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EMANCIPATORY EPISTEMOLOGIES AND 
MUNICIPALIST POLICIES
Recent decades have seen a proliferation of 
municipalist policy initiatives across many cities 
in Europe and beyond. Municipalism seeks to 
reinvent and reinvigorate local urban democ-
racy by pushing back against overbearing bu-
reaucracies and overpowering market forces. 
These municipalist goals raise distinct chal-
lenges for local governments but also for en-
gaged researchers. Rather than taking on roles 
as detached experts, researchers are expected 
to pursue knowledge creation and social jus-
tice simultaneously. Drawing on case stud-
ies on municipalist initiatives in Amsterdam, 
Barcelona and Vienna, the dossier explores 
the different ways in which researchers nav-
igate different commitments and attempt to 
contribute to just cities.

How to address growing inequality and 
work towards an inclusive sustainable transi-
tion? The municipalist movement argues that 
we should look for answers at the local level.1 
Municipalism critiques governments’ reli-
ance on the market and reactionary political 
movements, proposing instead a model based 
on commoning, participation and proximity 
(Bianchi  2022; Roth et al.  2023; Bertolin & 
Salone 2024).

This critique also implicates researchers. 
Researchers have traditionally played the role of 
technocratic experts who provide objective facts 
and insights so that administrators are better 
able to make informed decisions. Both within 
and beyond geography, critical researchers have 
argued that such appeals to objectivity and neu-
trality rest on an untenable separation of fact 
and interpretation, politics and policy, knowl-
edge and power (Hajer 2003) and often serve 
to legitimise the status quo by sidelining the in-
terests and perspectives of marginalised groups 
(Spivak 1988; Radcliffe 2017; Nayak 2024).

This raises the question if and how it is pos-
sible to develop emancipatory epistemologies, that 
is, ways of gathering knowledge that promote 
emancipation. In our understanding, emanci-
patory epistemologies involve three qualities. 

First, emancipatory epistemologies acknowl-
edge and incorporate interests and perspec-
tives that have historically been marginalised, 
weakly articulated or misrecognised. Whereas 
deliberative policy-making often tends to take 
for granted stakeholders or involve already 
vocal interest groups, proponents of emanci-
patory epistemologies commit to including 
those who have been denied a stake or unable 
to articulate their views. A more expansive un-
derstanding of stakes and voices potentially 
improves both policy and knowledge by re-
dressing power imbalances and blind spots. 
While this may result in a broadening of the 
actors and views involved in policy-making, it 
raises the question how researchers will iden-
tify and incorporate underrepresented groups 
(Uitermark & Nicholls 2017).

Second, the practice of gaining and sharing 
knowledge itself may be emancipatory. The 
counter example here is knowledge produc-
tion that is extractive and casts citizens in a pas-
sive role, reducing them to survey respondents 
or ethnographic objects without offering them 
the opportunity to pose their own questions 
and giving insight into how their answers may 
be used. Emancipatory epistemologies aim to 
involve, motivate and acknowledge people and 
organisations involved in policy making by tap-
ping into their knowledge and creativity.

Third, epistemologies are emancipatory 
when their material effects bring closer the 
ideal of social justice. It is possible, and prob-
ably even common, that ambitious and com-
prehensive attempts at participation and 
co-production generate strong ideas and incite 
enthusiasm only to then walk into the brick 
wall of institutional limitations and resource 
scarcity. Two of the cases in this dossier show 
this pattern: both in Vienna and in Amsterdam, 
highly motivated civil servants involved citizens 
to a great degree in making plans for their 
neighbourhoods, which subsequently had dif-
ficulty finding support in other parts of the 
government bureaucracy.
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As this list of qualities suggests, emancipa-
tory epistemologies are by their nature highly 
ambitious and therefore unlikely to fully de-
liver on all their promises. This makes it all 
the more important to learn from different 
experiences. Although critiques of conven-
tional planning practice and knowledge have 
proliferated, much less has been said about 
how emancipatory epistemologies work out or 
should be developed in practice. This is true 
for the literature in general and specifically 
for the municipalist literature. There are many 
implicit expectations and ideas about emanci-
patory epistemologies but very few sustained 
discussions of what happens on the ground. 
While there is now an established literature 
on how municipalism rethinks the roles of 
government and citizens (Thompson  2020; 
Angel  2021; Russell et al.  2022), the role of 
researchers has received less attention. What 
roles can, should and do researchers take in 
relation to municipalism?

We begin to address this lacuna and these 
questions by reporting on three case studies. 
All three articles argue that the geographical 
context significantly affects the nature and suc-
cess of emancipatory epistemologies. The col-
lection of papers originates from the Municipal 
Neighbourhood Experiments research proj-
ect, which has as its subtitle ‘Building capac-
ity from the bottom up’ and received funding 
from the Urban Europe initiative. Between 
mid-2022 and 2025, researchers in Barcelona, 
Vienna and Amsterdam engaged with munic-
ipalist neighbourhood projects, conducting 
research, working with residents and giving 
advice to policy makers. Taking into account 
different geographical contexts is important: 
just as the policies promoting neoliberalism or 
revanchism, municipalist initiatives share some 
key qualities but develop in path-dependent 
and contextually specific ways (Peck & Tickel 
2002, Uitermark et al. 2024). As the compari-
son between the cities shows, there are marked 
differences between the cases in how the re-
searchers view their own role and relate to the 
local government.

In Barcelona, Martínez and Palomera (2025) 
view themselves as researchers and directly af-
fected citizens. As such, they are involved in two 
forms of militant research; critique and prefig-
uration. The first starts with ‘self-diagnosis’, 

when political mobilisations, in this case by the 
Barcelona tenants’ union, document the lived 
experiences of its participants. The knowledge 
collected in this way then becomes input for 
a counter-narrative to the hegemonic dis-
course and informs strategies for organising 
activism. In dialectical fashion, this knowledge 
also flows into the second form of militant re-
search. Here, institutional change in local gov-
ernments is enacted through policy proposals 
developed by researchers in co-operation with 
local communities.

In Vienna, Ahn and Kazepov (2025) inves-
tigate participatory budgeting for climate jus-
tice. Residents of marginalised communities 
are invited to propose ideas to mitigate climate 
change in their neighbourhood. The ideas that 
are selected through a democratic process will 
be executed by the local government. How 
does this municipalist experiment work out 
in practice, and based on what criteria would 
we deem this successful? Ahn and Kazepov ap-
proach emancipatory epistemologies from a 
transformative institutional perspective, focus-
ing on governmental design, of municipalism 
as a policy to be thought up and implemented 
in a specific context. Researchers here take on 
a role as evaluators who critically and construc-
tively reflect on practices with the goal of in-
forming policymakers and residents to achieve 
the twin goals of democratisation and respond-
ing to climate change.

In Amsterdam, Huisman  (2025) studies a 
municipalist experiment, where a political mo-
bilisation of citizens develops plans for their 
district together with the local government. 
Dissatisfied with the traditional researcher role 
of silent observer, Huisman decides on three 
roles she will combine during the research: 
provocateur, supporter, mediator. The first 
role supplies unsolicited but relevant informa-
tion to the research participants, the second 
supports residents by executing research they 
find important and the third role clarifies and 
translates between different stakeholders in 
the municipalist experiment. While Huisman 
observes tensions within and between roles, 
she argues that the clarity of predefined roles 
helps the engaged researcher.

Together, the contributions allow for two 
conclusions. First, they show that emancipa-
tory epistemologies are contextually specific 
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– institutions, histories and structures shape 
researchers’ dispositions as well as their op-
portunities and constraints. For instance, the 
social-democratic and bureaucratic context of 
Vienna fosters a very different kind of triadic 
relationship between researcher–resident–
government than Barcelona, where militant 
research is cultivated in strong movements 
and (until recently) supported by an outspo-
kenly municipalist government. By examin-
ing emancipatory epistemology in action in 
three different urban contexts, we not only 
get a sense of the potential of municipalism 
in different places but also of experiments 
in redefining the role of research in urban 
democracy.

Second, we show that there is no perfect 
way to pursue emancipatory epistemology. We 
acknowledge dilemmas and trade-offs of eman-
cipatory epistemology in action, identifying 
different ways in which the pursuit of emanci-
pation and knowledge are jointly articulated. 
This is apparent in the case of Amsterdam 
where the researcher alternates between dif-
ferent roles, each of which comes with its own 
challenges, limitations and opportunities. 
These dilemmas are partly strategic but they 
also involve the positionality, emotions and 
politics of researchers; it is not just about the 
kind of research we do but also about the kind 
of researchers we are.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT – Data 
sharing is not applicable to this article as no 
new data were created or analyzed in this study.

Endnote

1	Municipalism experienced a resurgence in the af-
termath of the financial crisis of 2008 but seems 
to have lost momentum in the last 5 years or 
so. Although there are fewer parties and poli-
ticians that explicitly promote municipalism, 
the ideas, analyses and strategies underlying this 
political movement persist. As many national 
governments drift rightwards, cities remain im-
portant sites for developing progressive and left 
alternatives. Sometimes such alternatives explic-
itly draw upon municipalist ideas, sometimes 
they come under new names, such as partici-
patory experimental urbanism (Thompson & 
Lorne, 2023).

Carla Jacqueline Huisman  & Justus Uitermark
Amsterdam Institute for Social Science Research (AISSR), 
Faculty of Social and Behavioural Sciences, University of 
Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands E-mail: carla-

huisman@cypers.nl (Corresponding author)

REFERENCES

Ahn, B. & Y. Kazepov (2025), New Municipalism and 
the Challenges of Design: Context, Instruments 
and Implementation. Tijdschrift voor Economische 
en Sociale Geografie 115, pp. 409–423.

Angel, J. (2021), New Municipalism and the State: 
Remunicipalising Energy in Barcelona, from 
Prosaics to Process. Antipode 53, pp. 524–545.

Bertolin, M. & C. Salone (2024), Fixing New 
Municipalism Discretely and Discreetly. Power, 
Participation, and the Possibilities of Progressive 
Regimes. Urban Geography 46, pp. 416–436.

Bianchi, I. (2022), The Commonification of the 
Public under New Municipalism: Commons-
State Institutions in Naples and Barcelona. Urban 
Studies 60, pp. 2116–2132.

Hajer, M. (2003), Policy without Polity? Policy 
Analysis and the Institutional Void. Policy Sciences 
36, pp. 175–195.

Huisman, C. (2025), Provocateur, Supporter, 
Mediator: An Emancipatory Epistemology of 
Roles. Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie 
115, pp. 424–438.

Martínez, R. & J. Palomera (2025), Militant 
Research and Public Policy: From Action to 
Reform and from Reform to Action. Tijdschrift voor 
Economische en Sociale Geografie 115, pp. 391–408.

Nayak, A. (2024), Social Geography I: Anti-Racism, 
Implacable Whiteness and Decolonizing Anglo-
American Geography. Progress in Human Geography 
49(1), pp. 109–118.

Peck, J. & A. Tickell (2002), Neoliberalizing Space. 
Antipode 34, pp. 380–404.

Radcliffe, S.A. (2017), Decolonising Geographical 
Knowledges. Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers 42(3), pp. 329–333.

Roth, L., B. Russell & M. Thompson (2023), 
Politicising Proximity: Radical Municipalism 
as a Strategy in Crisis. Urban Studies 60(11), pp. 
2009–2035.

Russell, B., K. Milburn & K. Heron (2022), 
Strategies for a New Municipalism: Public–
Common Partnerships against the New 
Enclosures. Urban Studies 60, pp. 2133–2157.

 14679663, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/tesg.70022 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

mailto:
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4399-0126
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5274-1455
mailto:carlahuisman@cypers.nl
mailto:carlahuisman@cypers.nl


EDITORIAL 390

© 2025 Royal Dutch Geographical Society / Koninklijk Nederlands Aardrijkskundig Genootschap.

Spivak, G. (1988), Can the Subaltern Speak? In: C. 
Nelson & L. Grosberg, (eds.), Marxism and the 
Interpretation of Culture, pp. 271–313. Basingstoke: 
MacMillan Education.

Thompson, M. (2020), What’s So New about New 
Municipalism? Progress in Human Geography 45, pp. 
317–342.

Thompson, M. & C. Lorne (2023), Designing a 
New Civic Economy? On the Emergence and 
Contradictions of Participatory Experimental 
Urbanism. Antipode 55, pp. 1919–1942.

Uitermark, J., C. Hochstenbach & J. Groot 
(2024), Neoliberalization and Urban 
Redevelopment: The Impact of Public Policy on 
Multiple Dimensions of Spatial Inequality. Urban 
Geography 45, pp. 541–564.

Uitermark, J. & W.J. Nicholls (2017), Planning 
for Social Justice: Strategies, Dilemmas, Tradeoffs. 
Planning Theory 16, pp. 32–50.

 14679663, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/tesg.70022 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [10/12/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense


	Emancipatory Epistemologies and Municipalist Policies
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT – 
	Endnote
	References


