Park began to move soil and prepare the island for construction during the 

summer of 2008, the asamblea was angry that the development had been allowed to 

continue without the environmental impact assessments required by law. In their view, 

Colony Park’s plan to raise the island’s banks and strip away natural vegetation 

constituted dangerous interference with the delta’s hydrological functions of flood 

regulation and purification, placing many in danger of serious flooding. 

Several members of the asamblea travelled to the island to see how far 

construction had proceeded. When they arrived, they saw evidence of clear-cutting, 

dredging, and substantial movement of the soils, and they realized that developers had 

forced one of the last-remaining original families on the island to relocate to the 

mainland. As a result of members’ conversations with this family—who had made their 

home on one of the island’s streams for generations—and because of the environmental 
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destruction they saw proceeding unchecked, the asamblea filed a legal injunction9 against 

Colony Park to attempt to halt construction until the environmental studies could be 

completed. The municipality learned about the asamblea’s action a few hours after the 

injunction had been filed. In response, city officials organized a media outing to the 

island, and were photographed issuing an order to Colony Park to stop construction until 

the situation could be resolved. Although this sounds like a victory for the asamblea, 

members doubted the municipality would put the full force of its jurisdictional weight 

behind its words and suspected the act to be a mere media stunt.  

At its next meeting the asamblea decided to arrange an appearance on a local 

television show in an attempt to ensure the municipality’s continued accountability 

regarding Colony Park. Although a large delegation of members had gone to the station, 

the host chose two members—Laura and Hector—to be interviewed.10 Laura brought 

maps of the delta to show how Colony Park was located in a part of the delta that is still 

in formation. The host asked Laura about the implications for residents of Tigre. Laura 

explained that the islands still in formation mitigate the effects of the sudestada storms, 

and if they are altered, flooding could be worse for the mainland. The host informed the 

audience that the municipality had ordered that construction be stopped temporarily. 

Laura responded by making clear to the show’s host that Colony Park had not completed 

the required environmental impact studies, despite the importance of these studies for a 

development of this size. 

                                                 
9 The Spanish term is ámparo, which is a complaint that anticipates a judicial action to protect 
constitutional guarantees. 
10 They appeared on “Sentido Común” on July 7, 2008, Canal 20/Cablevisión.  
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In another effort to garner media attention about the development, asamblea 

members travelled to Colony Park with a cameraman from a local TV station to see if the 

development had respected the municipality’s order to halt construction. As the asamblea 

members’ boats motored up to the island, a dredge boat that had been working to widen a 

natural stream into a canal shut off its motor and unsuccessfully attempted to block the 

stream’s entrance to the island. When asamblea members attempted to talk to the 

workers, they received threats from the construction supervisor who denied knowledge of 

the municipality’s order and ordered workers not to speak with the media. Instead, the 

TV station interviewed the last family on the island, and motored further inland to film 

the devastation wrought by the development. Mounds of mud and uprooted vegetation 

lined the island’s main stream, while dredgers had wreaked havoc on the central portion 

of the island to carve out several man-made lakes. In the area where workers had been 

focusing, not a tree was left standing (this despite the website’s claim to preserve native 

species and develop the island in an environmentally responsible manner). As a final 

symbolic gesture, the asamblea fastened closure tape to the development’s main dock 

with the phrases: “Where are the authorities?” and “NO to the destruction of the delta!”  

   

III. The Environmental Imaginary of the Asamblea 

 The asamblea, in their mobilization against Colony Park, draws upon the delta’s 

environmental attributes and historical lore to invoke a particular “environmental 

imaginary” that supports their claims against Colony Park. Peet and Watts, in their 

explanation of environmental imaginaries, argue that the environment acts as an 
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important source of “thinking, reasoning, and imagining” the social. As such, the 

asamblea’s way of imagining nature carries with it a vision of what constitutes moral and 

acceptable environmental practices.11 The asamblea’s environmental imaginary also 

shapes their ideas about the environment as citizenship right and responsibility. 

 

Environmental Functions of the Delta 

The asamblea bases its environmental imaginary on the delta’s importance in the 

natural hydrological cycle. The primary functions of wetlands are flood regulation and 

water filtration, both of which the asamblea emphasizes in their efforts to educate the 

community about the delta. In terms of flood regulation, the delta mitigates the impact of 

flood waters that flow into it from upstream and downstream areas. The islands, 

composed of roots, reeds, and think vegetation, cushion the impact of severe floods, 

absorbing water before densely populated urban areas can become inundated. The natural 

contours of the islands—slightly raised edges with depressions in the center—which are 

formed by accumulating silt deposits, give them an incredible capacity to store excess 

water. Marcos explained that a project like Colony Park, which plans to raise the level of 

the island to protect homes from flooding, takes away the protections offered by the delta 

in its natural state. Even though homes in Colony Park may be better off because of the 

changes, surrounding areas will suffer. He cited the case of another mega-development in 

Tigre—NorDelta—that has caused flooding problems since its inception. 

                                                 
11 Peet and Watts, Liberation Ecologies, 263. 
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In addition to this important role in flood regulation, the silty islands of the delta 

help purify the river water. Networks of roots and organic matter filter the water before it 

empties into the Río de la Plata, trapping sediments, contaminants, and waste before they 

enter Buenos Aires’ source of drinking water. When Vicente explained this aspect to me, 

he emphasized the importance that the natural functions of the delta not be interfered 

with, since wetlands play a larger role in regulating the area’s entire ecosystem. 

Wetlands also provide a host of other benefits. The Secretary of Environment and 

Sustainable Development asserts that wetlands prevent coastal erosion; retain nutrients, 

sediments, and contaminants; and have an important connection with subterranean 

aquifers. Not only do wetland areas recharge aquifers as surface water descends, but they 

are places where aquifers discharge stored water as surface water.12 Patricia Kandus, a 

biologist at the Universidad de Buenos Aires (UBA) who extensively studied the lower 

delta, adds that the Paraná delta sustains marine food chains, stabilizes coastline, acts as 

shelter for animals during times of drought, and is an important source of freshwater with 

a flow of 470 cubic km3 annually (more than 100 trillion gallons). The Paraná delta is 

also incredibly biodiverse, home to 700 plant species and over 500 animal species.13 

The asamblea, in order to stop developments like Colony Park from altering 

pristine areas of the delta, must emphasize the importance and contributions of the delta 

in its natural state. In August 2008, they organized a community forum and invited a 

                                                 
12 Secretaria de Ambiente y Desarrollo Sustentable. “Las funciones de los humedales.” 
http://www.ambiente.gov.ar/?idarticulo=6387 [accessed March 30, 2009]. 
13 Patricia Kandus, Rubén D. Quintana, and Roberto F. Bó, eds, Landscape Patterns and Biodiversity of the 
Lower Delta of the Paraná River: Landcover Map/ Patrones de paisaje y biodiversidad del Bajo Delta del 
Río Paraná: Mapa de ambientes (Buenos Aires: Pablo Casamajor, 2006). 
http://www.ambiente.gov.ar/archivos/web/GTRA/ File/libro%20delta/Delta_1.pdf [accessed March 15, 
2009]. 
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panel of experts to speak about the importance of wetlands. The asamblea also invited 

over 120 local functionaries to come to the exposition, including the mayors of Tigre and 

surrounding municipalities. In the planning meetings for the event, asamblea members 

debated the purpose and goals of the forum. Some members suggested the event be 

tailored to give the asamblea a chance to talk about the contamination problem to attract 

more members, while others thought the event should focus on educating political leaders 

since many decisions about the delta’s future lie in their hands. After hours of debate, 

asamblea members decided that the forum should both create knowledge about the delta 

and begin a discussion about how to manage this important natural resource. As Adriana 

emphasized during the meeting, in order to arrive at the eventual goal of the creation of a 

development criteria for the delta, the delta’s functions first had to be understood. 

In the end, the forum succeeded in its aims. Over 200 people attended and heard 

top scientists and ecologists speak. The content of the forum illustrates the environmental 

aspects of the asamblea’s delta imaginary and what they envision for the delta’s future. 

After a brief introduction by an asamblea member about the contamination problems in 

the watershed, two biologists from the UBA, Patricia Kandus and Elba Stancich, spoke 

about humanity’s need for wetlands, despite the fact that deltas are usually considered as 

unproductive land. They also confirmed the accelerated destruction of the Paraná delta 

because of real estate speculation and development. Marta Dodero, an architect, spoke 

about the lack of urban planning evident in the northern part of Buenos Aires. She 

highlighted the fact that government officials often do not consult specialists before 

approving new construction. Inés O’Farrel, an UBA scientist who worked with the 
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ombudsman on his report, spoke about the diversion of the Reconquista via the 

alleviation canal without any kind of previous study of environmental impact, describing 

the project as “unprecedented and entirely irrational.” Antonio Brailovsky, national 

ombudsman from 1999-2003, presented flooding projections and pointed out private 

neighborhoods that would be completely inundated if the projections came to fruition. He 

elaborated on the expected effects of global warming for the region, which include 

increased possibility for southeasterly storms, and thus, more floods. Finally, Miguel 

Grinberg, founder of the National Ecology Action Network (Red Nacional de Acción 

Ecologista), took the microphone and elucidated the important connections between 

environmental health and social health. Following the panelists’ presentations, the 

asamblea took questions from the audience, and concluded the event by reiterating their 

desire to formally meet with Tigre’s government officals to dialogue together.14 

Clearly, the asamblea’s choice of panelists sheds light on their environmental 

imaginary. Despite the variety of panelists’ areas of expertise, all presenters had an 

environmental perspective on the economic changes in the region. These panelists 

disputed the capitalistic notion of nature as an externality that does not need to be 

accounted for in the value chain by asserting the environmental costs of economic 

actions. The asamblea’s choice of these experts reveals their conviction that the 

environment has value in its undeveloped state, and that changes to local landscape need 

to account for this value in a non-economic way. This way of thinking goes against the 

discourse and logic of Colony Park, in which the delta environment is an economically 

                                                 
14 Para Todos. “Por el Saneamiento del Delta, el Reconquista y el Río de la Plata.” 
http://www.periodicoparatodos.com.ar/actualidad/nota_014.htm [accessed March 30, 2009]. 
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unproductive region that needs inputs and alterations in order to give it value. Kandus et 

al. stress that for the functions of wetlands to be preserved, societies must learn to 

appreciate their value. Of course, this value is subject to the particular culture, politics, 

and knowledge of each local, but the services wetlands provide are undisputed.15 With 

activities like the wetland forum, the asamblea voices its desire that future delta 

management take into account existing environmental imaginaries. They ask the local 

government to value the environment when making political and economic decisions.  

The asamblea’s environmental imaginary also gives importance to preserving 

diversity. Kandus et al. argue that heterogeneity needs to be considered in the 

preservation of wetland regions, since ecosystems can vary widely in a small area. Any 

protected area needs to be large enough to capture natural variation and adequately 

preserve different functions.16 The asamblea’s environmental imaginary accounts for this 

diversity and several members expressed their desire to preserve it through the same 

environmental metaphor. For them, the advance of capitalism on the environment results 

in a monotony of landscapes, symbolized by the pampas—the flat, productive agricultural 

lands surrounding Buenos Aires. As the free-market system changes land use patterns, 

such as with the lucrative cultivation of cash crops like soy, so-called non-productive 

land like the delta is being cleared, leveled, and transformed to generate capital. Even 

though in Tigre the threat to the delta comes from private developments rather than soy 

cultivation, the transformation of the landscape is similar, and asamblea members worry 

the delta’s diversity will be sacrificed for economic gain. Pablo explained that no matter 

                                                 
15 Kandus et al., Landscape Patterns, 36. 
16 Ibid., 36.  
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what regimen of protection for the delta was developed, it needed to prevent the delta 

from being turned into pampa and losing its characteristics as a wetland.  

While capitalism touts monotonous landscapes as the most economically rational 

use of the land, it fails to account for the diverse environmental and human needs that can 

only be fulfilled by a variety of environments. This is why the asamblea focuses on 

educating residents and government officials about the contributions of the wetland 

ecosystem. The asamblea’s emphasis on the ecological functions of the delta illustrates 

their view that nature has inherent value in its unaltered state, and their vision for the 

future includes practices that value the delta for the functions it provides.  

 

Historical Value and Collective Memory of the Delta 

In addition to emphasizing the delta’s ecological value, the asamblea grounds its 

environmental imaginary in the legitimacy of the past since the delta is a historically 

important region for the nation. One of Argentina’s most influential presidents, Domingo 

F. Sarmiento (1868-1874) made the delta his home for more than 30 years, since the 

delta’s unique ecology, tranquil setting, and potential for development fascinated him. As 

Silvina Ruíz Moreno de Bunge explains, Sarmiento claimed to have discovered the delta, 

when in reality he simply invented it as a wild, empty place in need of population, 

civilization, and economic purpose.17 “These islands cannot possibly have value without 

                                                 
17 Silvina Ruíz Moreno de Bunge, Tigre y las verdes islas del Delta (Buenos Aires: Camalote, 2004): 35-
36. 



 100

great effort. They will not be useful for anything if they are not cultivated,” he wrote after 

his first travels to the region.18  

Although a large indigenous population19 had made the delta islands their home 

for hundreds of years, Sarmiento claimed to be the one who discovered its productive 

capacities and future potential. He envisioned the delta as a region for agricultural 

production because of its abundant freshwater, fertile soil, and proximity to Buenos 

Aires.20 To set the delta on its course towards productivity, he planted the delta’s first 

wicker sapling in 1855 as a symbolic gesture, inaugurating a wicker basket and furniture 

industry that still exists today.21 As for Sarmiento, his modest home on a secluded stream 

in the delta islands has been encased in glass and preserved for residents and tourists as a 

historical museum. In addition, many things in Tigre have been named after the 

community’s self-proclaimed founder, including a stream, a library, streets, and a school. 

Sculptures and busts of Sarmiento stand in the major parks and plazas of the city. 

Residents of Tigre derive a connection to the nation and to each other through their 

association with one of the country’s founding leaders. 

Along with wicker production, the delta formed part of a thriving fruit and lumber 

industry. A wave of European immigrants at the end of the 19th century brought an influx 

of settlers to the islands. Newly-arrived Italian, Spanish, and German immigrants eked 

                                                 
18 Spanish: “No pueden tener valor esas islas sino por el trabajo. Para nada sirven si no se cultivan.” Quoted 
in Moreno de Bunge, Tigre, 37. 
19 The islands were nhabited by guaraní, beguá, chaná, charrúa, timbú, chaná-timbú, and querandí. The pre-
Colombian population of the delta has been estimated to have been from 6,000 to 10,000 individuals. See 
Moreno de Bunge, Tigre, 67; Kandus et al., Landscape Patterns. 
20 Liborio Justo, “Introducción,” in El Carapachay (Buenos Aires: Editorial Universitaria de Buenos Aires, 
1974). 
21 Moreno de Bunge, Tigre, 35. 
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out a living amid the dense forest. Islanders cultivated peaches, oranges, apples, and 

vegetables to supply the population of Buenos Aires with fresh produce, or harvested 

timber for sale on the international market. The collapse of this small-scale agriculture in 

the 1940s and 1950s—due to a series of devastating floods and an inability to compete 

with the country’s other fruit-producing areas—caused the delta to depopulate. Growers 

migrated to the city by the thousands, and by the 1980s, a once booming population of 

40,000 had dropped to 5,000, while the number of fruit-producing hectares had declined 

from 17,000 at its peak, to less than 1,000 hectares.22 

Despite only a marginal continued existence of the wicker and fruit industries, a 

strong collective memory of this time still exists among long-time residents of the delta. 

This collective memory shapes the asamblea’s environmental imaginary of their locale as 

well. They see the delta as well-suited for low-intensity agricultural production that 

preserves the environmental functions of the delta, much like the kind of development 

that took hold in the delta in the past. Vicente clarified that the asamblea was not against 

development in its entirety, but desired sustainable forms of development. Many of the 

asamblea members, in fact, appreciated Tigre’s strong economy and the jobs that 

industries provided for local residents. “I’m not against the industries, nor against the 

work that they bring,” Adriana clarified, “but they should treat their effluents before they 

enter the river.” For the asamblea, not all development is created equal. The group rejects 

the manifestations of development that they see as ill-suited to the delta’s environment 

and culture, rather than rejecting development all together. In their view, the criteria for 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 209.  
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future development in Tigre should account for the community’s past because it has 

shaped Tigre into the unique place it is today.  

In sum, the asamblea’s knowledge about the ecological importance of wetlands, 

as well as their collective memory of low-intensity development, has given rise to an 

environmental imaginary that influences which actions and behaviors they see as 

appropriate with regard to the natural world. This environmental imaginary—which sees 

value in the ecological functions of the delta and in pursuing ways of life that are 

congruent with the area’s past—helps make sense of the asamblea’s conflict with Colony 

Park, a development that seeks to commodify nature for economic gain without regard 

for environmental consequences. But the asamblea’s imagination of the environment 

works in the other direction as well, because the environment informs the asamblea’s 

conception of citizenship. In what follows, it can be seen how the natural world has been 

a source for the asamblea’s formulation of an environmental citizenship.  

 

IV. Citizenship, Delta Identity and Way of Life 

Not only does the delta possess historical and environmental significance, it has 

given rise to a unique lifestyle and culture among island residents who have adapted their 

lives to the ebb and flow of the river. Because of this lifestyle, island residents have an 

intimate connection with the natural world, which shapes the way that they imagine the 

environment. As Peet and Watts assert: nature has influenced culture. Island houses stand 

on tall stilts and residents rely on boats to travel from their homes to the city. Many 

islanders live in relative isolation—their nearest neighbor separated by a stream or dense 
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forest—and for this reason, the delta appeals to those looking to escape the fast pace of 

urban life. While some homes have electricity, none are hooked up to the municipal water 

or sewage grid; they rely on their own generators and septic systems; and use surface 

water for drinking and bathing. Victoria told me that islanders have a connection with 

each other because of their connection with the natural world. As we sat on the back 

porch of her house on stilts, she explained that the islanders have an identity all their 

own. “People here live in a particular way, they are different, their houses are different, 

there’s no common mold. There’s a sense of liberty in being able [to live how you want 

to live],” she said. Both she and her husband Marcos felt that that delta life was not well-

suited for a society organized around consumption, but rather requires people who are 

willing to adapt their lifestyles to conserve the natural world rather than consume it.   

Much like Victoria, other members of the asamblea expressed their belief that 

living in a river delta means adapting one’s way of life to the natural hydrological cycle, 

rather than attempting to alter the natural environment to fit with one’s particular 

lifestyle. The natural environment’s lush vegetation, abundant water and numerous 

islands, along with the historical uses for the delta region, have given rise to a strong 

imaginary as to how the delta should be lived in. Laura summed up the asamblea’s 

opposition to Colony Park by saying:  

“The original inhabitants of the islands adapted themselves to living on an island. 
They got around in boats, respected the delta, and maintained the natural 
attributes of the islands. We need to preserve these customs… [Colony Park] is a 
threat to our way of life.”  
 

For the asamblea members, the way Colony Park intends to develop the delta does not 

respect this locally elaborated conception of nature. “The reality that’s being constructed 
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now does not represent the identity of this place,” Julia said. “It comes down to the 

question: What identity will we choose? What way of life do we want?”  

 The asamblea members’ connection to the river water and adaptation to the 

hydrological cycle manifests itself in their conceptions of citizenship. The environment—

as shared resource and community patrimony—has given rise to the asamblea’s 

imagination of citizenship. Roberto put it simply by saying that the asamblea approached 

civil rights from the perspective of the environment. First, because the asamblea imagines 

the environment as a community resource, they see citizenship as a community 

responsibility, rather than an individual affair. Second, because the asamblea sees that 

water contamination does not recognize political boundaries, they advocate for a 

citizenship that transcends political boundaries.  

 

The Community’s Right to and Responsibility for a Healthy Environment 

In Tigre, even though the right to a healthy environment has been legally 

conferred by Article 41 of Argentina’s constitution, in practice, this right has been 

subordinated to economic development and the generation of capital. Castro explains that 

this commonly occurs under capitalist systems linked to democratic governments because 

they provide formal citizenship rights without guaranteeing how citizens will experience 

these rights in practice.23 The asamblea, with its actions, tries to hold the government 

accountable for the rights it has conferred. For the asamblea—whose ideas about 

citizenship are imbedded in their imaginary of the delta—caring for nature forms an 

                                                 
23 José Estéban Castro, Water, Power and Citizenship: Social Struggle in the Basin of Mexico (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006): 174. 
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integral part of the experience of citizenship, and therefore forms the bulk of their 

petitions to the government. 

The state, as guarantor of citizenship rights, has an obligation to act to protect the 

environment for its citizens. But as the asamblea points out, the government has not 

followed through with its obligations when it comes to developments and industries that 

bring economic benefit to Tigre. “Their failure to comply with the law is in plain sight,” 

said Pablo. “Colony Park is a total impunity; it’s as if the justice system doesn’t function 

at all.” But as Marcos pointed out, the asamblea doesn’t have the capacities to resolve the 

problem on their own, and instead can only call attention to the government’s obligations. 

The government’s inaction in solving the environmental problems can be 

explained by the logic of neoliberalism when it comes to the environment. Noel Castree 

has outlined what he calls four environmental fixes that neoliberal governments have at 

their disposal to address the conflict between economic development and the 

environment. The first dictates that economy-environment conflicts can be overcome and 

the environment protected by bringing the environment into the capital accumulation 

regime. By removing state responsibility for the management of natural resources 

through the privatization of the environment, conservation can be achieved by 

environmentally minded private firms and corporations. The second fix governments can 

pursue is to extend capitalism’s logic to the natural world in order to gain profit. The 

government establishes the parameters for environmental use, and then lets the private 

sector profit from its management of the environment. This fix removes the inefficient 

government from the equation, but still allows the government to benefit from land sales 
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and tax revenue. With the third fix, the government permits the private sector to actively 

degrade the environment for the sake of profit, regardless of the consequences. As 

Castree points out, in order for this option to work, it must be heavily supported with a 

discursive framework that can minimize public outcry. This third fix means that private 

firms use neoliberal logic to justify any sort of environmental practices, no matter how 

harmful. The fourth environmental fix differs from the first three in that it gives the state 

responsibility for the natural world, rather than the market. This fix is the only one that 

has the potential to account for the non-material benefits that nature provides, but it is 

still a neoliberal solution because the state transfers its environmental responsibilities to 

civil society and NGOs in order to maintain its minimalist role under neoliberalism.24 

The asamblea rejects these neoliberal fixes for accommodating the environment in 

economic development, because they fail to account for citizenship. Since the 

environment is a citizenship right, the government—not the market—must be responsible 

for protecting and managing the environment for the benefit of its citizens. By claiming 

that the logic of citizenship should govern the management of the natural world per 

constitutional rights, the asamblea hinders the government from fully applying 

capitalism’s logic to the environment.  

Central to the asamblea’s attempt to force the government to enforce citizenship 

rights is their knowledge of the law, both provincial and national. Many times in 

interviews with asamblea members, they demonstrated their in-depth knowledge of their 

constitutional rights and the laws that exist to protect those rights. The asamblea uses the 

                                                 
24 Castree, “Neoliberalizing Nature,” 148. 
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law as a tool to defend their citizenship rights, and by extension, the environment. In 

situations where the law is not yet sufficient, the asamblea works to change the law or 

pressures lawmakers to create new laws. In the case of Colony Park, no law exists that 

effectively regulates land use for wetlands in particular. Marcos explained:  

“We don’t have working in our favor legislation that says, ‘The delta cannot be 
modified in the following ways…’ It’s not yet defined what cannot be done. So, 
we need a law that says the delta is a wetland, first of all, and then we can start to 
act as citizens of law.” 
 
The group’s conviction about the power of the law can be seen in the actions they 

have taken and continue to take, such as bringing a legal injunction against Colony Park, 

filing a formal complaint with the national ombudsman to present to the Supreme Court 

of the nation, and educating members about the constitution. As Pablo put it, Colony Park 

per se was not the primary threat to the delta environment, but rather the institutions that 

allow developments like Colony Park in the first place. Asamblea members decided to 

concentrate on legal and institutional changes because they know the legal system can 

advance long-term change in a peaceful way. 

 Another tool that the asamblea uses to pressure the government to enforce 

citizenship rights is the media. The asamblea’s press commission meets regularly to write 

press releases, arrange interviews with local media, and create flyers and informational 

materials to pass out to tourists and residents. The asamblea knows that media coverage 

of the environmental crisis is essential to galvanize the government to take action; 

especially a government like Tigre’s that cultivates the city’s image to attract tourists.  

The asamblea’s focus on the diffusion of information has another important 

effect: it helps raise awareness about the contamination. Members placed a great deal of 
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importance on this process of concientización, which they described as an internal 

process of awareness. Many members had an experience of becoming aware of the 

contamination, which provoked their participation in the asamblea. The asamblea’s focus 

on raising awareness and involving more individuals in their environmental struggle 

illustrates their conviction that the environment is not only a citizenship right, but a 

citizenship responsibility as well. 

According to the asamblea, citizens have a responsibility to participate politically 

to hold the government accountable for enforcing conferred citizenship rights. A citizen’s 

right to a clean environment can only be achieved through his or her own participation. 

Said Vicente: “No one in particular is responsible for solving the contamination, but the 

responsibility is everyone’s. If everyone does their part, the sum of all the actions can 

transform the situation.” Vicente’s belief, and the asamblea’s faith in collective action in 

general, stems from their experience during 2001 when the peoples’ combined efforts 

deposed a corrupt president,  forced the resignation of many political leaders, and opened 

space for political alternatives. Only the participation of the people can ensure the 

government’s continued commitment to citizenship rights, says the asamblea. 

As a result of the importance they place on citizenship responsibilities, the 

asamblea teaches the community the skills they need to exercise these citizenship rights 

and responsibilities. In order to empower the people with their own citizenship, the 

asamblea organizes forums, debates, and workshops and even uses its own meetings to 

teach people the skills of participation. By attending asamblea meetings, members learn 

how to speak in public and listen respectfully to opposing arguments. They engage with 
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fellow community members, interact with media, and become educated about the 

political and environmental rights entitled to them by law. The asamblea format allows 

people to be more than just passive followers—they become active participants in 

determining the future of their community.  

 The fact that the asamblea emphasizes the responsibility of each citizen in their 

conception of citizenship turns the discourse of responsibility put forth by the neoliberal 

state on its head. Julia Paley has extensively researched how neoliberal policies have 

removed the responsibility of the state to provide public services, and has transferred that 

responsibility to civil society and citizens’ groups. She argues that neoliberal 

governments have, paradoxically, used a discourse of participation to lend a sense of 

meaning to citizens’ taking responsibility for change in their communities, while at the 

same time limiting the kinds of actions citizens could take. In her study of a grassroots 

health group in Chile, however, she found that the group had found ways to contest 

neoliberalism’s discourse of responsibility by redefining the concept of citizen 

participation to include involvement in the decision-making process, not just the 

provision of social services in the government’s place.25  

What the asamblea does with its emphasis on citizenship rights and 

responsibilities constitutes a similar effort to reclaim the concepts of participation and 

responsibility. María explained that for her, participation had three parts: coming up with 

solutions to local problems, assuming responsibility to help implement those solutions, 

and holding government accountable for the end result. Essentially, the asamblea 

                                                 
25 Paley, Marketing Democracy, 147ff, emphasis in original. 
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members say they will take responsibility for their citizenship and actively participate in 

their community, but that they will not do the state’s job for them.  

 Thus the asamblea’s emphasis on citizenship has two dimensions. In addition to 

calling the government’s attention to its violation of the law, they call their fellow 

citizens’ attention to their non-compliance with their citizenship responsibilities. In other 

words, they demand the government’s compliance with the constitutional norms as well 

as demand that citizens participate politically to fulfill their obligation to care for the 

environment. The group’s view of citizenship as a community responsibility shared by all 

stems from its perspective of the environment as a shared common pool resource. 

 

An Un-Bounded Citizenship 

 The asamblea’s environmental understanding of the contamination also informs 

their re-imagination of citizenship. Pedro, Marcos, and even the national ombudsman 

pointed out that water contamination does not respect political boundaries. As such, the 

asamblea member’s scientific knowledge of the spread of contamination manifests itself 

in their idea that environmental citizenship should transcend political boundaries.  When 

it comes to the future management of the Reconquista watershed, the asamblea desires an 

environmental approach rather than a political one. Only a management plan that 

accounts for the environmental realities of the watershed will succeed in resolving 

watershed conflicts and problems. 

 The situation of the Reconquista watershed involves a tangle of jurisdictions at 

the national, provincial, and municipal level. The asamblea and the national ombudsman 
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maintain that jurisdiction is national because Tigre’s Luján River flows into the Río de la 

Plata, which lies within the jurisdiction of the national capital. The watershed is also a 

national issue because the rowing canal is nationally managed, and because of the 

presence of an international port in Tigre that provides transportation to Uruguay. The 

management of the watershed is also provincial because the Reconquista’s flows through 

the province of Buenos Aires. In terms of the municipal level, in the river’s course from 

start to finish, it flows through 18 different municipalities. Part of the intent in bringing 

the ombudsman to Tigre to file a complaint with the Supreme Court on behalf of the 

people, was to have the Supreme Court force the national government to take 

responsibility for watershed cleanup because of the failures at local and provincial levels. 

But early in 2008, the Supreme Court ruled that the national government had no say in 

the issues of the watershed, saying the problem could be resolved at the provincial level. 

Lidia shared that the asamblea had a hard time understanding the court’s decision, but 

believed it to be the result of the overwhelming political logic of governing bodies that 

fails to account for environmental realities that do not correspond to political boundaries. 

The national ombudsman, too, underscored the importance of an environmental 

understanding for the effective management of the watershed. He cited past failures like 

the alleviation canal that neglected to take environmental realities into account as further 

reason that management committees need to make geographic realities a primary 

consideration in watershed administration.26 Kandus et al., as well, stress the importance 

of an environmental perspective, given the delta’s interconnectedness with the 

                                                 
26 Defensor del Pueblo, Informe, 264. 
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hydrological cycle. They point out that the effects of actions carried out in one part of the 

watershed—such as the dumping of untreated effluents—will likely be carried into other 

areas of the watershed because of the extensive network of streams, arroyos, and currents 

that bring water throughout the delta.27 Kandus’s point can be seen in the example of the 

alleviation canal: because it did not take into account the pollution of the river, it widened 

the zone of contamination into previously unaffected areas of the delta.  

For the asamblea, the first step in bringing an environmental logic to watershed 

management would be outlining the boundaries of the watershed and giving it its own 

political authority. Pedro explained that the watershed needed to be defined in 

environmental terms, not according to political boundaries and voting constituencies. A 

political organization of the watershed does not make sense geographically, since water 

courses do not respond to political limits and physically non-existent boundaries. For 

example, municipalities in the lower watershed have not taken responsibility for polluted 

water that flows through their jurisdiction because they claim the contamination 

originated upstream. Conflicts like this cannot be resolved without a management 

approach created with environmental realities in mind. The asamblea believes the hope 

for cleaning up the contamination lies in the watershed management committees, which 

is a relatively new concept in Argentina. As such, even though the committees now exist, 

they have not put their full jurisdictional authority behind their efforts, and are still 

organized according to political jurisdictions. 

                                                 
27 Kandus et al., Landscape Patterns, 36. 
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 The asamblea believes the problems with the contaminated Reconquista surpass 

even the national level, and because of this, desire a conception of citizenship that 

accounts for this reality. Vicente pointed out that the Reconquista’s contamination 

constituted both a local problem, because the contamination is experienced at the local 

level, and a global problem, because the river forms part of an international watershed 

with Uruguay. Because the watershed is both local and global, the solution for its 

management must become un-bounded from political jurisdictions. How the asamblea 

envisions this unbounded citizenship working can be found in an organizational 

mechanism of their own creation—the Intercuencas RRR organization that unites the 

environmental asambleas working in the Reconquista watershed, the Riachuelo 

watershed, and watershed of the Río de la Plata. Members from the various asambleas 

meet twice a month, and every three months, a larger gathering includes all who want to 

attend. Because environmental asambleas see the problems in their community as being 

integrated into a larger nexus of regional geography, watersheds, and natural 

environment, they seek solutions that go beyond the citizenship rights and responsibilities 

within their own particular municipality.  

The request that watershed management become unhinged from political 

jurisdictions can be interpreted as a request for a re-conceptualization of citizenship in 

environmental terms. This is an example of what Saskia Sassen calls the constitution of a 

new horizontal space. While global projects can be carried out because of new 

configurations of space made possible by travel and technology, resistance and 

alternatives to corporate power have also been enabled by new spatial configurations. As 
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local organizations cross local and national boundaries through the Internet and trans-

border social networks, they have the potential to become global initiatives. This “global 

scaling of the local,” brought about by the environmental issues in Tigre’s case, is 

dismantling traditional, national ways of thinking about citizenship and governance.28  

 According to neoliberalism, an environmental perspective for watershed 

management contradicts the market logic of capitalism, and thus lacks economic reason. 

But as Peet and Watts argue, capitalism’s expansion and accompanying destruction of the 

natural world possesses an irrationality all its own. As they say, what is “reasonable” 

needs to be re-defined, and environmental perspectives should take a central role in this 

process. They propose what they call an environmental public sphere, in which a 

democratic form of reasoning that accounts for the environment as a source of the social 

can take place.29 This democratic form of reasoning that includes the environment not as 

an externality or commodity in need of exploitation is precisely what the asamblea seeks.  

 

V. Conclusion: Against the Commodification of Citizenship 

In this chapter, I have explored how the natural environment of the delta has 

inspired the asamblea in their conceptions of citizenship. They imagine citizenship as a 

community responsibility and government obligation that is informed by environmental 

realities. This conception of citizenship goes against the commodification of nature 

proposed by the development Colony Park, and against the very logic of neoliberal 

capitalism. As Peet and Watts say, environmental movements like that of the asamblea, 

                                                 
28 Sassen, keynote address, University of Florida, January 29, 2009. 
29 Peet and Watts, Liberation Ecologies, 261. 
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challenge the very fundamentals of society because they call into question the way that 

people think about and use nature.30  

The conflict between the asamblea and Colony Park certainly confirms this idea. 

Colony Park’s modification of the delta goes against the asamblea’s view of nature as 

inherently valuable, both environmentally and culturally. That Colony Park wants to 

widen natural streams for yachts, cut out vegetation to make room for homes ill-suited to 

the delta’s environ, dig up soils to create man-made lakes in an area naturally 

characterized by shady streams, hidden arroyos, and an abundance of water, directly 

contradicts the asamblea’s environmental imaginary and the value they place on a local 

culture that has adapted to the natural geography of the delta. Furthermore, Colony Park’s 

modification of the environment to transform nature into a marketable commodity flies in 

the face of the asamblea’s vision of citizenship. For the asamblea, commodifying nature 

is essentially an attempt to commodify what they see as an important citizenship right and 

responsibility. In essence, Colony Park’s commodification of nature as an economic 

object also commodifies the citizenship of the delta residents. 

Where the asamblea sees a community treasure, Colony Park sees an overgrown, 

swampy island that has no productive value or economic use in its current state. Colony 

Park can justify their modification of the delta to the municipality because it promises to 

make the delta a profitable commodity, capable of being managed, privatized, and sold to 

the highest bidder. As such, Colony Park’s developers know the municipality has an 

interest in seeing the project succeed because it will bring in property taxes on land that 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 268. 
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currently does not fulfill its highest and best use in the capitalist system. Colony Park saw 

the municipality’s weak effort to stop construction for what it was: an effort to save 

public face rather than challenge the locale’s dominant capitalist orientation. 

The asamblea rejects Colony Park because they see it as a manifestation of a 

“savage capitalism” that is authoritarian, top-down, and exclusionary. As such, they 

petition their local government to practice democratic governance that accounts for the 

environment because it forms an integral part of the delta residents’ experience of 

citizenship. The asamblea’s community-oriented model of citizenship and use of 

democratic decision-making within the group attempts to model this alternative vision for 

the local government. Their version of citizenship calls for a democratization of the 

environment, making citizenship more inclusive and challenging the social exclusion that 

the privatization of the natural world will most certainly bring. 

The asamblea’s redefinition of citizenship to include the environment constitutes 

an important political strategy. As Evelina Dagnino asserts, struggles over citizenship are 

more than just efforts at formal political incorporation, but rather signify projects for 

“new sociabilities” through the elaboration of “new rules for living together in society.”31 

As such, the asamblea gives participants tools to act as citizens of law, hold government 

accountable, and live out new visions of social relations that correspond to local 

geography. The asamblea’s imagining of nature as an integral part of the citizenship 

experience radically transforms citizenship from an individual responsibility to a 

community project. 

                                                 
31 Dagnino, “Culture, Citizenship, Democracy,” 52. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The asamblea’s reinvention of democracy and citizenship indicates a larger 

process at work in Argentina as more people question neoliberalism and the practices of 

governance that go along with it. The work of the asamblea gives a hopeful sign of robust 

democractic life in Argentina, after years of a brutal military dictatorship and lengthy 

democratic transition. Yet this regeneration of political life can not be understood outside 

of the 2001 crisis. When citizens took the streets to protest the actions of their elected 

representatives, they once again became a collective political actor.32 And when they 

joined asambleas, they began to recapture meanings of democracy and citizenship.  

The events of 2001 marked a turning point for the state of democracy in several 

respects. Landau argues that 2001 changed the way that individuals relate to each other 

and the state. With the forms of popular participation that emerged amidst the crisis came 

new ways of exercising democracy and citizenship meant to challenge the dominant 

neoliberal paradigm that had led to inequality, poverty, and an ethos of individualism.33 

2001 also marked the end of a cycle of fear of political participation, as Sitrin contends.34 

By marching through the streets together and gathering in the Plaza de Mayo, citizens 

reclaimed public spaces as suitable for political action, reversing the fear installed by the 

dictatorship, and overcoming the social fragmentation and isolation fostered by 

neoliberalism. 2001’s popular ousting of De la Rua takes on additional significance when 

seen as the inverse of authoritarian, military coups that interrupted democratic rule. 

                                                 
32 Landau, “Los múltiples significados,” 94. 
33 Ibid., 95. 
34 Sitrin, Horizontalism. 
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Asambleas and other new forms of political participation emerged as an answer to 

the institutional vacuum created in 2001. When existing structures, organizations, and 

politicians did not give suitable responses to the crisis, people devised their own. Rather 

than turning to traditional political parties, NGOs, or governmental organizations—which 

had been tainted by corruption, authoritarianism, and traditional politics—people created 

new mechanisms for enacting change. Asambleas have proven to be a format well-suited 

for activism, environmental or otherwise, because they respond to culturally-specific 

problems of democracy and emphasize aspects absent in the current system. 

 2001 also changed the way that people think about citizenship. Centner argues 

that citizenship has become a “vocabulary of contestation” for many since 2001 because 

it provides a useful way of thinking about the political and challenging neoliberalism’s 

hegemony.35 Dagnino adds that this emphasis on citizenship is is reflected in the social 

movements of other Latin American nations as well. Citizenship has created a common 

ground and vocabulary for a wide variety of social movements, says Dagnino, and by 

using the language of rights and responsibilities, people have gained ground in their 

struggles for justice, equality, a clean environment, and change.36 While certainly 

citizenship’s power as a mobilizing force is not limited to Argentina, it is in Argentina 

following 2001 that people began thinking of themselves as citizens in order to frame 

their demands for the government and for each other.37  

                                                 
35 Ryan Centner, “Buenos Aires Beyond Fragmentation: Microcitizenships and Urban Fractiousness after 
Neoliberalism,” conference presentation, 58th annual conference of the Center for Latin American Studies 
at the University of Florida, Gainesville, FL, January 30, 2009. 
36 Dagnino, “Citizenship in Latin America,” 4. 
37 Do I need to add some more stuff here? Like from Santamaría and Landau? Or should that go in Chapter 
2 and just be referenced here? 
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As one example of the changes provoked by 2001, I have examined the Tigre 

asamblea, a group that formed in response to environmental degradation from the 

community’s economic and political orientation. The asamblea has re-imagined 

democracy and citizenship to challenge the local government to respond to community 

needs and desires, but the impact of their ideas and practices must be assessed. 

Paradoxically, the asamblea’s efforts to resist neoliberal governance in their 

community have both strengthened as well as undermined neoliberal governance. In 

certain ways, the asamblea’s efforts to challenge their local government’s practices and 

voice their concerns have actually worked in the government’s favor. Bennett’s study of 

the outcomes of grassroots protests of water service in Mexico can be applied to the Tigre 

asamblea. In Mexico, residents’ protests over water service resulted in short-term 

improvements in their water service, informed the authorities about the condition of 

water service in the city, and most interestingly, reinforced the existing power 

relationships between city officials and residents. Even though protesters successfully 

pressured the city to pay attention to their demands, the protests also taught the 

authorities how to manage the crisis to achieve social control. The temporary 

improvement of neighborhood water service was more an attempt to quell the protest 

than a genuine effort to improve the system. 

 The phenomenon Bennett observed in Mexico can be seen in the Tigre asamblea’s 

case against the cosmetic democracy of the local government. The city government’s 

creation of an urban planning commission after the demolition of a historic mansion gave 

residents the impression that the government cared about preserving historic buildings, 
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when in fact the government did not intend the commission to be a functioning tool of 

participatory governance, but to serve as a mechanism of social control. Asamblea 

members related several occasions when they had spoken out against something, only to 

have the city government issue a similar proclamation shortly afterwards. Alicia 

Martínez, a sociologist at the Universidad de Belgrano, explained that in this sense, the 

asambleas fulfill two functions for the municipalities. Asambleas channel conflict by 

giving people an outlet to express their complaints and desires for the future. Asambleas 

also diminish the conflict’s strength by informing the government of how it can act to 

appease the people, control the protest, and thus undercut the asamblea’s claims. 

Despite the way that the Tigre asamblea has in some ways enabled the 

government to continue in its current practices, the asamblea has made important gains in 

achieving their goals. It is important to note that Bennett concluded that protesters 

ultimately influenced the future of water service in Monterrey by contributing to the 

enacting of new policies and the construction of new infrastructure. By making issues 

with local water service visible at the national level, protesters made fixing the problem a 

more urgent priority for officials, as well as obligated authorities to find both short-term 

and long-term solutions in order to avoid continued social upheaval.38 Indeed, the Tigre 

asamblea has forced the government’s hand in several different issues relating to the 

contamination. They have succeeded in bringing the National Ombudsman to Tigre to 

enforce the operation of the watershed management committee, and have obligated the 

government to address some aspects of the contamination to avoid negative press that 

                                                 
38 Vivienne Bennett, “Housewives, Urban Protest and Water Policy in Monterrey, Mexico,” Water 
Resources Development 14, no 4. (1998): 481-497.  
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could harm the growth of the tourism industry. The asamblea, through its links with local 

and national media, has also made the contamination problems more visible, which could 

have positive future outcomes. Asamblea member Marcos assessed the success of the 

environmental movement in Tigre by saying that environmental activism helped bring to 

the forefront environmental themes that the local government cannot ignore any longer.  

On a broader level, the asamblea has also weakened the efforts of traditional 

clientelism, which co-opts leaders to undermine the group’s power. This strategy of 

political control cannot operate effectively within the asamblea’s horizontal power 

structure, since the asamblea has no official leaders to co-opt. This point is best illustrated 

with an anecdote given by Fabio, an asamblea member in Buenos Aires who was asked 

about the horizontality of the asambleas: 

“You guys, again? Let me talk with your group’s representative. Are you the 
representative?” asks a police officer from Temperley every time the asamblea 
from Lomas de Zamora deploys a manifestation in the street. 
“No, all of us are representatives,” the people answer. 
Says Fabio: “For the policemen and for the party leaders, they get lost in the 
horizontality. They are exasperated, they don’t know what to do, they don’t 
understand it.” 39 

 
Because the Tigre asamblea has opted out of a hierarchical structure in favor of one that 

attempts to distribute power evenly amongst all members, political leaders and authorities 

cannot successfully deploy traditional control tactics. The fact that decisions must be 

voted on and approved by all members also prevents individuals from controlling the 

group to serve a particular interest. “It’s the group as a whole that defends a determined 

interest, and it’s done in a way that’s democratic,” Marcos said.  

                                                 
39 In Irina Hauser, “Debate sobre el futuro de las asambleas barriales: ‘están construyendo un mundo 
nuevo,’” Página 12, January 20, 2003. 
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The asamblea’s refusal to concentrate power in representatives or be legally 

recognized can be seen as powerlessness, but Saskia Sassen has argued that 

powerlessness can be power in its own right because it is charged with possibility for 

reshaping the political. Powerlessness can enact political projects that disrupt existing 

systems,40 which can be seen in the asamblea’s rejection of traditional hierarchy in favor 

of horizontal organization. In the same vein, Alvarez et al. maintain that a movement’s 

success cannot be solely measured by whether their demands receive institutional 

recognition and responses. Often, the claims and actions of social movements can 

“destabilize and partially transform the dominant discourses and exclusionary practices of 

‘actually existing democracy.’”41 It works in the asamblea’s favor that it operates 

according to principles antithetical to neoliberalism because its effectiveness as a form of 

resistance is increased. Yet, the asamblea can also be seen as a social space that has been 

made possible by the retreat of the state. So the asamblea is both a form of governance 

enabled by neoliberalism’s reduction of the state’s role, and a powerful way of resisting 

neoliberalism by creating and implementing alternative forms of governance. The 

popularity of asambleas, coupled with their democratic organization and collective 

action, defies the prevailing philosophy that representative democracy linked with free-

market economics is the only viable system. 

Another characteristic of the asamblea that challenges neoliberalism is its 

collective character. The asamblea fundamentally disagrees with neoliberalism’s 

                                                 
40 Saskia Sassen, “When the Production of Inequality is Wired into Urban Space,” Keynote address, 58th 
annual conference of the Center for Latin American Studies at the University of Florida, Gainesville, FL, 
January 29, 2009. 
41 Alvarez et al, Cultures of Politics. 
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championing of the individual as the best unit for democratic practice. They make 

democracy a community practice rather than an individual voting responsibility, ensuring 

and requiring peoples’ constant participation. The emphasis on participation is significant 

in light of neoliberal discourse about participation, since the call for citizen participation 

and responsibility has accompanied the state’s shedding of its social responsibilities 

under neoliberalism.42 The Tigre asamblea has redefined participation to include sharing 

in the decision-making process. This takes the idea of political participation beyond 

periodic voting to ongoing dialogue, decision, and action. 

The reclaiming of collective participation is especially significant for a country 

where a dictatorship ripped apart political networks through state terror and brutal 

repression. Pedro underscored the significance of democracy in light of this repression, 

saying that people believe in democracy because of their experience under dictatorship. 

Peoples’ faith in a substantive and meaningful democracy drives the asamblea’s actions. 

“We are weaving a new social fabric,” Manuel said of the asamblea. But he also speaks 

to a broader process at work across the country, as people, together, pick up the pieces of 

a society fractured by decades of political and economic authoritarianism.  

The Tigre asamblea’s re-imagination of citizenship in inclusive and 

environmental terms—as shared rights and responsibilities—has given them a framework 

with which to challenge the neoliberal trajectory of the local government. The asamblea 

is a way to advance institutional and personal change using citizenship as a starting point.  

                                                 
42 Dagnino (“Citizenship in Latin America,” 10) points out that this discourse of responsibility is what 
enables neoliberal states to make citizens feel as if they are participating in decision-making, but only on 
the state’s own, limited terms. 
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In terms of institutional change, the Tigre asamblea has given its members a 

mechanism to act as citizens of law. Because the right to a healthy environment has been 

legally conferred by the constitution, many of the asamblea’s actions involve pursuing 

legal action to force government and corporate compliance with this right. This is one 

important way that the asamblea can use neoliberalism’s own language and strategies 

against it. Neoliberalism needs a solid legal framework in order to function because it 

relies on clear property rights, the enforcement of contracts, and institutional law that 

enables free play of the markets. Since neoliberal theory hinges on the rule of law, social 

movements can use rights as a pressure point to gain their objectives.  

In fact, as Harvey points out, many NGOs, associations, and activist groups have 

used claims to universal human rights as a way of mounting opposition to neoliberalism. 

But there are shortcomings to using universal rights as the foundation for political claims, 

since as Harvey points out, rights must be enforced by particular nation-states and 

therefore originate with place-specific formulations of citizenship.43 Karen Bakker further 

criticizes the appeal to human rights as a strategy because it is limited by human rights’ 

“individualistic” and “state-centric” qualities. Focusing on water provision specifically, 

Bakker argues that resource management based on the idea of a “commons” forms a 

more appropriate alternative to the notion of water as a universal human right because it 

emphasizes community-generated solutions particular to local problems and landscapes.44 

The Tigre asamblea’s idea that citizenship is a collective right and responsibility 

is an effective use of the language of rights to confront neoliberalism, one that does not 

                                                 
43 Harvey, A Brief History, 178-180. 
44 Bakker, “The ‘Commons’ Versus the ‘Commodity,’” 447. 
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fall into the trap of universality. Because the asamblea’s ideas about citizenship stem 

from its imagination of the environment as shared patrimony and responsibility rather 

than private commodity, members see citizenship as an inclusive commons. For the 

asamblea, citizenship is not individual bundle of rights and responsibilities, but instead a 

shared resource that should be viewed as a commons area, open to collective definition 

and re-definition.45 The asamblea’s environmental struggle can be interpreted as a 

struggle over citizenship, but also as a struggle to “participate in the very definition of 

society and its political system,” as Dagnino asserts.46 

The Tigre asamblea also acts as a tool for achieving personal change. When 

asamblea members participate in a wide-variety of discussions, they become educated 

about all manner of things. For members who do not have the financial or personal 

resources to pursue higher education or advanced degrees, the asamblea serves as an 

informal way for them to continue their education. Asamblea members who knew 

nothing about the environment before they joined the group have learned about the 

contamination and its many effects. For Lidia, the asamblea has been valuable because of 

the environmental knowledge she has gained from participating. She has been able to 

dialogue with members who possess a wealth of knowledge about hydrological cycles, 

chemical contamination, and wetland functions, which has motivated her to take action. 

 The asamblea also educates people about their citizenship rights and 

responsibilities through sharing knowledge about constitutional rights, provincial and 

                                                 
45 The events of 2001 brought to the forefront the fellow-citizen as a necessary component of citizenship. 
See Landau, “Los múltiples significados, 112. He points out that the figure of the fellow-citizen was 
gradually obfuscated by neoliberal governance. 
46 Dagnino, “Citizenship in Latin America,” 7. 
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national laws, and political behavior. Essentially, the asamblea acts as a vehicle for 

people to discuss and learn together what it means to be a citizen. Within the context of 

the group’s meetings, manifestations, and events, members learn the political skills 

necessary to defend their rights and exercise their responsibilities as citizens. Julia 

explained that when she first joined the asamblea, she had to learn how to have a serious 

conversation with other people, how to explain things concisely, and how to listen 

respectfully to others. But she emphasized that since joining the asamblea, she has carried 

these learned behaviors into other areas of her life. “I try to do the things that correspond 

to the problems I observe,” she said, sharing the example of how she now signs the 

complaint book at the train station every time service is disrupted. Luisa echoed her sister 

Julia, “You start to feel responsible for things you can’t possibly fix.” The constant 

interchange of opinions and ideas within the asamblea has been a “constant nutrition” for 

Luisa in terms of her citizenship, and has changed the way she sees her community. 

 When asked to assess the achievements of the asamblea, Marcos saw the true 

importance of the asamblea as a tool that has helped people learn how to participate. He 

has been a part of many environmental groups over the years, but believed the choice to 

organize as an asamblea was the best thing that could have happened in terms of 

advancing environmental change. For him, the change to a kind of participation that does 

not depend on designated leadership was immensely important. “The asamblea gives 

people all of the elements that people need to grow themselves, and it creates a space for 

reflection,” he said. “And so, I believe that things will get better because there are people 

who are participating and who are becoming more and more capable.” 
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In my opinion, the greatest contribution of the asamblea is that their practices of 

democracy and conceptions of citizenship change people and how they practice politics. 

People modify their daily lives and behaviors once they learn the skills of dialogue, 

participation and citizenship that are taught within the context of the asamblea’s 

environmental struggles. The genius of the asamblea is that its impact does not depend on 

its long-term existence or its concrete achievements. The importance of the asamblea is 

not the asamblea itself, but how it changes peoples’ expectations and experiences of the 

political. When people participate, they come away changed and apply these changes into 

other areas of their lives. As Luisa put it: “Once you start committing yourself to 

changing things, it becomes a way of life. Your life isn’t the same as before.”  

The example of the Tigre asamblea shows how grassroots actors are taking 

serious steps towards making political life substantive and meaningful. The explosive 

unrest and economic hardships of 2001 produced alternatives to neoliberal governance 

that lie in the re-imagination of the familiar concepts of citizenship and democracy. But it 

is important to recognize that the asamblea does not ask for a nostalgic return to the era 

of state-centered development and the social welfare model. Instead, the asamblea wants 

the state to play a greater role in society since it—unlike the private sector—is subject to 

citizen input, control, and participation.  

Movements like Tigre’s have been able to show neoliberalism’s shortcomings as 

a comprehensive form of governance by focusing on the environmental effects of 

neoliberalism. As many scholars have noted, the environment provides a rich source of 

material for resistance to neoliberalism. Peet and Watts assert that grassroots 
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environmental movements form the first steps in the construction of alternatives to 

development, while Bakker affirms that possibilities for replication exist in local 

solutions to problems of natural resource management under neoliberalism.47 As Antje 

Linkenbach so eloquently poses, environmental movements are not a panacea for the 

crises that face the world, but they can throw into sharp relief the limitations of the 

dominant model.48 Movements like the asamblea contain within them the seeds for a 

different political and social ecosystem, one in which the natural world is not a 

commodity to be externalized, but a starting point in thinking about human interactions.  

 

                                                 
47 McCarthy and Prudham, “Neoliberal Nature,” 275-78; Peet and Watts, Liberation Ecologies, 36; Bakker, 
“The ‘Commons’ Versus the ‘Commodity,’” 446. 
48 Antje Linkenbach (1994: 81-82) quoted in Peet and Watts, Liberation Ecologies, 35.  
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APPENDIX A: VOICES OF THE ASAMBLEA 
 
On Neoliberalism and Development… 
 
Marcos: [referring to the boom of industrial monoculture in the country’s fertile 

pampa lands] 
 “Argentina no está aplicando la soberanía. Tenemos que mostrar que la 
lógica de la inmobiliaria es lo mismo de la sojazición del país.”  

 
“¿Para que existe un estado? Para compensar, para nivelar situaciones de 
tremenda injusticia.” 

 
Vicente:  “Desarrollo sostenible es lo que quiere la asamblea; no está en contra de 

desarrollo, pero si yo contamino, reparar esto; uso árboles, pero planto 
árboles.” 

  
Lidia:  [referring to the asamblea’s repeated attempts to dialogue with the city] 

“Queríamos ver cuales eran los criterios de desarrollo para Tigre— ¿va a 
ser un Tigre para todos, o sólo para una porción pequeña de la gente y lo 
demás van a quedar en la periferia?” 
 
“Todavía la gente no se puede esposarse de los miedos que la dictadura 
instaló. A lo mejor, lo saben que estamos en democracia, pero sin estar 
consciente, estoy segura que queda el miedo de la dictadura.” 
 

Pedro: “[Todo tiene que ver con] la soberanía. Hay empresas que son intocables 
porque son amigos del poder político.” 

 
“En la comunidad, no está masiva la participación social. Cuesta que la 
gente participe. Viene de ‘no te metas’ [de la dictadura].” 

 
“Creemos en un sistema democrático, porque lo que vivimos durante la 
dictadura.” 
 
“Las instituciones en Argentina están en decadencia; funcionan pero no 
funcionan. Pero éste es el sistema coima capitalista. Me gustaría ver una 
democracia que funciona independiente de los poderes. Me gustaría que 
los hijos de los funcionarios vayan a las escuelas públicas.” 

 
Adriana:  “Es el mismo modelo en toda la nación: en 2001 no había trabajo, 

estábamos en Ushuaia. Allí están haciendo exacto lo mismo: 
deforestación, contaminación, la minera, privatización, echando a gente, 
vendiendo el sur, prohibiendo la entrada…Acá ya hay clase media, pero 
dentro de un par de años no va a haber. Cada vez hay más gente indigente, 
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viviendo en la calle. En el norte—Chaco—no tiene agua ni luz…Acá, los 
chicos van a colegio sin gas, sin vidrio, sin luz.” 
 

 “Queremos una vida digna… ¿Por qué las personas que viven en los 
countries son las únicas que viven bien? ¿Por qué tenemos que llegar a 
ésta extrema—echando a gente?” 

 
Julia: “Queremos que tenga equilibrio entre la demolición y el crecimiento. 

Queremos planificación previa y coherente, que respeta a la gente que vive 
acá, que respeta el medio ambiente. La identidad de un lugar no está en los 
torres. Tigre va convirtiéndose en un lugar muy codiciado por el turismo, 
por la prensa, pero al mismo tiempo, va desapareciendo cosas: casas, el 
río, el delta.”  

 
“Tigre es un lugar muy valioso. El modelo que se elige ahora es uno que 
beneficia el negocio inmobiliaria…El crecimiento beneficia otras personas 
que no viven en Tigre.” 

 
“La realidad que se construye ahora no representa la identidad del lugar. 
Tiene que ver con las cuestiones: ‘¿Que identidad elegimos? ¿Que forma 
queremos?’” 
 

 
On Cosmetic Democracy… 
 
Claudio: “El intendente quiere promover una estética que la interesa la gente para 

acercarse a Tigre.” 
  

“Las prioridades son los turistas, para que más gente venga.” 
 
“El gobierno que tenemos en Tigre es una copia del gobierno nacional… 
El gobierno le engaña a la gente: se dice una cosa, gana las elecciones, y 
hace lo contrario.” 

 
Julia: “Massa tiene un perfil muy televisor, muy comercial…Es un insulto—el 

desfile de moda para el día de la mujer!... Están fomentando el turismo 
muy a pleno.” 
 

Marcos:  “Empiezan a llevar la cosmética. Limpian las orillas del río pero no van a 
parar la contaminación…Las empresas financian las campañas políticas.” 

 
Federico: En el lugar máximo de la cultura, el intendente promovió un show de 

fashion.” 
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“El gobierno gastó 10 millones de pesos en hacer un cosmético para el 
lugar. No es más que maquillaje. Pero todo lo que es río, no lo 
tocan…porque a ese gobierno, el único que lo interesa es la apariencia. En 
la cultura, pasa lo mismo. Van a destruir una casa histórica para construir 
un Howard Johnson.” 

 
Adriana: “Lo que yo veo no es democracia. Para mí, no es….No es el modelo que 

tampoco quiero. Yo no veo democrático este modelo. [Que es una 
democracia de verdad?] La igualdad de trabajo, la igualdad de vida, la 
igualdad de todo…del vivir todo por igual.” 

 
Lidia: “Como forma de expresión popular, me gusta la asamblea, pero pienso 

que todavía necesitamos un sistema político.” 
 
Antonio Brailovsky, former national ombudsman: 

“Lo que visto es una falta de interés oficial…no hay interés de resolver 
[los problemas del ambiente]. [El Riachuelo] es un problema histórico del 
siglo 19. Por un lado tenés una cantidad de industrias, un puerto de 
combustibles, petroquimicas, petroleras—tienen mucho peso político. Es 
capitalismo salvaje.” 

 
  [in reference to the Riachuelo’s watershed management committee] 

“Tiene mucho mas que ver con publicidad electoral que los cambios 
ambientales. Lo que ha hecho Picolotti son declaraciones de prensa y no 
mucho más. No quiere aplicar las leyes por cuestiones políticas.” 
 

 
On the Asamblea, Democracy, and Participation… 
 
Marcos: “[La asamblea] no tiene la capacidad de resolver [el problema de la 

contaminación], pero tratamos de poner la vista sobre las áreas que los 
gobiernos deben ocuparse.” 

 
“No hay futuro si la gente no participa en su destino…la participación en 
tu mundo local, eso es lo que es importante, que los propios vecinos sean 
los que deciden su propio futuro” 

 
“No nos manejamos como los partidos políticos, con una persona que sepa 
todo. Todo lo contrario, que muchos sepan mucho.” 
  

Adriana: “La asamblea funciona como un modelo de protestar. La asamblea sirve 
también para mi como manera de protestar, de denunciar, de decir que 
alguien debe tomar responsabilidad para todo eso.” 
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Laura: “La democracia no termina en el voto, sino que el ciudadano debe y puede 
participar. Nos creemos que hay que cambiar la democracia representativa 
por la democracia participativa, donde nosotros participamos como 
ciudadanos.” 

 
 “La asamblea es abierta, no tiene constitución rígida…somos todos 
iguales. Algunas personas intentan conducirla, y no lograr eso, se 
fueron… Se votó, ganó una posición, y se somete a la voluntad de la 
mayoría. Pero nos enriquece la diferencia. Cuando intercambiamos 
opiniones, muchas veces llego a una posición distinta que antes…Hemos 
sentido es que nos resuelven las cosas que nosotros queremos que se 
resuelven.” 

 
“[Me integró en la asamblea] porque me gusta el tipo de organización—
horizontal, somos todos iguales, integrar y aprender—los mas viejos están 
pasando el sabio a los mas jóvenes.” 

 
María: “La forma asamblearia está reproduciendo porque las decisiones se toman 

todos. Los líderes pueden ser distintos dentro del grupo depende en la 
situación, y eso la asamblea lo permite, y con acuerdo de las capacidades 
que cada uno tiene. La ONG tradicional siempre termina teniendo una 
cúpula.” 

 
 “Creo que la participación real solo se puede dar al nivel local; se aprende 
al nivel local. Si no te vas a participar en lo que pasa en tu pueblo, tu 
participación política en el exterior nunca va a ser comprometida.” 

 
“Entiendo por participación la que incluye propuesta, responsabilidad, de 
lo que se propone, y control sobre lo que tiene que hacer…Si la gente no 
siente que lo que está haciendo es su propia, nunca va a haber 
participación.” 

 
“Creo que la gente está cansada con el autoritarianismo, con el 
paternalismo…Eso es porque hay un énfasis en cada uno tener una voz, 
tener un voto.” 

 
Roberto:  “La asamblea es la mejor manera de trabajar porque los ONGs que tiene 

estatuto, numero de matriculo, canon…la asamblea fue lo mas horizontal 
posible, nadie era presidente, fue lo más democrático…Me parece mucho 
mas saludable esa forma de actuar de los antes…Antes, grupos pequeños 
de 4-5 personas hicieron todas las decisiones, ahora es mucho mas 
colectivo, mucho mas amplio, mucho mas saludable. Los vecinos tienen 
ganas de expresar sus opiniones y sienten que están participando porque 
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sus opiniones están valoradas. También, con mas participación hay 
muchas menos posibilidades de equivocarse.” 

 
“Nuestro país, en general, delega las responsabilidades a un grupo de 
representantes. Cada 2-4 años, elegimos representantes y yá. Pero con ésta 
forma, es una participación constante. Antes de 2001, no existía esto. 
Antes eran ONGs y funcionaron en una forma muy parecida al gobierno 
nacional.” 
 
“La asamblea es como una gimnasia, un ejercicio, que no es fácil. Si no 
ejércete por mucho tiempo, los músculos van atrofiándose. Con la 
participación, la gente va tomando las formas, el espíritu de participar.” 
 
“En mi opinión, el gobierno debe funcionar como la asamblea. Esto sería 
una forma de democracia de verdad. Los gobiernos están generando 
algunas formas de participar antes de hacer algo, llamar una asamblea 
pública, pero en realidad, esa ley no se cumple.” 

 
Lidia: “No soy anarquista, pero si los políticas no están cumpliendo, la gente 

tiene que buscar una manera para tener voz. Tenemos que ser todos 
iguales. Y eso es porque me gusta la forma de la asamblea. Yo me siento 
que a raíz, somos todos iguales. Que somos el pueblo, y somos iguales.” 

 
“Si realmente tuviéramos voz, no se, los políticas funcionarán de otra 
forma. Pero eso es lo que queremos con la asamblea, es que la gente 
empieza a tener voz.”  

 
“Estamos aprendiendo a manejarnos, a vivir en ésta democracia. 
Argentina es muy joven en términos de democracia…Estamos 
aprendiendo, pero no se si realmente los políticos tienen el poder de 
cambiar las cosas…Yo por ahora, si—hay muchas cosas que si, puedan 
cambiar.” 
 

Vicente: “La asamblea pone lo ideal de estado…que es la ideal—un poco—de 
todos, incluso los propios funcionarios. El sistema tiene que auto-
modificarse porque no hay una política que funcione…hay que crear 
nuevas políticas y con lo que hay…no son funcionarios que son malas 
personas, pero no pueden hacer nada porque están trabajando dentro de 
ciertos parámetros…en este sistema habría algo que funciona muy bien. 
No hay una intención de cambiar el gobierno, hay que trabajar con este 
gobierno hasta que llegue el próximo.” 
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“Las asambleas están evocando la manera que positivitar la protesta…no 
hacemos corte de ruta, no molestamos la gente…y comienza a mejorarse 
prácticamente.” 

 
“[En 2001] la gente empieza a tomar la asamblea como herramienta ante 
cualquier problema…empieza una forma de democracia directa, una 
manera para auto-modificar el sistema.” 
 
“La asamblea surge de una necesidad de lugar…la alta contaminación del 
río…Es una problema local pero requiere una solución global porque es 
integrada en una cuenca.” 
 

José:  “Lo esencial de nuestra [asamblea] es la actividad.” 
 
Pedro:  [in reference to the asamblea’s emphasis on equality] 

“La gente descree en las instituciones, los funcionarios, las estructuras, 
porque hay una corrupción. La mejor forma es hacerlo horizontal, donde 
nadie está encima de todos.”  

 
Manuel “Estamos armando tejidos sociales nuevos.” 
 
Luisa: “A partir de ir haciendo, comprometiendo con las cosas—es una forma de 

vida. Tu vida no sigue igual como antes…Tenés un sentido de 
responsabilidad para cosas que vos no podés arreglar. Tenés que manejar 
la cabeza en tal manera que no te llenas con frustración.” 

 
 
 
On the Environment… 
 
Vicente:  “En un humedal, no te conviene hacer estructuras de cemento. Vos tenés 

que usar pilotes, los cuales están adaptados al sistema natural, si no, las 
inundaciones serán peores cuando vengan.” 

 
 “Los humedales son reguladores del sistema. Hay que respetar el ritmo de 

la naturaleza.” 
 

“Nadie es responsable particularmente [para la contaminación], pero la 
responsabilidad es de todos…el problema en sí es el sistema.” 

 
Pedro:  “La contaminación no reconoce los límites de las fronteras.” 
 

“Recién ahora [las personas] están aprendiendo de los recursos naturales, 
del tema del agua. La gente no entiendo, no reconoce el daño. Muchos 
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dirían que Colony Park es una cosa buena…Uno de los tipos de Colony 
Park, su título es ‘encargado de desmonte y limpieza.’ Eso te de una idea 
de como la gente se ve el humedal.” 

 
Roberto: “Siempre existía la contaminación, pero ahora la situación es peor. Amplió 

el área de contaminación con el Canal Aliviador, y hay nuevos elementos 
que son contaminantes.” 

 
Lidia: “Tenemos muchas presiones de todos lados: grupos económicos 

internacionales…Si nosotros pudiéramos vivir como los países más 
desarrollados, si no tuviéramos tantos presiones, podemos cuidar el 
ambiente.” 

 
 
On Citizenship and Rights… 
 
Roberto: “Estamos una asamblea ambiental, derechos civiles desde el punto de vista 

ambiental.” 
 
Laura: “Nuestros pobladores isleños, originarios, han adoptado a vivir en la 

isla…se manejan en barco, respetan la humedal, mantienen la naturaleza 
de la isla…Necesitamos nuestras costumbres. [Colony Park] es una 
amenaza contra nuestra forma de vida.” 

 
Pedro: “El motor [del desarrollo] no es Colony. Son las instituciones que 

permitan emprendimientos como Colony.” 
  

“El incumplimiento está a la vista—Colony Park es una impunidad total, 
como la justicia no funciona…va muy lento.” 

 
“Es una deficiencia total, tantos años de incumplimiento. Hay que 
delimitar la cuenca también, porque está organizado por distrito, por 
elecciones.” 

 
“[Para cambiar la situación en la cuenca] tiene que haber una voluntad 
[política] muy fuerte. El camino para el saneamiento son los comités de 
cuenca—esta por encima la municipalidad, hacen los ordenes, para 
superar los conflictos. En ese estamos.” 

 
Marcos: “[La asamblea] quiere un comité de cuenca autónoma para superar los 

problemas de la jurisdicción, para tener autoridades propias. Pero eso es 
solo una parte de la solución. El comité necesita controlar la gestión del 
saneamiento, para que el comité no represente solo los intereses 
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económicos, y también necesita un poder vinculante, donde el poder de la 
sociedad supersede la voluntad del estado.” 
 
“No tenemos a nuestro favor una legislación que dice ‘no se puede 
modificarse el delta así’…No está definido lo que no puede hacer. 
[Necesitamos] lograr una ley a favor de nosotros que dice el delta es un 
humedal [primero], y después, empezamos a actuar como de ciudadanos 
de derecho.” 

 
“La contaminación tiene solución tecnológica; vencer la contaminación 
política, éste es el problema.” 
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