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ABSTRACT

This article focuses on processes of urban confinement, and the fact that these often
do not generate significant forms of political contestation, despite their obviously
negative socio-spatial consequences. Drawing on longitudinal ethnographic
fieldwork begun in 1996 in Managua, the capital city of Nicaragua, it begins by
describing a specific instance of urban confinement illustrating what Merrifield
(2014) has aptly described as ‘neo-Haussmannisation’. It then goes on to explore
how this can have variable consequences through four ‘archetypal’ gang member
life trajectories, in particular showing how contestation is only one of several
possible reactions to urban confinement, and that its emergence is based on a very
particular dialectical articulation of agency and space.
KEYWORDS Urban confinement; segregation; anti-politics; gangs; Nicaragua

Introduction
Space is a mode of political thinking. (Dikeç 2012: 670)

As Featherstone and Korf (2012: 663) have pointed out, there has recently been ‘a
renewed interest in the relations between space and the political’. This has perhaps
been particularly evident in the proliferation of studies of spatially restricted locations
such as camps (e.g. Agier 2002), detention centres (e.g. Bosworth 2014), or prisons
(e.g. Skarbek 2014), which describe how physical confinement fundamentally limits
the possibilities for meaningful political action by those inhabiting them. At the
same time, however, the issue of confinement is obviously germane to a greater
variety of types of spaces than just camps, prisons, or detention centres. As Wirth
(1928) and Dunheier (2016) have highlighted, it has been one of the key
CONTACT Dennis Rodgers

d.w.rodgers@uva.nl

© 2018 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

ETHNOS

57

characteristics of ghettos through the ages, to the extent that Wacquant (2002: 52)
has even gone so far as to argue that prisons and ghettos can ‘constitute a single carceral continuum’.
Underlying Wacquant’s contention is the ever-increasing spatial segregation which,
whether considered from the top-down perspective of the world-wide proliferation of
gated communities and closed condominiums on the one hand (see e.g. Caldeira
2000), or the bottom-up explosion of urban marginality – most notably in the form
of the global propagation of slums and shantytowns (see e.g. Davis 2006) – on the
other hand, is widely reported to be one of the key hallmarks of cities around the
world (Merrifield 2014). Yet segregated urban spaces such as ghettos, gated communities, slums, and shantytowns are obviously quite different from prisons, camps, or
detention centres, whether considered from a physical, social, or demographic perspective, and this article consequently seeks to explore to what extent the central question
posed by the guest editors of the special issue of ‘how do structures of stuckness, confinement and forced immobility impact on the possibilities of making life in such sites
[as prisons, camps, or detention centres]’ can be meaningfully applied to urban contexts
such as slums and shantytowns.
In particular, it aims to understand how confinement and the constraining of political action can occur in ways that do not necessarily require physical walls or physically
imposed immobility. At the same time, it does so developing something of an appositional line of argument to the one offered by the editors in their introduction, which
draws on an extremely broad interpretation of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notion
of the ‘line of flight’ as a form of political action. In particular, this article takes issue
with the editors’ contention that ‘even in situations of absolute confinement there is
movement of sorts, the lines of flight that Deleuze and Guattari insist on’.
The disagreement here is less with whether lines of flight might or might not exist
under conditions of confinement, but rather with what they are really about, and
more specifically whether a line of flight inevitably constitutes a form of politics. The
editors of this special issue effectively argue that lines of flight are about potentiality,
or in other words, about individuals’ imagination that there exists a multiplicity of
alternative lives to the one being currently endured, whether in a ghetto, a camp, a
prison, a slum, or a gated community. Yet in Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987: 9, my
emphasis) original formulation, ‘the line of flight marks … the reality of a finite
number of dimensions that the multiplicity effectively fills’. In order for a line of
flight to be truly political, it cannot be ‘entirely personal’ or idiosyncratic, as ‘there is
nothing imaginary, nothing symbolic, about a line of flight’. Rather, ‘the way in
which an individual escapes on his or her own account, escapes “responsibilities”,
escapes the world … [can] never consist in running away from the world but rather
in causing runoffs, as when you drill a hole in a pipe’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1987: 204).
In other words, the political measure of a line of flight is the extent to which it allows
for transformative contestation rather than simply the imagination of an alternative to
confinement. This is something that intuitively would seem likely to be more common
in urban spaces such as slums and shantytowns, due to their inherent spatial porosity
when compared to prisons, camps, or detention centres. Yet, there also arguably exists a
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stark contrast between the global frequency of prison riots and camp uprisings – see e.g.
Sparks et al. (1996), Carrabine (2005), and Sheikh Hassan (2017) – and the fact that the
overwhelming majority of segregated cities around the world are not experiencing widespread contentious forms of politics, suggesting that this is not necessarily the case. Seen
from this perspective, the question then become whether there is anything particular
about forms of urban confinement that might lead to a greater negation of the possibilities of political action, which ultimately – and returning here to the framework offered
by the editors in their introduction to this special issue – is perhaps what constitutes the
most ontologically significant form of ‘stuckness’ that can be generated by confinement.
To illustrate this contention, the article begins by considering the underlying nature
of the current global urban condition through the work of Merrifield (2014), and more
specifically his argument concerning the ‘neo-Haussmannisation’ of the world, in order
to highlight a key issue surrounding contemporary forms of urban confinement, namely
the widespread lack of significant political contestation associated with them. Drawing
on longitudinal ethnographic fieldwork begun in 1996 in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández,1
a poor neighbourhood in Managua, the capital city of Nicaragua, the article then offers
an empirical description of a concrete example of neo-Haussmannisation, the forms of
confinement it generates, as well as their consequences for local neighbourhood
inhabitants, and in particular how these can be characterised as ‘anti-political’ insofar
as they inherently undermine any possibility for the emergence of truly meaningful
lines of flight.
Acknowledging Wacquant’s (1997) warning against assuming that the consequences
of urban confinement will necessarily be uniformly experienced – and in line with the
central intellectual project of this special issue – the article then goes on to consider the
trajectories of four ‘archetypal’ barrio Luis Fanor Hernández gang members in order to
nuance its analysis. In particular, it draws on Hirschman’s (1970) famous political taxonomy of ‘exit, voice, and loyalty’ to highlight how the ‘anti-politics’ of urban confinement can engender a range of different reactions that include a lack of protest, before
then offering some general conclusions.

Urban Segregation Everywhere
It has become extremely common to hear claims that we now live in an ‘urban age’,
whereby over half of the population on the planet now live – or are about to live, or
will soon live – in cities, mega-cities, metropolitan areas, or megalopolises. As Wirth
(1938) pointed out over 80 years ago, however, such statements are to a large extent
little more than a ‘numbers game’, and more often than not miss the key point.
Much more important than any putative statistical population ratio is getting to
grips with the underlying dynamics of what some have taken to calling ‘planetary
urbanisation’ (Brenner & Schmid 2011), and more specifically the way that this is
potentially influencing and changing the nature of social life. In this respect, it can
be contended the current urban moment is fundamentally associated with sociospatial segregation.
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Although urban segregation is by no means a new phenomenon – in many ways the
history of global urbanisation can be primarily read as one of its increasing iterations, as
Nightingale (2012) has pointed out – it has arguably now culminated in the global
spread of what Merrifield (2014: x) has termed ‘neo-Haussmannisation’, in reference
to the extraordinary process of planned urban transformation that Paris underwent
in the mid-nineteenth century. Orchestrated by Baron Georges-Eugène Haussmann
(under instruction from Napoléon III), this transformed France’s capital city from a
‘dirty, crowded, and unhealthy’ settlement, ‘covered with mud and makeshift shanties,
damp and fetid, filled with the signs of poverty as well as the garbage and waste left there
by the inadequate and faulty sewer system’ (Rice 1997; 9), into the ‘City of Light’ that
Benjamin (1999) famously described as the emergent European bourgeois class’ ‘capital
of modernity’.
Although there had been previous attempts to tackle Paris’ congestion, over-crowding, and deficient sanitation before Haussmann’s endeavours, these had tended to
approach the issue of urban planning in a piecemeal manner. What distinguished
Haussmann’s plans was his ‘ability to grasp the enormous complexity of [the] city
and treat it as a whole, integrating all the parts, great and small, into a single organism’
(Jordan 1995: 11). The process now known as ‘Haussmannisation’ involved a series of
inter-linked urban initiatives, including from building Paris’ famous boulevards, promoting a distinctive architectural style, erecting grand monuments, developing parks,
squares, and green spaces in the city, putting in street lamps, kiosks, benches, and
even public urinals, as well as re-hauling the water and sewage systems. This was
financed through an ‘orgy’ of property speculation based on the symbiotic ‘combination
of finance and rentier capital in cahoots with Baron Haussmann’ (Merrifield 2002: 146),
and facilitated by the state-sanctioned displacement of almost a third of the population
of the city, who were relocated to shantytown settlements on the outskirts of the city
that subsequently became today’s infamous banlieues.
Neo-Haussmannisation, according to Merrifield (2014: x), is therefore:
a new riff on an old tale of urban redevelopment, of divide and rule through urban change, of
altering and upscaling the urban physical environment to alter the social and political environment. What happened to mid-nineteenth century Paris is now happening globally, not only in
big capital cities … but in all cities … [Neo-Haussmannization has become] … a global orthodoxy, one that’s both creating and tearing apart a new urban fabric, one that clothes the
whole wide world.

Underlying this process is a qualitative shift in the general political economy of urban
contexts. In particular, Merriﬁeld argues that these have evolved over the past half
century or so from being primarily sites of accumulation through labour-based production processes to sites of ‘accumulation through dispossession’ based on the ﬁnancialisation and commoditisation of land (see also Davis 2006; Harvey 2005). While
the latter condition necessitated a reproduction of labour-power, and therefore systemically included the working poor in a subordinate position, the former is based
on their exclusion, and therefore ‘Neo-Haussmannization is a global-urban strategy
that has peripheralized millions of people everywhere’ (Merriﬁeld 2014: 29).
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Urban contexts around the world have consequently become increasingly compartmentalised, as populations are displaced, dispossessed of both land and livelihoods, and
marginalised to the extent that Merrifield (2014: 30) contends that:
this spatial apartheid has now begotten a new paradox in which centers and peripheries oppose
one another; the fault-lines and frontiers between the two worlds aren’t some straightforward
urban-suburban divide, nor necessarily anything North-South. Rather, centers and peripheries
are immanent within global accumulation of capital …

The two worlds – centre and periphery – exist side-by-side, but cordoned off from one
another, with those living in the periphery conﬁned in ways that include limited patterns of mobility, opportunity, and imagination.
Merrifield (2014: xiii) claims that Neo-Haussmannisation consequently inevitably
‘produces its Other, powers a dialectic of dispossession and insurrection, an accumulation strategy as well as a rebellion waiting and plotting in the wings’, and he anticipates the global rise of:
a Jacobin movement that can contest the ‘horde of scoundrels’ who still predominate, that can
stand up to their arsenal and ideologues; a movement that can loosen the neo-Haussmannite
grip on our society and declares war against its protagonists and puppets. (Merrifield 2014: 69)

The fact of the matter, however, is that most of the world’s segregated cities are not on
ﬁre, and in order to explain this ‘enigma of revolt’ – to borrow a throwaway phrase used
by Merriﬁeld (2014: 25) – we arguably need to get a better handle on the spatial politics
of urban conﬁnement and understand the impact of conﬁnement on those living in the
‘urban periphery’. To do so, I will now turn to a concrete empirical example of neoHaussmannisation as this has played out in contemporary Managua, the capital city
of Nicaragua.

Haussmannisation in the Tropics
As I have described in detail elsewhere (Rodgers 2004, 2008, 2011, 2012), Managua has
undergone a remarkable makeover process since the late 1990s. From a ramshackle,
sprawled out, and generally impoverished city widely nicknamed ‘la ciudad caótica’
(‘the chaotic city’), a metropolis with ‘no centre, no skyline and no logic’, to quote a
popular guidebook (Leonardi 2001: 57), Managua has been completely re-made, its
transport network re-organised, new monuments erected, and is now bustling with
expensive restaurants, bars, and night clubs, luxury hotels, designer stores, and malls.
This dramatic transformation has been widely portrayed as principally consequent to
the post-1990 unleashing of market forces suppressed during the Sandinista period
(see e.g. Babb 1999). Although post-revolutionary consumerist desires are undoubtedly
a major driving force, the city’s makeover is arguably the result of more than just anarchic market forces, however, and Managua’s transformation has been the result of a
more purposeful process directed by a critical alliance between state and capital.
This is something that a cross-historical comparison between Managua’s recent
metropolitan development and the paradigmatic process of urban transformation
that Paris, the capital of France, underwent during the mid-nineteenth century,
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highlights very well. Certainly, the parallels between Managua and Paris are extremely
suggestive, at various levels. Perhaps most revealing is the fact that the post-revolutionary Nicaraguan state has implemented a highly iniquitous tax architecture promoting
particular forms of urban development in a manner that is remarkably analogous to
the state-directed property speculation associated with Parisian Haussmannisation,
described in detail by Harvey (2003), albeit a Friedmanite version based on tax
breaks rather than Haussmannisation’s Keynesian credit and debt financing (see
Rodgers 2008, 2011 for more details).
Most uncannily, however, Managua’s makeover was accompanied by a comprehensive re-hauling of the city’s legendarily abysmal road system, just as Haussmannisation
is indelibly associated with the building of Paris’ famous boulevards. Until 1997, potholes were a chronic driving hazard in Managua, traffic was chaotic, carjacking frequent, and there was no discernible logic to the city’s byzantine road infrastructure.
From 1998 onwards, however, the municipality embarked on an extensive programme
to fill in the potholes, resurface and widen the major arteries of the metropolis, as well as
build a series of cross-cutting boulevards through the city, and replaced traffic lights
with roundabouts.
These works were ostensibly to speed up traffic and reduce congestion, but when
considered on a map, a definite pattern emerges: the new roads predominantly
connect locations associated with the lives of the urban elite, such as the remodelled
international airport to the Presidential palace to the Plaza Inter mall to the Metrocentro mall to the ‘Zona Rosa’ of restaurants, bars, and nightclubs to the exclusive Las
Colinas neighbourhood, and so on (see Rodgers 2004, 2012). This particular road
network enables the Managua urban elite to move safely between the different points
of their lives, no longer impeded by potholes, congestion, traffic lights, or crime (roundabouts considerably reducing the risk of being car-jacked …).
The deliberately biased nature of these transformations emerges clearly from a forensic investigation of municipal accounts, which reveals how road work spending is
skewed in favour of richer areas of the city (see Rodgers 2011), while the city’s urban
development plan is similarly highly prejudiced, whether in terms of the measures it
proposes or which infringements lead to a reaction on the part of the authorities
(those by the poor), and which are ignored (those by the rich).
As a result of these particular infrastructural transformations, a whole layer of Managua’s urban fabric has been ‘disembedded’ from the patchwork quilt of the metropolis,
with the vast majority of the city’s impoverished population excluded from the ‘Nueva
Managua’ of the wealthy, who now live in what we might term ‘splendid segregation’
(see Rodgers 2004, 2008). To this extent, Managua can be said to represent a very
clear example of the neo-Haussmannisation that Merrifield (2014) argues characterises
the current global urban condition, all the more so as it is a process that has also led to a
major transformation in social relations in the city.
In particular, just as the original Haussmannisation in mid-nineteenth century Paris
critically altered relations between social classes (see de Moncan & Herteux 2002), in
particular shaping the metropolis for an emergent bourgeoisie, so Managua’s transformation has significantly affected its social experience. Not only are the lives of the
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impoverished majority of Managua’s population increasingly less mobile, but they are
being made to live within an ever more segregated city made up of confined spaces
where rich and poor live completely separate lives. This has not led to any widespread
sense of revolt or immanent insurrection as predicted by Merrifield, however. As the
next section highlights ethnographically, drawing on research carried out in the poor
Managua neighbourhood barrio Luis Fanor Hernández in October–November 2009,
the reverse is arguably true.

Barrio Reductio ad Absurdum
Barrio Luis Fanor Hernández is a poor neighbourhood located in southeast Managua,
the capital city of Nicaragua. The locality was originally founded as an illegal squatter
community by rural-urban migrants in the early 1960s, one of many such informal
settlements that mushroomed on the edge of Managua at that time. Due to its inhabitants’ extreme poverty, the settlement was initially known as La Sobrevivencia (Survival), but was completely rebuilt during the early 1980s as a result of a Sandinista
state housing development project, and renamed after a local ‘martyr of the Revolution’,
although socio-economically it remained in the lowest quartile of Managua
neighbourhoods.2
As I have described in more detail elsewhere (Rodgers 2012), like many poor neighbourhoods in Managua, barrio Luis Fanor Hernández was historically never well connected to the city’s road network. To get into the neighbourhood from a main road
required navigating a series of secondary roads, only some of which were paved, and
the main entrance and exit into the neighbourhood used by the majority of neighbourhood inhabitants was, in fact, a pedestrian bridge over a drainage canal that gave onto a
road that was a major thoroughfare for buses.
This situation changed radically in April 2009, when the Managua Municipality
decided to re-haul the roads running around the barrio, and connect these to the
main road on the other side of the drainage canal by transforming the old pedestrian
bridge into a motor vehicle bridge. The roads surrounding the neighbourhood were
widened and improved, and traffic increased massively, with buses, in particular,
routed through them, although no local bus stops were built, and nor were traffic
lights or pedestrian bridges. This made crossing roads highly perilous, as numerous
inhabitants of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández told to me when I asked them how they
perceived the new roads.
‘How are you supposed to cross?’, complained a young woman called Janeth. ‘The buses come
hurtling past at breakneck speeds, and the cars as well, without any break, so you have to take
your life in your hands every time you want to cross.’ An older male resident called Don Javier
commented that ‘we have to keep an eye on young children all the time now, you know how
roads are like canchas (playing fields) for them, and so they always want to play some game
there, but it’s not like it used to be when there was no traffic, when few cars ever came
through before, now it’s ra-ra-ra-ra-ra, all the time, cars, cars, buses, buses, it doesn’t stop … ’

Perhaps not surprisingly, the discourses of inhabitants of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández
also suggested that this new infrastructural development had more generally led to a
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sense of being encircled and cut off from the rest of the city. People talked constantly
about being ‘surrounded’ (‘rodeado’) or ‘isolated’ (‘aislado’), and this was also starkly
reﬂected in the declining mobility of almost all inhabitants compared to a few years previously. This was especially obvious in the case of women, who often expressed fears
about physically crossing the new roads, with the gendered nature of the lived experience of segregation perhaps most starkly visible in the contrast between the two maps of
Managua that I asked two local inhabitants to draw for me (see Figure 1).
The first map was drawn for me by a 23-year-old male interviewee, while the
second was drawn by a 33-year-old female interviewee. The two maps starkly highlight
their different mobilities, knowledges, and understandings of the city. The man’s map
is linked to his particular mobility patterns associated with his casual employment in
the construction sector, which took him all over the city (in this respect, it is interesting to note that his map mainly shows bus routes). The woman’s map reflects the fact
that the spatial limits of her world were very much the barrio surroundings. The ‘B’
indicates barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, and the other elements of the maps drawn
in a tic-tack-toe format are local landmarks, reflecting a very limited geography of
the city. This was in turn the result of her limited mobility patterns, which she explicitly said had become even more reduced due to the new roads. The starkly gendered
difference was not always the norm, however, with older men and women drawing
maps for me that showed a shared knowledge of the city, although they would
almost invariably also told me that they no longer moved around as much as in the
past.
This sense of being confined to the neighbourhood also came out in interviews. As
an inhabitant called Doña Haydée put it:
I used to go out all over Managua to dance on Fridays and Saturdays, but now I don’t go dancing
at all, because there’s nowhere here in the barrio, and you can’t get anywhere easily because of
these new roads! They’re impossible to cross, and none of the buses ever stop … I suppose I
could go to the ranchones at the Huembes market – although don’t think that it’s easy to get
there just because it’s close by, you still have to cross the road! – but you know what they get
like on weekends – lots of fights (pleitos), and the music is terrible … I miss the days when

Figure 1. Maps drawn by a 23-year-old man (left) and a 33-year-old aged woman (right). Source: The Author.
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we’d always go to the Chamán or El Bosque, you know, places where chicos fresones (rich kids)
would also go, but now nobody from the barrio goes there anymore, they’re just for the rich,
with their big cars …

In a related manner, a local youth called Lencho similarly told me that:
the new roads are for the rich, they don’t come into the barrio, they just pass by. That’s how
things are now, some places for the rich, some places for the poor – we don’t mix anymore
like in the past, when we’d all go to the same night clubs, or the same parts of the city …

Such discourses betray an acceptance of the normality of segregation, of the idea that
there are some areas and places in the city where the poor are not to go, and also
areas where they are supposed to stay. To this extent, it can be argued that the
notion of Managua as an organic whole has shrunk in the urban imaginary of the
inhabitants of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández. Indeed, this was accompanied by a clear
acceptance of the inevitability of the transformation as people described the new
roads as an unstoppable form of ‘progress’, a reflection of the ‘modernisation’ of the
city, and even as a form of ‘development’.
Elsewhere, I have described such discourses as reflecting a form of ‘abject urbanism’,
a qualifier that combines Wirth’s (1938) famous notion of ‘urbanism’ – that is to say,
the idea that the material environments of cities fundamentally determine both the attitudes and actions of individual social agents inhabiting them, pushing them into adopting a particular ‘way of life’ – with Ferguson’s (1999: 236) use of the concept of
‘abjection’, which he defines as a social state of being that is the consequence of
‘being thrown aside, expelled, or discarded’. The combination was an attempt on my
part to overcome the apolitical naturalisation of urban social relations and negation
of power inherent to the Wirthian idea of urbanism, and explicitly highlight the fundamentally oppressive consequences of Managua’s urban infrastructural transformation
(see Rodgers 2012 for more details).
In doing so, I was implicitly responding to Dikeç’s (2012: 669) admonition that space
needs to be thought first and foremost as a political rather than just as a physical or
‘metaphorical’ manifestation. At the same time, however, Dikeç makes this recommendation in order to re-focus debates on the relation between oppressive and confining
spatial forms and the rise of contentious politics, which like Merrifield (2014) he ultimately sees as immanently associated processes. The case of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández suggests that this is by no means necessarily the case, and that any political
theorising about space needs to also enable an understanding of situations where contestation is lacking.
In this regard, if we accept that the political function of space is to allow ‘human
plurality, the basic condition of both action and speech’ to emerge, as Arendt (1998:
175) has argued, then situations of urban segregation and confinement such as those
manifest in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández constitute a negation of the possibility of plurality rather than ‘space[s] of appearance’ (Arendt 1998: 220). In other words, they are
undermining rather than generative of the possibility of meaningful politics, certainly if
defined in Deleuzian terms as corresponding to the emergence of transformative –
rather than simply potential – lines of flight. As such, we might term them ‘anti-
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political’ spaces, not in the sense that they are apolitical, but rather in an analogous
manner to Arendt’s (1966) notion of ‘anti-politics’, which she coined to describe the
way that totalitarian regimes close off the possibility for resistance by excluding the
notion of contestation from the normative political imaginary.
At the same time, however, as Wacquant (1997: 349) has rightly cautioned, it is
dangerous to assume that the anti-political consequences of urban segregation and confinement will be uniform. Writing about ghettos in the U.S.A., he criticises approaches
that stereotypically represent their populations ‘as homogenous to the point of being
faceless’, and calls for an ‘empirical dissection of the micro-structures in which social
action and consciousness are embedded’ in order to truly get to grips with the variable
consequences of urban segregation. The maps reproduced above suggest that the everyday lived experience of confinement in an anti-political space such as barrio Luis Fanor
Hernández is at the very least variegated between men and women, but even within the
same category of person, the lived experience of segregation and its socio-psychological
consequences can vary, suggesting that there exist a range of responses to urban confinement, even within a more general experience of abject urbanism. This can arguably
be seen particularly well in relation to the life trajectories of members of the local gang
in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, as the next section describes.

Through the Gangster Looking Glass
Gangs long been a feature of urban life in Nicaragua, especially in Managua, but have
been particularly prominent since the early 1990s for a variety of demographic, political,
social, and geopolitical reasons (see Rodgers & Rocha 2013). In many ways, the early
twenty-first-century transformation of the city was partly a consequence of the rise
in gang violence, a form of elite backlash to throw back criminal violence and
contain it in poor neighbourhoods and slums of the city (see Rodgers 2006). In this
sense, gangs arguably constitute vanguard social institutions in Nicaragua, ones that
potentially constitute revealing lens onto broader social processes. Certainly, there is
no doubt that, as Thrasher (1927: 3) famously contended in his foundational study
of gangs in 1920s Chicago, they are ‘life, often rough and untamed, yet rich in elemental
social processes significant to the student of society and human nature’. Gangs are
however also interesting to consider in light of Wacquant’s warning about the
dangers of homogenising urban social processes, insofar as gangs and their members
are often treated rather monolithically within the literature (see Rodgers 2017).
Among the various activities that I have engaged in during the course of my longitudinal ethnographic research in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández is regularly ‘repeat interviewing’ a number of individual gang members from various gang member generations
whose life trajectories are ‘archetypal’ of the broad range of different possible outcomes
of being a gang member in post-conflict Nicaragua.3 The notion of an archetypal life
trajectory derives from Belmonte’s (1979) study of Neapolitan criminality during the
late 1960s and early 1970s, where he drew on the classic Jungian notion of an archetype
– the idea that there exist basic cognitive models through which the ‘collective unconscious’ understands the world – in order to conceptualise the way social life in the
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Neapolitan underworld was underpinned by a limited repository of ‘protean’ expressive
forms of being, such as the ‘trickster’, the ‘strongman’, or the ‘scapegoat’, for example.
Nicaraguan gang members’ lives – both during their membership of the gang and after
leaving the gang – can similarly be said to conform to a limited number of different
potential trajectories, which when considered collectively, offer a window not just on
individual life experiences, but also on the dynamics of the broader socio-economic
setting within which these lives are lived.
In this respect, I particularly want to consider four archetypal gang member life trajectories that I believe are illuminating of the range of possible lived experiences of the
anti-politics of urban segregation and confinement. These are respectively the archetypes of ‘the vagrant’, ‘the delinquent’, ‘the migrant’, and ‘the penitent’.4 Taken together,
they represent the main forms of behaviour that individuals living in barrio Luis Fanor
Hernández can have in relation to the ambient urban anti-politics. None of these trajectories are necessarily mutually exclusive, as they could occur concurrently, while
others could happen sequentially. Moreover, strictly speaking, it could also be argued
that no all of them are trajectories per se. Migration, for example, might be seen as
an event that impacts on an individual’s trajectory, but I include it as a trajectory
because it is widely considered to be one by inhabitants of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández.
Obviously, due to space constraints [sic], I will only be able to delve into each of these
four archetypal trajectories schematically, and I will also focus principally on highlighting how each of them impacts on individuals’ experience of space.
The Vagrant
Julio was a prominent member of the barrio Luis Fanor Hernández gang in the mid1990s. He, however, left the gang in 1997 after the death of his father, feeling a machista
need to take on economic responsibility for his family as the oldest male offspring still
living at home. The fact that he had little education and few skills demarcating him from
the broader economically active population meant that he ended up turning to scavenging, scouring the streets of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández every day for any metallic
waste, to collect and then sell by the kilogram to local scrap metal merchants. On Saturday and Sunday mornings, he would also get up early to look for empty beer and rum
bottles discarded by drunks the previous evening, which he would then take to local pulperías (corner stores) in order to claim their deposit. Since 2002, Julio has been in a
couple with Maria, with whom he has had two children. They initially lived in Julio’s
family home, but made three sequential attempts to join new squatter settlements,
but for various reasons, Julio, Maria, and their two children have always ended up
returning back to Julio’s family home in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández. Julio blames
crackdowns on the squatter settlement attempts by the Managua the Municipal authorities for his return, but in actual fact each time he came back to the neighbourhood
before the crackdowns occurred. This is largely because Julio has clearly always been
very uncomfortable with the idea of leaving the neighbourhood, and even during
periods when he was trying to settle in a squatter settlement, he would spend the
majority of his days in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, ostensibly ‘defending’ his
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scavenging territory within it, but more often than not sitting on the sidewalks, chatting
with friends and passers-by, ‘keeping an eye on things’, as he put it. This particular
pattern of spatial behaviour was linked to the very aggressive discourse that Julio has
long held about how the neighbourhood is his ‘identity’, talking about it as being
‘his’, and feeling very proprietary about it and seeing himself as its ‘guardian’. This attitude partly stems from his time as a gang member (see Rodgers 2014a: 140–141), but it
also starkly highlights how for Julio, the limits of his barrio are the limits of his world.
The Delinquent
Bismarck joined the first post-revolutionary iteration of the neighbourhood gang in
1989, and left in 1999 after almost going to jail following a botched robbery. He then
became a drug dealer, initially as a small-time ‘mulero’, or street dealer, but then graduating to become a mid-level ‘pusher’, selling from his house. He was extremely successful, making on average over $1100 a month in profit, an extremely high sum compared
to the average wage in Nicaragua at the time – for the minority who had stable work, of
course – of around $150 a month (see Rodgers 2016). Partly as a result of my urgings,
Bismarck ceased to deal drugs in 2006, and invested his profits in property in barrio
Luis Fanor Hernández, buying a mixture of houses, corner stores, and a motorcycle
repair shop, all of which he rented out. Although his monthly income has fallen by
about a third, he nevertheless continues to be affluent by comparison to most in the
neighbourhood, for example being able to afford a gastric bypass operation – following
significant weight gain – in 2013 at Managua’s most expensive private hospital. Despite
his means, it is striking that Bismarck’s property empire remains limited to barrio Luis
Fanor Hernández – with the exception of a stall at the local market, which he however
only owned between 2006 and 2011 – when he would have the possibility to invest in
other parts of the city. I have found this doubly paradoxical over the years considering
the way that Bismarck talks about local inhabitants as being ‘different’, ‘sucio’ (dirty),
and ‘below’ him. During conversations together, he has however claimed that when
he dealt drugs, he stayed in the neighbourhood because his networks were there,
people he trusted for security and information, and on whom he could count in
order to ‘get things done’, and that this has determined his future path. Subsequently,
however, it has become clear that he cannot actually imagine living or operating outside
barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, and this despite the fact that he is well travelled within the
neighbourhood context, taking beach holidays to the Pacific Coast of Nicaragua or
Ometepe Island. Indeed, it is clear from our conversations that although he realises
that he is wealthier than many Nicaraguan middle class, he does not consider
himself of their world, and even if he looks down on the inhabitants of barrio Luis
Fanor Hernández, this is where he spatially locates himself.
The Migrant
Elvis was a gang member in the mid-1990s, who left in 1998 after having to spend six
weeks on the run because he brutally assaulted another youth in barrio Luis Fanor
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Hernández and – unusually – the victim’s family brought formal charges against him.
Elvis was, however, able to come back to the neighbourhood after his aunt and grandmother bribed the victim’s family to withdraw the case. He was clearly deeply marked
by his ‘exile’. As he put it during an interview in 2002:
It was horrible, I was running from here to there, millions of places, from one to the other to
avoid being caught, and it’s horrible, I tell you … You feel like you’re being tracked, hunted,
like an animal, always looking over your shoulder … I never want to be on the run again … I
felt completely lost, out of my depth, in the wrong place, and it was so good to be able to
come back to the barrio …

Elvis quickly settled into neighbourhood life again, but his dream was always to go to
Miami in order to join his mother, Marlene, who had emigrated there illegally in 1992.
She beneﬁtted from the Nicaraguan Adjustment and Central American Relief Act
(NACARA) in 1997, which provided an amnesty for certain categories of Nicaraguan
illegal migrants as ‘allies in the ﬁght against Communism’, and on being legalised,
immediately began the long bureaucratic process to bring Elvis over to the U.S. This
culminated in his being able to immigrate legally to Miami in 2009. By then he had
had a son and daughter with his girlfriend Nedesca, and he took the former two with
him, but left the latter behind, and furthermore cut off contact with his family in Nicaragua. The latter complained bitterly about Elvis, but when I met him in Miami on my
way to Nicaragua in 2014, he told me that his life was now in the U.S., and that
‘although this place is crazy’, and sometimes wonders whether he ‘wasn’t better off in
Nicaragua’, ultimately he feels lucky to have ‘escaped’ Nicaragua, and never wants to
go back. His goal is to bring Nedesca over and then he’ll ﬁnally have cut all ties with
barrio Luis Fanor Hernández.
The Penitent
Miguel was a barrio Luis Fanor Hernández gang member in the late 1990s and early
2000s, and left the gang in 2004 after converting to evangelical Protestantism. Contrarily to the situation reported in other Central American countries (see Brenneman
2011), Miguel did not convert in order to ‘escape’ the gang. Rather, desistance from
the gang is generally a non-hostile process in Nicaragua, and is indeed seen as something natural and inevitable – see Rodgers (2014b) – to the extent that there exists a
common saying among Nicaraguan gang members that ‘no hay viejos pandilleros’
(‘there are no old gang members’). According to Miguel, he instead underwent a
sudden ‘Road to Damascus’ conversion, simply ‘seeing the light’ one day and ‘changing
my life’. As he put it:
I was lost, lost in delinquency, in evil, in drinking, I was taking drugs, killing people, hurting
people, but then God came to me one night and told me that I could leave this life, that I
could learn to walk the path of the righteous and be a good man … So I became evangelical
and left the gang, and now I live my life through the Bible, following the word of God …

Perhaps not surprisingly, my interviews with Miguel were always very intense, as he
would not only answer my questions but seek to convert me. It rapidly became clear,
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however, that Miguel was much more fanatical than his coreligionists, and I always had
a distinct impression that he seemed to be trying too hard to persuade me of his conversion. This led me to ask other gang members and inhabitants of barrio Luis Fanor
Hernández about it, and it rapidly became apparent that his motivations for converting
were more complex. In particular, his conversion coincided with a rather sordid episode
where Miguel had got blind drunk and other gang members had stripped him naked,
tied him up to a lamp-post, and then took photos of him unconscious with their
penises in his mouth with their phones, which were then widely circulated in the
barrio. As Lancaster (1992) has highlighted, the dynamics surrounding homosexuality
are complex in Nicaragua, but so-called cochones (homosexuals) are not accepted in the
gang. Rather, they are more often than not bullied and beaten, both by gang members
and non-gang members in the barrio. In this particular political economy of shame and
stigma, Miguel effectively had a choice between leaving the neighbourhood or becoming
an evangelical Christian, which allowed him to claim ‘exemption’ from the everyday
rules of the sinful world of the barrio.
Towards a Political Taxonomy of Non-protest
The four archetypal life trajectories presented above offer us a revealing picture of the
variegated lived experience of what we might term ‘urban anti-politics’, that is to say, of
the way in which urban segregation and confinement constrain the possibilities for political action. In particular, the juxtaposition of the trajectories highlights two general
issues. Firstly, how the experience of urban segregation and confinement can be internalised in very different ways, yet these can still be non-political in a transformative
sense. The contrast between Julio (‘the vagrant’) and Bismarck (‘the delinquent’) is
striking in this respect. Although Bismarck has ‘made it’ within the neighbourhood
context, while Julio has not, both of their lives remain very much contained within
the spatial limits of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández. The differences in their trajectories
can be ascribed to a variety of factors, including their differing personalities, familial
contexts, and networks – Bismarck had close contacts in the burgeoning drugs trade
in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández that allowed him to become a dealer, while Julio did
not and became a scavenger instead. But it is striking that despite this they have assimilated their place within the spatial political economy of the city, and remain anchored to
the neighbourhood in a way that does not challenge the spatial order of things.
Secondly, while different forms of escape from urban confinement are clearly possible, there is nothing inherently political about escaping, insofar as escape does not
necessarily challenge the spatial order of things. The contrasting trajectories of Elvis
(‘the migrant’) and Miguel (‘the penitent’) illustrate this very well. Elvis has physically
escaped from barrio Luis Fanor Hernández by emigrating to Miami, while Miguel has
escaped psychologically, through evangelical conversion. The specific trajectories of real
and imaginary mobility once again come down to differing personalities, familial contexts, and networks – Elvis’ mother had already emigrated to the U.S. and was able to
sponsor him, while Miguel had no family members there (but he would have happily
tried to emigrate to the U.S. had he had any, and had, in fact, joined an American
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evangelical church partly because he thought it might provide migratory opportunities).
At the same time, it is interesting to note that the trigger for escapism for both Miguel
and Elvis was a socially traumatic event (being ‘exiled’ in the case of the latter, and suffering sexual abuse in the case of the former).
What these two types of responses suggest is that we need to think about spatial politics in much broader terms than simply contestation or non-contestation. In this regard,
Hirschman’s (1970) famous taxonomy of political action as being able to involve the
different options of ‘exit, voice, and loyalty’ is potentially useful to think with, insofar
as an analogy can be made about the spatial politics of confinement whereby voice
might map onto contestation – which did not exist in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández
– exit on the escapism epitomised by the trajectories of Elvis and Miguel, and loyalty
on the normative assimilation of the spatial status quo demonstrated by Julio and Bismarck’s trajectories. This allows us to consider the anti-political consequences of urban
confinement beyond a contestation/non-contestation dichotomy that an approach
grounded in Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) idea about ‘lines of flights’ promotes,
thereby moving away from one-sided agential visions of the political, and explicitly
grounding the terrain of politics in the interaction between space and agency in a
more nuanced and less deterministic manner.

Conclusion
The starting point of this article was the problematic nature of assuming an immanence
of insurrection in reaction to global neo-Haussmannisation. The example of twentyfirst-century Managua suggests that an iniquitous process of metropolitan transformation based on increasing segregation and confinement of the periphery can occur
without producing contestation or meaningful political protest, something that contrasts strongly with the confinement associated with prisons, camps, or detention
centres as described by the guest editors of this special issue in their introduction.
Drawing on the example of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, a poor neighbourhood in
Managua, I attempted to show how this is at least partly due to the fact that certain
forms of urban confinement can have inherently anti-political consequences, in the
sense developed by Arendt (1966) in relation to totalitarian regimes, that is to say, by
closing off the possibility for contestation by excluding the very notion of plural
spatial belonging from the everyday political imaginary. Resistance is by no means guaranteed under such circumstances, thus illustrating the importance of not necessarily
assuming that hope will inevitably triumph over abjection, as the guest editors of this
special issue seem to suggest is the case in their introduction. This is paradoxically
perhaps a function of the fundamental differences between closed forms of spatial confinement such as prisons or camps, where there is little to lose, and more open ones
such as slums and shantytowns, which offer a glimpse of possible alternatives that
when seemingly unattainable, lead to forms of disillusion and nihilism (see also
Rodgers 2014a).
Having said this, the juxtaposition of archetypal life trajectories of barrio Luis Fanor
Hernández gang members highlights how there can be a range of potential reactions to
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confinement, even if these are not political in the sense that they do not actively have
any transformative potential. Drawing on Hirschman’s (1970) famous political taxonomy of ‘exit, voice, and loyalty’, I have tried to highlight how contestation is only one of
several possible forms of political action, and that political action should therefore
always be seen as based on a dialectical articulation not just of agency, but also
space. Any analysis of the dynamics of confinement therefore needs to be based on a
consideration of the interaction between the two rather than focusing on one at the
expense of the other. Certainly, in a neo-Haussmannised world, it is clear that segregated urban space is not simply a theatre of potential confrontation, but it is also the
means through which oppression occurs. The roads and the compartmentalisation
associated with urban confinement constitute powerful weapons that are not just physical manifestations, but forms of political action that can impose particular ways of
being, including generating an urban anti-politics through the active destruction of
an imagination of contestation and resistance.
When seen from this perspective, arguably the most important insight to be gained
from Dikeç’s (2012: 669) notion that space needs to be thought of as ‘a mode of political
thinking’ is that this must be interpreted as both denouncing and determining how
forms of urban anti-politics might be overcome in order to promote more generative
form of spatial politics. Perhaps in this way, we might also be able to come up with
means through which to promote more meaningful ‘lines of flight’ in prisons, camps,
and detention centres, in order to challenge forms of both social and spatial injustice
more universally, and more systematically.

Notes
1. This name is a pseudonym, as are the names of all the individuals mentioned in this article.
2. For more information about the demographics, history and general social fabric of the neighbourhood, see Rodgers (2014a).
3. Over the course of the past two decades of research, I have sought to have some form of direct
interaction with every single individual who has been a member of the barrio Luis Fanor Hernández gang since 1996, and I have carried out formal, one-off interviews with about half of the
total number. This subset of 70 individuals was selected through a combination of serendipity,
convenience, and purposeful sampling, and is generally representative of the population of gang
members that have emerged in barrio Luis Fanor Hernández since 1996. I have also carried out
11 formal group interviews, as well as several individual interviews with former gang members
from before 1996 (to these should also be added hundreds of hours of informal individual and
group conversations and interactions, as well as over one hundred interviews with non-gang
member inhabitants of barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, which have almost always included
some discussion of gangs). From my second visit in 2002 onwards, however, I have also
engaged in regularly ‘repeat interviewing’ a second, smaller subset of 17 gang members. I
began with an initial group of seven gang members whom I first interviewed in the 1996–
1997, adding two more individuals to this longitudinal sample in 2002, two more in 2003,
another two in 2007, three more in 2009, and one more in 2012, to reflect evolving gang
member generations. I have interviewed the individuals in this group every time I have returned
to barrio Luis Fanor Hernández, although in four cases there have been gaps in my interviewing,
due to one individual temporarily migrating to Costa Rica, and three others being incarcerated
(one twice). On the basis of my broader contextual knowledge, I believe that the trajectories of
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these 17 individuals are broadly illustrative of gang member life possibilities in barrio Luis Fanor
Hernández. For further information about my methodological approach, including in relation to
the advantages and disadvantages of its longitudinal nature, see Rodgers (2017, 2014c).
4. I derive these labels from vernacular terms, namely ‘vago’, ‘delincuente’, ‘migrante’, and ‘penitente’, which the individuals involved – as well as their social environment and others with
similar trajectories – used to describe themselves. The first two expressions have perhaps
more specific connotations than their English-language equivalents, with ‘vago’ in particular
describing a state of being relating to the condition of being underemployed and willing to
engage in semi-legal activities rather than any sense of geographical mobility, and ‘delincuente’
referring specifically to involvement in illegal and violent activities.
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