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BOOK REVIEW

Historia de las Villas en la Ciudad de Buenos Aires: Desde los orígenes hasta nuestros días
[History of the shantytowns in the city of Buenos Aires: from the origins to the present] by
Valeria Snitcofsky, Buenos Aires: Bisman ediciones, 2022, 328 pp., free open access as pdf, no
price available for print version

Villas miseria, favelas, callampas, shantytowns, and bidonvilles are not just different names for informal
settlements; they also reflect the distinctiveness of each territory and its socio-political and economic
processes. In Historia de las Villas en la Ciudad de Buenos Aires, Snitcofsky provides a historical recon-
struction of the villas in Argentina’s capital city. Her approach centers on the legacies of community-
based organizations, highlighting their role in providing basic infrastructure services and asserting
claims against the state. In a certain way, this is a history of the city seen from its margins, from the
territories that were not planned by the state but later addressed by it in response to the struggle of
its inhabitants.

The book stands out for its multiplicity of sources, including governmental, journalistic, and scho-
larly materials, as well as literary chronicles, plays, songs, films, and graphic humour. These non-aca-
demic sources are presented as a kaleidoscope, creating an atmosphere that deepens the reader’s
understanding of historical periods. Furthermore, the monograph includes oral history testimonies
and personal archives from settlers, featuring documents and photographs that, in some instances, sur-
vived forced evictions, police searches, or house fires. It also includes materials kept by priests, lawyers,
architects, and other professionals who, over the years, supported the residents’ claims.

Organized chronologically, the book’s chapters trace significant events related to the state, and social
and political organization within the villas, serving as points of reference. The analysis begins by inves-
tigating the origins of the villas. The first chapter provides historical background, tracing the origin of
the first precarious neighbourhood called ‘Villa’ back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries. This informal settlement, self-built by European migrants and unemployed individuals in response
to the 1930s international crisis, predated the conceptualization of the term ‘villa’ (shantytown in Argen-
tinian Spanish). Therefore, the author discusses the more traditional periodisations that place this pro-
cess in the middle of the twentieth century, driven by internal migrations during the first Peronist
government’s import substitution industrialization (1946-1955). Likewise, the author discusses perspec-
tives that separate these urban processes from the world of labour, highlighting their origin’s connection
to industries and job opportunities located in their proximity.

The second chapter begins in the mid-twentieth century, a period when the villas gained prominence
amid internal migrations spurred by structural economic changes. Informal settlements grew and
became objects of urban concern for the state, not merely economically but also culturally and morally.
In response to policies mandating eviction, eradication, and relocation to emergency housing com-
plexes, the political organization of villa inhabitants –most of them working-class – took shape, adapting
organizational structures and practices characteristic of trade unionism.

The following chapters cover a sequence of years that alternate between the military dictatorship of
1966-1973 (Chapter 3), a brief three-year period of democratic rule (Chapter 4), and finally Argentina’s
bloodiest military dictatorship between 1976-1983 (Chapter 5). Throughout this period marked by the
growth of the villas – both in population and size, as well as in urban challenges and political significance
– Snitcofsky reconstructs the trajectories of villa organizations. These organizations established national
and international networks, and played a central role in the debates between Peronism and anti-

PLANNING PERSPECTIVES

http://www.tandfonline.com


Peronism and, later, between the popular and right-wing sectors of this political movement, all within
the context of heightened paramilitary actions in the1970s.

As a result of authoritarian regimes, more than 90% of villa residents were evicted, and their homes
were systematically destroyed using bulldozers as part of the repression’s advance. Snitcofsky’s analysis
of this period demonstrates the political significance of the conflicts between the eradication and settle-
ment of villas as a response to the issue of urban informality. This is due to the importance of real estate
valuation within the structural reform of the Argentine state, as well as the organizational capacity of the
affected sector, which formed alliances with the labour movement, the Catholic Church, and pro-
fessional groups.

Finally, an epilogue concludes the historical journey, presenting a series of trends that bring us up to
the present day. It provides an update on how the state has addressed the urban and housing ‘problems’
of the villas and explores the transformations in the challenges of daily life and the collective approaches
to solving them.

In summary,Historia de las Villas en la Ciudad de Buenos Aires reconstructs the way in which, within
the urban interstices abandoned by state planning, the organization of the materiality of life unfolded
through the construction of social and political relations among individual and collective subjects.
They contested the production, use, and appropriation of urban space. Furthermore, by restoring the
link between villa dwellers and the world of labour, Snitcofsky underscores the centrality of productive
dynamics in the transformation of the territory.

This book provides an insight into the historical formation of informal settlements in Buenos Aires
and allows a dialogue with similar processes in other regions. It stands as a significant contribution for
individuals interested in the historiographical reconstruction of territorial development. Moreover, the
book provides valuable insights for those engaged in the analysis of social struggles for access to urban
space and current spatial inequalities. In particular, it is essential for those interested in the spatial trans-
formations established by military dictatorships and authoritarian regimes in Latin America, and their
ongoing consequences.
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