
Radical Housing Journal, June 2026 
Vol 8(1): 33-54 

   Section: Long Read 
DOI: 10.54825/LOOY2998 

ISSN 2632-2870 | www.radicalhousingjournal.org | This work is licensed under 
 

 
Transitivity between the 
formal and the informal:  
Critical social reproduction and 
peripheral real estate markets 
 

 
 

Thiago Canettieri 
Department of Urbanism, Federal University of Minas Gerais 

Laura Vilela Campos 
Leonardo Bahia 
Catarina Ferolla 
Federal University of Minas Gerais 

 

 
 Abstract 
This paper contributes to the literature in the field of urban studies by 
moving beyond the formal/informal binaries. Based on ethnographic-
inspired research in a metropolitan periphery of Belo Horizonte (Brazil) 
we argue that real estate properties in peripheries transition between 
regimes of formality and informality, adapting to the different moments 
of families' social reproduction. Thus, the text aims to understand the 
existing divergences and convergences between formal and informal real 
estate markets and how they integrate the networks of everyday life in 
the periphery. The paper proposes the concepts of peripheral real estate 
markets and critical social reproduction to articulate, respectively, the 
market practices of real estate properties carried out in the urban 
peripheries and the strategies for reproducing life in a context of crisis. 
In this manner, it sheds light on the central role of land and housing in 
the lives of the urban poor, which, more than just serving as shelter, 
represent ways through which they can make up for low incomes and 
unemployment. 
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Introduction 

Urban peripheries are spaces where the urban poor reproduce daily and deal with 
accumulated adversities. At first glance, it might lead one to mistakenly perceive the 
periphery as a ‘backward’ place, but there is nothing atavistic about it. On the contrary, the 
peripheries are the functional and necessary expression for the reproduction of capital and 
production relations. They represent the negative mode of insertion into the capitalist system 
through precariousness and informality. Thus, urban peripheries can be understood as a 
spatial expression of social inequalities arising from the contradictions of urbanization. 

Peripheral real estate markets constitute ways through which the urban poor access 
housing, navigate between the formal and the informal, and (re)produce and fragment real 
estate properties. Here, we call peripheral real estate markets the market practices of real 
estate properties carried out in the urban peripheries. This can involve the transactions of 
houses, sheds, backyard lots, and slabs, both for sale and for rent. These spatial practices,  
that revolve around property ownership, configure strategies for the social reproduction1  of 
families in the Brazilian peripheries.     

The logics of accessing urban land2 (Abramo, 2019) play a fundamental role in the 
organization and shape of Brazilian cities, marked by segregated and extensive processes of 
peripheralization. In this context, characterized by an extremely restricted urban land market 
and depressed wages, state urban planning and most academic literature on the subject view 
the resulting real estate markets as segmented. According to this view, there are ‘dual real 
estate markets’, formal and informal, that accumulate differences in building standards, 
construction processes, property ownership, and socio-occupational segments. 

However, contemporary scholarship demonstrates that the opposition between formal 
and informal is insufficient to comprehend the dynamics of peripheral urbanization fully 
(Roy, 2011; Caldeira, 2017; Streule et al. 2020; Tonucci, 2023). The recurrent use of this 
binomial reinforces spatial distinctions when, in practice, the boundaries are more nuanced 
and porous, operating as a “continuum” rather than separate sectors. Through this more 
critical lens, informality is perceived as a systemic ‘organizing logic’ that governs the urban 
transformation process and the transactions connecting different economies and spaces 
(Lombard; Horn, 2024).3 

 
1 Social reproduction refers to the set of material social processes and practices that ensure the continuity of 
society over time by sustaining the production of social life in all its variations. It encompasses the complex 
dynamics involved in the daily and intergenerational maintenance of individuals and families, remaining 
dialectically bound to the broader reproduction of the capitalist system. For more, see Katz (2008) and  
Bhattacharya (2017). 
2 Abramo (2019) describes three logics of access to urban land: i. the logic of the market; ii. the logic of the 
State; iii. the logic of necessity. According to Abramo (2019), the spaces produced by the logic of necessity are 
also organized by market practices and thus there is an articulation between the logics of market and necessity 
that manifests socially as the ‘informal land market’. 
3 Just as there are various manifestations of informality (land, constructive, urban, economic-contractual), one 
can speak of different types of regularization—of formality, therefore. In the context of this article, we address 
these terms generically precisely to emphasise the nuanced nature of the processes of (in)formalization, in which 
aspects of both terms of the formal-informal binary coexist in the built environment. 
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We draw on these critiques to argue that the categories of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’, as 
applied to peripheral real estate markets, should not be viewed as fixed or oppositional. On 
the contrary, we identify a fundamental transitivity between these regimes: formal and 
informal properties are not static states, but rather fluid conditions that adapt and transform 
in response to the changing needs of families’ social reproduction. This is a two-way process: 
we observe both the formalization of informal settlements—often mediated by state action 
through instruments such as land regularization—and the ‘informalization’ of originally 
formal properties. The latter occurs through residents’ everyday practices—such as self-
construction, extensions, or subdivisions—which, in adapting space to the demands of 
critical social reproduction, frequently transgress legal, notarial, urbanistic, or construction 
norms. We present the concept of ‘critical social reproduction’ as a conceptual framework 
designed to analyze the means and practices by which peripheral subjects sustain their lives 
amidst a context of structural capital crisis and the dissolution of the wage society. It 
designates the repertoire of strategies mobilized by "laborless laborers" to navigate the 
erosion of traditional mechanisms of social integration.4 

Debates on urban informality often adopt a state-centric perspective, focusing 
excessively on spatial expressions while overlooking popular practices that utilize informality 
for social reproduction. In  this article, we emphasize instead the processual, historical, and 
porous nature of the blurred boundaries between the formal and informal in Brazilian 
peripheral urbanization by observing spatial transformations through the everyday dynamics 
of peripheral life. This approach enables an understanding of the formal-informal 
relationship beyond oppositional categories. 

Here, we will discuss how the urban poor's private land ownership is mobilized in 
complex land plots that integrate their dynamics of social reproduction. The peripheries 
accumulate adversities such as precarious and uncertain labor and low income that constrain 
the ways people can reproduce themselves. In addition, rather than providing a stable safety 
net, state intervention in the urban margins remains fragmented and erratic, failing to 
institutionalize robust support for the daily and intergenerational requirements of social 
reproduction, like housing, transportation, sanitation etc. However, several alternatives are 
generated and developed to ensure daily survival, which we refer to in other publications as 
critical social reproduction, that is, the social reproduction that occurs in a context of crisis 
(Canettieri, 2023; 2024; 2025; forthcoming). Therefore, our goal is to demonstrate the 
relationship between peripheral real estate markets and the social reproduction strategies 
employed by peripheral families. This approach offers an important contribution to the 
literature on peripheral housing, as it seeks to integrate the pursuit of peripheral real estate 
ownership, whether formal or informal, with the critical social reproduction dynamics of 
families living in urban peripheries. Our central contribution lies in shifting the analytical lens 
from the legal-centered category of 'informality' to the concept of critical social reproduction. 
This framework reveals that the 'transitivity' of property—the constant shifting between 

 
4 The concept of "critical social reproduction" is being developed and has been presented by the authors in 
different publications that focus on the concept from various perspectives. See: Canettieri (2023; 2024; 2025; 
forthcoming). 
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formal and informal regimes—is a deliberate, vitalist strategy used by the urban poor to 
navigate systemic low income, wagelessness and economic crisis. In this sense, the text      
advances the analysis of peripheral urbanization by emphasizing the various nuances 
involved in its reproduction, opening space for critical reflection on public housing policies 
and urban struggles for housing, insofar as it offers a framework that is not limited to the 
binary dualism of formal and informal. 

As we will argue throughout the text, a peripheral real estate property can become 
informal or formal, depending on the set of reproduction relations and on negotiations with 
state institutions. Moreover, it is possible to observe the existence of boundaries in the 
peripheries that separate the areas where this transitivity is more recurrent from those where 
it is less so. This appears to consolidate different real estate markets—even though they are 
connected. In this manner, we hope to understand the existing divergences and convergences 
between the formal and informal real estate markets and how they integrate the networks of 
critical social reproduction. 

We have been conducting research5 since 2021 in an urban periphery of Belo Horizonte, 
observing social reproduction strategies, in an effort to understand the contextualized and 
lived experiences of urban residents—including how these shape interpretations of the 
significance of urban change (Schmid et al., 2018; Meth, 2020). To preserve the 
confidentiality of our sources, we have opted to omit the exact location and name of the 
studied area. All personal names are also omitted. The research is based on the ethnographic 
methodology, drawing on immersive fieldwork and combining it with different approaches: 
i) direct and participant observation of the routine of individuals and families; ii) semi-
structured or open interviews with selected interlocutors; iii) informal conversations with 
interlocutors; iv) data collection and official documentation; v) collection of formal and 
informal documentation of interest. Everything was recorded in field notebooks or audio 
recordings. Over the years of research, we have collected and cataloged real estate listings 
for both sale and rent in the research area, thus offering a broad perspective on the practices 
of the peripheral housing market and its transformations over time. In 2024 and 2025, a 
survey was conducted to investigate housing conditions within the study area, yielding 30 
responses. At the same time, approaches were made to the region's social assistance center, 
with the aim of getting closer to residents and public officials through roundtable discussions 
on various topics, including housing. Five roundtables were held with six to eight dwellers 
and social assistants with the aim discussing the real estate market in the area and forms of 
social reproduction. 

 

Formal and informal in urban studies 

In the field of urban studies, the concepts of the formal and the informal have been the 
subject of extensive debate and synthesis, evolving from a simplistic dichotomy to a more 

 
5 The research has been approved in the Research Ethics Committee of the Federal University of Minas Gerais 
(UFMG). 
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nuanced understanding of interconnected, multifaceted processes. Traditionally, formal 
urbanization was associated with state regulation, planning, and organized development, 
often regarded as the domain of urban modernity. In contrast, informal urbanization was 
defined as the opposite of the formal—characterized by irregularities in land use, 
construction, and property ownership—and frequently linked to poverty and resource 
scarcity (Roy, 2005; Schmidt et al. 2018). As discussed by Meth (2020, p. 3), in planning and 
housing policy, the idea of informal/ity/isation is frequently framed pejoratively and 
accompanied by a call for formalization. 

Recent literature challenges this dualistic view, arguing that formality and informality 
are not fixed categories, but rather exist along a continuum of overlapping and 
complementary degrees (Roy, 2005; 2011; McFarlane, 2012; Schmid et al., 2018; Rocco & 
Ballegooijen, 2019; Meth, 2020). Informality is understood as a mode of urbanization and an 
organizational logic that governs urban transformation itself, permeating all aspects of city 
life (Roy, 2005). It is recognized as a dynamic and multifaceted process shaped by interactions 
and negotiations among multiple actors, including the state itself. According to McFarlane 
(2012), the dichotomy between the formal and the informal is often deployed to reduce the 
broader discussion of urban space and to facilitate the classification of legal or illegal practices 
from a specific vantage point. While the concept is frequently invoked to describe housing 
conditions, the author notes that ‘the distinction is put into practice in relation to urban 
territory (favela and non-favela), groups (labour), and governance (monitoring, naming and 
intervention)’ (McFarlane, 2012, p. 89). Most of the literature focuses on the legal and formal 
aspects that distinguish the formal from the informal. Another considerable part focuses on 
the practices of the formal and informal markets, treating them as separate entities. As already 
mentioned, there is a critical literature on how this has been treated, but the analytical lens 
adopted often boils down to these two perspectives, even though they offer less dualistic and 
closed perspectives. In this text, however, we argue that looking through the lens of social 
reproduction allows us to understand that families constantly negotiate the formal and 
informal and adapt in ways they believe meet the reproductive demands of their domestic 
unit. In this way, the analytical lens of social reproduction can help us understand how real 
estate properties in peripheral urbanization can become formalized or informalized 
depending on the context. 

Informality manifests through the everyday practices and survival strategies employed 
by residents, planners, and entrepreneurs to navigate and shape the city (Roy, 2005). Far 
from being marginal, it constitutes a foundational component of urban growth dynamics—
particularly in the Global South—reflecting a convergence between legality and extralegality. 
These practices reveal how inhabitants of informal settlements act as transformative agents, 
engaging in collective action and self-construction to meet their housing and spatial needs 
beyond the reach of formal structures (Rocco & Ballegooijen, 2019). 

A crucial point lies in the complex and intertwined relationship between the state and 
urban informality. The state is not merely an opponent of informality, but rather an active 
agent that both produces and strategically employs it (Roy, 2011), given that building social 
housing is not sufficient to solve the housing crisis as well as eradicate informality, forcing 



 
Radical Housing Journal, June 2026, Vol 8(1) | Long Read 
 

 

38 

the state to recognize the latter’s role in urban life (Meth, 2020). This strategic use may occur 
through selective tolerance (so-called ‘sanctioned informality’), the uneven enforcement of 
laws, or even the suspension of legal frameworks to facilitate certain forms of development 
(McFarlane, 2012; Schmid et al., 2018; Meth, 2020). That is, formal and informal practices 
coexist within urban space, with the state operating at times through formal mechanisms—
such as legislation, public policies, and regulatory frameworks—and at other times through 
informal arrangements with economic agents or actors in the real estate market (McFarlane, 
2012). 

Meth (2020) emphasizes that state policies are not necessarily misformulated but rather 
seek to reinforce a culturally and socially embedded vision that positions the informal as 
undesirable. In this view, the informal is often associated with negative attributes—poverty, 
insecurity, backwardness—while the formal is constructed as the sole pathway to a proper 
urban life. By questioning the limits of formality as a universal promise of urban citizenship, 
highlighting informality as a constitutive process of urban life, and examining informal land 
markets as active and legitimate economic structures rather than marginal ones, these 
scholarly contributions offer conceptual tools that enrich the analysis of peripheral 
urbanization—especially when seeking to move beyond fixed and dichotomous categories. 
Meth’s research demonstrates that even under conditions of formality, marginality may 
persist, meaning that formalization does not necessarily lead to improved living conditions. 
Formality does not inherently operate as a synonym for security or emancipation. Through 
the concept of “marginalised formalization”, the author shows how, in many cases, the 
formalization of peripheral territories gives rise to new forms of exclusion. This occurs 
because formality is often understood solely as a legal category, a view that obscures the 
strategic agency of the urban poor. This reductive legalism also fails to account for the 
inherent transitivity of peripheral assets. By examining the everyday use of property, we 
demonstrate that what the State classifies as a rigid legal status is, in practice, a dynamic 
spatial strategy where formality and informality are mobilized as complementary resources 
for social reproduction. The peripheral real estate emerges not as a static legal entity, but as 
a multipurpose tool used to navigate the formal-informal nexus allowing families deal with 
the constitutive precariousness of the peripheries.  

Muñoz-Sotomayor, Sánchez, and Bueno (2021) expand the debate by emphasizing the 
structuring role of the land market in informality, revealing that market dynamics, including 
how land speculation and profit-oriented logics deeply shape informal settlements. The myth 
of informality as a low-cost housing solution is deconstructed, as in many cases informal 
plots are sold at high prices, exceeding the purchasing power of low-income families. Urban 
land is thus treated as a commodity, and the logic of profit prevails even within illegal 
territories, giving rise to submarkets governed by social norms, community-based practices, 
and trust-based relationships. 

Pedro Abramo (2019) identifies two dynamics in the production of urban informality 
in Latin America. The first, more common during phases of accelerated urbanization, 
involves the expansion of the urban fabric through squatting and informal subdivisions, 
enabling migrants and the urban poor to establish a foothold in the city. The second, more 
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recent dynamic, observed in already consolidated urban areas, refers to the densification and 
verticalization of popular territories, where the integration of the urban poor into informal 
areas increasingly occurs through the informal real estate market, rather than exclusively 
through direct occupation. 

This processual approach enables actors to move beyond the notion of informality as 
mere legal transgression. Instead, informality is proposed as an alternative form of regulation, 
structured through informal institutions, local arrangements, and flexible agreements—often 
recognized and even incorporated by formal governmental structures. The state, far from 
being an absent or neutral agent, is understood here as a co-producer of informality, whether 
through selective omission, the fragmentation of its policies, or the ambiguous tolerance of 
certain practices. 

In sum, contemporary framings of formal and informal urbanization transcend binary 
thinking, and recognizes them as coexisting, interconnected, and continuously negotiated 
processes. It is crucial to emphasize the nuanced, shifting boundaries between these 
categories and their mutual entanglement. Informality is not merely an anomaly, but a 
socially, economically, and culturally embedded mode of spatial production—actively shaped 
and mobilized by a variety of actors through a dynamic process of adaptation and 
contestation within the logics of contemporary urbanism. 

 

Critical social reproduction in the peripheries 

Cities have become privileged spaces for the commodity-based production of space, 
and in this way, they become the locus of commodity domination. Evidently, this process 
manifests differently across distinct spatial contexts. That said, we can recognize, therefore, 
that the production of space in the periphery is different from that in the center. However, even 
in peripheral territories where formal normative landmarks are not the norm, this sociability 
based on property reproduces itself. The working classes produce their own responses to 
this form that mimic, negotiate and tension the notion of legally formal private property. 

Brazilian urbanization occurs through the development of peripheries—after all, a non-
negligible part of the working class either cannot find work or submits to the regime of super-
exploitation and thus depends on the autoconstruction of their own houses and 
neighborhoods (Ferro, 1969; Maricato, 1979; Holston, 1991; Caldeira, 2017), which occurs 
by incorporating distant lands into the fabric of urbanization and activating peripheral real 
estate markets of rental and selling. 

Historically, urban peripheries in Brazil were described as places of the “low wages” 
(Maricato, 1979) or as the space of the "reserve army of labor" (Oliveira, 2003). Peripheral 
dwellers awaited formal integration through ongoing industrialization. Today, however, that 
teleological horizon has vanished6 (Schwarz, 1999). The contemporary periphery is inhabited 

 
6 This diagnosis stems from the formulations of Robert Kurz (2014), where the author identifies, from the 
inherent contradiction of capital reproduction, the internal tendency to no longer absorb living labor into 
production circuits, leading to a terminal crisis of the system. 
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by "laborless laborers", subjects whose lives are no longer organized around the formal wage, 
but around the permanent management of precariousness (Canettieri, 2024; forthcoming).  
The recent developments of the labour crisis have deepened this condition and blocked the 
expectations of integration into labour citizenship producing what Denning (2010) has called 
the “wageless life”. It has become more evident that the periphery depends on a complex 
network of side gigs and hustles, the so-called viração,7 to access the money necessary to stay 
alive in this system. While these activities are not wage labor, they constitute intense forms 
of income generation that occur outside the 'labor-form' horizon. 

Therefore, we can describe the practices of social reproduction that occur in the 
peripheries as a complex web of activities that are not labor. They are social practices that 
remain subject to the need to earn money; after all, the determination of existence in 
capitalism goes through monetization. Thus, peripheral classes find various ways to ensure 
reproduction in this crisis context. The idea we present, critical social reproduction (Canettieri, 
2023; 2024; 2025), captures the specific form of reproduction of the laborless laborers 
(Canettieri, forthcoming), that are no longer absorbed in the productive circuits of value and 
that, at the same time, are subjected to socialization through money. The concept designates 
the practices mobilized to sustain life precisely where the wage form has eroded. Crucially, 
this does not imply a retreat into a pre-capitalist economy of subsistence or "mere survival." 
On the contrary, peripheral life remains intensely monetized; everything from basic utilities 
to social status requires the constant circulation of money. In the absence of stable wages, 
the "viração" emerges as a form of “vitalist pragmatism” (Gago, 2018) where money must 
be captured through a fragmented repertoire of activities. This concept provides analytical 
leverage by explaining how, in the absence of a wage, the domestic unit mobilizes different 
strategies for reproduction.  

In this context, the house and the lot undergo a functional metamorphosis. They are no 
longer just a shelter or a family heritage; they become a central node for accessing non-wage 
income. Through practices of "rentierism from below" (Paolinelli, 2023), the subdivision of 
lots for commercial use, for the creation of new units to the peripheral real estate market, or 
the mobilization of property as collateral in informal credit circuits, real estate property is 
transformed into an asset that may produce income. The "transitivity" between formal and 
informal regimes is, thus, the spatial expression of this constant struggle to secure the 
material requirements of life in an era of diminishing expectations. Here, we discuss how 
peripheral real estate markets integrate these strategies, transforming the house in a source 
of income. 

 

 

 
7  “Viração” is a native category, observed recurrently in labourless labourer's narratives, a colloquial term very 
characteristic of Brazil. Viração means overcoming adversity and surviving. It designates a particular type of 
work, marked by instability, contingency and inconstancy. The term helps to define a specific provisional 
condition that is part of the reproduction dynamics of these workers who move between legal and illegal, formal 
and informal, permanent and temporary work, contracting and self-employment, etc. For more, see Telles 
(2006). 
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Peripheral real estate markets 

The formal real estate market can be characterized by practices recognized by the state's 
regulatory apparatus, which provide the legal security that guarantees transactions and 
ownership. This means that this market is restricted to a considerable portion of the 
population that cannot access it. The informal real estate market for land—understood as 
transactions of properties that occur outside the regulatory framework of the Modern Rule 
of Law involving irregularities in urban planning guidelines, construction guidelines, 
contractual situations and in relation to formally recognised property rights—is, therefore, 
the main means of access of the poor to the city (Abramo, 2019; Bouwmeester & Hartmann, 
2021). 

Despite being scarce, research on peripheral real estate markets has gained relevance 
over the last three decades, especially in recent years (Scalco & De Oliveira, 2011; Abramo, 
2019; Bouwmeester & Hartmann, 2021; Paolinelli, 2023; Kawahara, 2023). The relative 
increase in interest in the subject accompanied a change in perception about real estate 
markets in the periphery: they are more central than initially conceived. For a long time, social 
theory viewed the production of the peripheral built environment carried out through self-
construction as pure use value and, therefore, without exchange value (Ferro, 1969; Oliveira, 
2003; Maricato, 1979; Holston, 1991). However, the findings on the functioning of the real 
estate market in informal territories compel us to pay attention to these practices. After all, 
the construction of houses transforms the urban poor into ‘small urban property owners’ 
(Ferro, 1969) who, in this way, can negotiate their property in various real estate markets. 

In addition to the increasing relevance attributed to peripheral real estate markets, there 
is also a growing recognition of the complexity and dynamics involved in producing the built 
environment in these areas. On the one hand, it is possible to speak of a division in 
urbanization that produces a segregated city between the formal and informal real estate 
markets (Abramo, 2019); on the other hand, it is necessary to consider the various channels 
of communication that exist between them. As Abramo (2019, p. 30), explains, ‘the forms 
of interaction between the formal and informal land markets can be of a complementary 
nature, a competitive one or a “border effect” with mutual influence on the behaviour and 
strategy of the agents of both markets’. More than that, it would also be necessary to 
recognise, as Bouwmeester and Hartmann (2021) do, that the institutions supporting the 
informal land market are strongly intertwined with the formal processes of production and 
regulation of space, whether through the flexibilization of legislation or the omission and 
oversight. 

However, the informal real estate market cannot be understood only as a side effect of 
housing provision driven by the logic of need, as described by Abramo (2019). This can be 
verified in Kawahara's (2023) research, which confirms the existence of a myriad of actors 
operating in the informal real estate market, including criminal groups, city hall technicians, 
politicians, neighbourhood associations, and social movements, among others. There seems 
to be a certain convergence in the practice of these agents that is ‘increasingly dominated by 
commodified, rentiership and speculative land dynamics’ (Tonucci, 2023, p.5). In this sense, 
the research by Scalco & De Oliveira (2011) on the informal real estate market in Curitiba 
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indicated that the informal market does not always offer lower prices than the formal market, 
a finding also corroborated by Abramo (2019). The latter considers that the irregularity may 
constitute a factor of appreciation, rather than depreciation, of the property, as the resident 
in this condition is exempt from the limitations imposed by urban legislation, allowing greater 
flexibility in the use of the building. This is especially important for the critical social 
reproduction of families that, without job prospects and without the security of a salary, 
often use their own residence as a space for income generation, either through the rental of 
backyard shacks, extensions or vertical annexes or through the opening of a business or 
workspace within the very premises of the home. 

While the immediate need to live in the city can be met through the acquisition of a 
house, whether through occupation, public policies or purchase, the need to remain in that 
house depends on a continuous flow of money that, in the case of individuals without a 
salary, cannot be guaranteed through registered employment, which is sparse and uncertain. 
Thus, land rent emerges as a resource to be mobilized for the reproduction of the domestic 
unit—this is what Paolinelli (2023) referred to as ‘rentierism from below’.8 Giavarotti (2018) 
observed in his fieldwork that land ownership is often mobilized to produce 
microenterprises, another resource of critical social reproduction based on real estate. In this 
regard, it is essential to include reproductive dynamics in understanding real estate markets 
(formal or informal). 

On the one hand, formal properties provide owners with certain legal protections. On 
the other hand, informal spaces ensure flexibility in the face of rigid urban and construction 
guidelines, allowing for a certain degree of appropriation and malleability of the house. Both 
can integrate, from different realities and contexts, into the social reproduction practices of 
peripheral families. 

Peripheral urbanization occurs through a specific temporality, as areas are incrementally 
incorporated into the urban fabric, often produced by the urban poor themselves (Caldeira, 
2017; Streule et al., 2020) aggregating new pieces that aim to meet families' needs (Matta, 
2022). Forms of peripheral associativism make improvements to consolidate the new 
neighbourhood (Holston, 2008). Once consolidated, the commodification of this space is 
intensified (Tonucci, 2023). Many times, this place, if informally originated, can undergo land 
regularization and property titles are issued. Often, expulsion occurs in these areas when 
these processes are underway (Guerreiro, 2024). 

In sum, peripheral real estate markets are an integral and profitable part of the urban 
system, driven by demand for affordable housing and profit opportunities. They reflect a 
complex and fluid interaction between the formal and informal spheres in which informality 
is both a response to formal market exclusions and a market mechanism (Abramo, 2019; 
Muñoz-Sotomayor, Sánchez; Sanchez, 2021). 

 

 

 
8 Paolinelli (2023) echoes Gago’s (2018) notion of ‘neoliberalism from below’. 
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History of the area 

Our study area,9 classified as peripheral urbanization, is located near the edge of the 
capital of Minas Gerais. According to preliminary data from the 2022 census,  it has a 
population of 6,913. It is a typical neighborhood of the outskirts, occupied by lower-income 
classes. In this locality, housing developments have been produced in various forms, 
including allotments, terraced houses, and buildings, as well as processes of ‘favelization’ and 
recent urban occupations. All these elements indicate a high degree of heterogeneity in the 
ways people occupy space. 

The first occupations date back to the 1970s. Although still sparse at the time, they were 
inserted within a context of expansion of the city's boundaries and conurbation with 
neighbouring municipalities. However, it was in the 1990s that this process gained greater 
robustness. In 1991, the government began to allocate lots of 160m² - which originated from 
municipal land within the region - for the resettlement of families from different areas of the 
city that were either in risk areas or close to locations that would undergo infrastructure work, 
mainly roadwork. Initially, while the       infrastructural work of allotments was not completed, 
the future residents of this public housing development      already resettled on site      received 
black tarpaulin and plywood from the municipal authorities to construct their living space, a 
situation in which they remained for more than three years.  

The actual construction of the masonry housing began to be carried out by the residents 
themselves, but was completed through a contract between the city hall and contractors in 
1993. These produced units had their titling transferred to the beneficiaries by the 
municipality. During the construction process, families from the surrounding area and other 
parts of Belo Horizonte, upon learning of the housing program undertaken by the C     ity 
H     all, began to occupy an area next to the public allotment, hoping to also be included in 
the program. However, as they did not have social security registration, what was established 
instead was the space referred to as a favela, a group initially composed of 70 residents who, 
in the years 1994 and 1995, occupied the place with improvised residences made of tarpaulin 
and plywood. These characteristics, associated with the public power’s deliberate lack of 
surveillance and infrastructure provision, resulted in a serious fire in 1997 that destroyed part 
of those dwellings. Even so, the occupation of this territory continued in the following 
decades.  

At the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, construction works for the 
Housing  Participatory Budget10 started to roll out in the area, with the construction of a 
housing complex with horizontal typologies consisting of 100 semi-detached houses and two 
vertical housing complexes that together generated 32 apartments, intended for families from 

 
9 The history of the area that we present here was based on various sources: the accounts of our research 
interlocutors; information gathered from requests for access to information to the Urban Development 
Company of Belo Horizonte (Urbel); material consulted in the collections of the Public Archive of the City of 
Belo Horizonte; as well as material collected from the Cultural Center of the neighbourhood, on social media 
and in the media in general. 
10 The Belo Horizonte Housing Participatory Budget, established in 1996, is focused on “social housing” and 
upgrading informal settlements. It involves local assemblies and voting to prioritize urban infrastructure and 
housing construction, highlighting decentralization and community empowerment in urban policy. 
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the social security registers of the city hall of Belo Horizonte. These properties were also 
subject to land regularization and properties titling, transferring ownership of the land to the 
residents. In the following decade, a more significant land conflict emerged. Initially, an area 
situated in a valley with high geological risk and on the banks of a watercourse was inhabited 
by around 50 families, who built wooden shacks that were later replaced by brick houses 
over time. This process expanded in 2013 with the occupation of another large abandoned 
area where interventions from the private sector and municipal power were planned. The 
territory received around 2,000 families during this period and suffered from forced 
repossession attempts. 

Moreover, this complex web of peripheral territories, with a multiplicity of forms that 
coexist based on relationships specific to this type of urbanization, is surrounded by private 
developments produced in the early 2000s. These are targeted at the formal real estate market 
(albeit geographically peripheral) and involve the production of single-family housing units 
already equipped with urban infrastructure.  

The public allotment was a ‘pioneering’ occupation of that space. The neighbors’ 
associations’ struggles ensured this population's access to rights and urban infrastructure.11 
The private development, which arrived a few years later, took advantage of the expansion 
of urban infrastructure, the provision of public services, and the strong axis of urban growth 
that has established itself in this region of the city and its surroundings.  

Through the schematic representations of land occupation since the beginning of this 
century in Figure 1, it is possible to identify the changes that have occurred in the studied 
area. In all of them, it is possible to observe the gradual development of greater construction 
density alongside low-intensity verticalization.  

 

 
11 It is important to consider that, as Holston (2008) argues, the form of neighbourhood association in the 
peripheries produced not only peripheral neighbourhoods and the living spaces of the urban poor, but also 
transformed this social group into subjects of rights. 

Figure 1 
Schematic representation of the historical series of land occupation 

Source: Elaborated by the authors 
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The history of successive and accumulated forms of urban spoliation12  (Kowarick, 
1979) experienced by the population of the studied area reveals the process of peripheral 
urbanization. Paying attention to the temporality of space production enables an 
understanding of the transformations in the dynamics of everyday life based on the 
continuities and ruptures of exploitative dynamics. Thus, previous time-space relations are 
updated. From a complex tangle of disputes, the space of peripheral urbanization shapes 
how the area is occupied over time, creating both internal and external conflicts within the 
territory. 

In the studied area, it is possible to observe the dual dynamic that produces the 
urbanization of Latin American metropolises as described by Abramo (2019). According to 
the author, the land market dynamics produce an urban structure that is simultaneously 
compact and diffuse. On the one hand, there are processes of urban land use extension, 
generally driven by the market for land plots that occur predominantly in peripheral areas. 
This represents a diffuse form of urbanization, as seen in the squatted settlement. On the 
other hand, it is possible to observe the functioning of densification dynamics through an 
intensification of land use in already consolidated areas, fueled by mechanisms such as the 
subdivision of plots, extension of residential units or informal verticalization, mainly used 
for informal rental market, thereby reinforcing a compacted urban structure. Both processes, 
as will be discussed below, are integral to the peripheral real estate market, which operates 
transversally to the official rules and norms and moves through the logic of formalization 
and informalization. 

 

Housing between the formal and the informal 

In peripheral spaces, a complex dynamic exists that connects access to urban land to 
the regulation of real estate markets and social reproduction practices. As we saw earlier, the 
study area encompasses a highly heterogeneous territory. Housing provision in the area 
involves a set of practices for accessing urban land, whether formally or informally: the 
market, the State, and need (Abramo, 2019). From our perspective, the dualist conception 
that reduces social practices in real estate property markets to a rigid opposition between the 
formal and the informal is insufficient to grasp the complexity of the production of 
peripheral space. 

The observation of our study area provides clues of a transitivity between the formal and the 
informal that occurs in the territories of peripheral urbanization, producing transformations 
in the landscapes of peripheries to adapt to the dynamics of family social reproduction. 

Our area of study is shaped by the different ways in which peripheral space is produced. 
Most of the area was constituted through public policy. This means that this area was 
delivered in a formal manner to the beneficiaries. However, the houses in this development 

 
12 As defined by Kowarick (1979, p.66): sum of extortions that operate through the inexistence or 
precariousness of services of collective consumption that are socially necessary in relation to subsistence levels 
[...]. 
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are frequently expanded and adapted to suit family conditions. Autoconstruction—a second 
or third floor, a back shed, or a shop at the front of the lot—is generally carried out, aiming 
at the integration of real estate with the strategy of social reproduction. In this way, what was formal 
transforms into informal. After participating in the occupation that resulted in the creation of 
the public allotment in the area, one of the beneficiaries we interviewed built two back sheds 
on his lot. Currently, both are rented: ‘It's where the food and drinks for the weekend come 
from, right?’, he says. Another important example concerns the use of lots produced by 
public policy to open small businesses. A respondent of the research, covered by the housing 
policy, used the plot to build an annex that extends over the pavement to open a beauty 
salon, where she works alongside her daughter. 

The same happens in the set of terraced houses. As one of our interlocutors informed 
us, these dwellings have undergone successive subdivisions: ‘Then there were some who 
divided their houses. It then turns one into two, right? So, you rent the upper or lower part 
and live in the other’. 

It is worth remembering that public land allotments and housing estates (both 
horizontal and vertical)13 were created by the State through the relocation of people from 
informal areas, especially occupations. We highlight what a respondent in our research says: 
‘The dwellings came to be through invasion, right? Squatting, as they call it? The people who 
needed it went there, entering and occupying. Then the city hall came and built these houses.’ 
There is, therefore, a relationship of continuity between the practices of autoconstruction in 
urban squatting areas that allow for greater construction flexibility and housing production 
through public policy, as the beneficiaries seem to transfer to this new form of formal 
housing the practices that the lower classes use to ensure reproduction in the cities. 

The State also interacts with the social reproduction of peripheral subjects in other ways 
through its public policies that create and reinforce peripheral real estate markets. A recurring 
example in the area is the removal from risk areas of families who frequently become 
beneficiaries of the so-called bolsa-moradia.14 The benefit of R$500,00 is intended to help 
families rent new properties. This is the case of one of our interviewees, who currently rents 
the second floor of a house. She lived in a smaller occupation, in a geologically risky area. 
She has received, since 2021, bolsa-moradia, and decided to stay in the same neighbourhood, 
even having to top up with her salary the amount of rent she pays. Although public 
authorities conduct an inspection of the property that will be rented under bolsa-moradia, there 

 
13 In the case of dwellings in the two vertical blocks, this type of renovation does not occur, as the produced 
structure is rigidly defined, not allowing for the fragmentation or expansion of the units. 
14 Bolsa Moradia is a program within Belo Horizonte's housing policy, established in 2003 to subsidize rent for 
displaced families until they can be permanently resettled. To qualify, the property—which can be an informal 
dwelling—must be inspected by Urbel, and the family must provide monthly proof of rent payment. In Belo 
Horizonte, the policy provides a fixed grant of R$500,00 to beneficiary families, regardless of family size, 
property location, or its features. This program exemplifies a public policy model where the state transfers 
financial resources directly to citizens to access a service on the market, rather than providing the service itself. 
Although it may look quite generous, these resources are insufficient to address all the families in need and it 
is not enough to rent a place in Belo Horizonte, forcing its beneficiaries to move into distant metropolitan 
peripheries. Furthermore, our interlocutors who are beneficiaries of the program state that it is a very opaque 
policy - it is not clear how long it will last, and they always feel vulnerable not knowing exactly how long they 
will continue to receive the benefit. For more on this policy, check Paolinelli and Gimenez (2023). 
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are no restrictions regarding the properties being in informal areas or, as we discussed, in 
shared lots such as back sheds or second floors. Thus, a situation arises in which public 
money from government aid is injected, directly or indirectly, into peripheral real estate 
markets. 

Recent occupation areas reveal other processes that, although of a different nature, 
point to important convergences: squatting and the activation of real estate markets 
(Paolinelli, 2023). The urban occupations in our study area began in 2011 and 2013 in a 
context of effervescence of urban struggles for housing. With the growing housing deficit, 
as has occurred in Belo Horizonte and its metropolitan region, occupations arise as a means 
of granting people who have historically been excluded the right to housing. New 
occupations represent one of the expressions of peripheral urbanization, in the terms 
presented by Caldeira (2017). They are areas produced, generally, by families who 
autoconstructed the house and the neighbourhood, incrementally. Both areas of our research 
are accompanied by social movements that strengthen the political struggle. 

Even though there is a certain resistance from social movements operating in the 
occupations regarding the real estate market that unfolds there, advertisements for sale and 
rent in the area are recurrent.15 There is a mimicry of formal real estate market practices. 
Effectively, what occupations produce are, among other things, new properties—which may, 
depending on the family context, enter the local real estate market. One of our research 
interlocutors lived in a family house, located in the public subdivision. Her father bought it 
at the beginning of the 2000s. Her parents, four brothers, and two children lived with her. 
In order to gain a bit more autonomy from the crowded house, her son bought a house in 
the new occupation in 2021. Today, with confirmation of the future destination of resources 
from the Federal Government for implementing land regularization in the area, she 
concludes: ‘It was a good investment, wasn't it?’. 

The price of properties rises and advertisers already use this expectation of 
regularization as an element for the appreciation of properties, as can be seen in 
advertisements on online sales sites: 

1. House for sale with three finished rooms, two semi-finished, in a new neighbourhood 
of Belo Horizonte with urbanization already approved by the city hall. Everything 
has already been approved by the city hall, I have the paper from Urbel.  

2. Shed for sale in the occupation. The house has one bedroom, one bathroom, one 
open-plan kitchen/living room, one balcony, one garage, one garden to grow. 
Cemig16 lighting already fully installed. The streets are wide, no alleys. Unique 
investment opportunity. I have a document by Urbel of Belo Horizonte. 

 
15 Studying another urban occupation that is also undergoing a process of land regularization in Belo Horizonte, 
Ostos (2021) finds that around 42% of the current residents have not been occupants since the beginning, but 
accessed housing through the real estate market. 
16 The company responsible for electrical energy provision in the state of Minas Gerais. 
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3. Selling cheap, house fully plastered inside and half-way outside. Six large rooms and 
a finished bathroom. Slab in the middle of the house. Plot of 360 square metres, 
water, electricity and internet—city hall will carry out the regularisation. 

Land regularization aims to formalize property ownership and is disseminated by both 
public authorities and social movements as a means to promote ownership security and 
enhance dignity. Some studies suggest the possibility of new rounds of price-based 
expulsions, particularly for vulnerable families (Scalco & Oliveira, 2011; Guerreiro, 2024). 
However, other research indicates that titling informal areas does not produce a significant 
change in the socioeconomic profile (Varley, 2016). In any case, it is essential to recognize 
that the longevity of formalized status often lasts for a short period, as formalization tends 
to include additional costs that can become burdensome in the long run, leading the property 
back into a state of informality. These dynamics challenge the prevailing policy discourse that 
frames individual land titling as a universal remedy for urban precariousness. While 
mainstream urban agendas often promote formalization as a direct path to wealth through 
collateralization of the real estate property formalized, our finds suggest that this 
formalization may not last long. 

Moreover, as Ostos (2021) demonstrates when studying five other peripheral 
communities in Belo Horizonte, public investments, in addition to regularization, generate 
economic benefits for property owners by increasing the value of their properties. The author 
found that the residents themselves recognize the appreciation and use it to improve the 
living conditions of families, whether through vertical expansion of properties, subdivision 
of lots or, additionally, the inclusion of complementary accessory practices such as shops or 
small businesses. 

These examples illustrate how the struggle for housing in the area interacts with these 
markets. On one hand, it is evident that the very social struggle for permanence strengthens 
the informal real estate market in the area rather than constraining it. Occupying land often 
leads to a reconfiguration of the house to generate income through the absorption of land 
rent. Families that occupy, as demonstrated by Paolinelli (2023), consolidate their capacity to 
engage in "rentierism from below", effectively turning the result of social struggle into a 
source of income for critical social reproduction. On the other hand, the objective of the 
struggle often is to achieve land titling. Thereby, informal property becomes formalized. This 
struggle ensures the formalization of the occupants' property rights. Social movements and 
the occupants themselves see in this process a horizon for achieving dignity, as was 
repeatedly stated in public announcements regarding the regularization of the area. This 
produces new rounds of densification to meet the reproduction demands of the occupying 
families and the need for new families to reside in the area, even if they are paying rent or 
buying the properties that came from occupation, and in this way, new informalities are 
(re)produced. This reveals that the finality of land regularization is often the entry point into 
new, porous circuits of peripheral real estate markets transitioning between the formal and 
the informal. 

It is observed that the performance of the real estate market, whether formal or 
informal, does not manifest itself uniformly in all contexts. This spatial differentiation leads 



 
Canettieri et al.   

 

 

49 

to new conflicts and expulsions as the dynamics of prices and accessibility to urban 
infrastructure influence the occupation of peripheral territories.  

 

House, roof, shed and lot in the threads of critical social reproduction 

Public policy gave rise to the area of study that was previously sparsely occupied by 
bringing together a large number of beneficiaries of the municipal housing policy from 
various parts of the city to a horizontal complex of terraced houses. Just as the initial 
occupation of various irregular plots of land constitutes a strategy of reproduction for 
families excluded from the market and not yet covered by housing policies, the resettlement 
of these families also serves as a reproductive function. Once delivered, the houses become 
potential assets through autoconstruction and, consequently, transition from formal 
buildings to informal ones as they adapt to families’ reproductive needs. 

In this context, private property, even if informal, plays a crucial role in the everyday 
practices of the working classes. The property is mobilized as a means of social reproduction, 
through the composition of land rent with the income (Paolinelli, 2023). 

Thus, the resources that come from peripheral real estate markets are important for 
families to supplement their income. This dynamic becomes essential for the survival of the 
working classes, allowing them to capture a share of socially produced wealth and ensure 
their economic reproduction in contexts of precariousness. 

The use of private real estate property as a means of family reproduction involves the 
constant ‘aggregation of pieces’ to homes through autoconstruction. Matta (2022), when 
researching two peripheries of Santiago, Chile, found several cases of families living in 
housing that utilizes the home to ensure access to resources for survival. Private property, 
even informal, becomes a valuable resource itself that allows families to adapt their homes 
to emerging needs. In this context, the author writes, ‘houses are used for two main purposes: 
to meet the need for a place to live; or to obtain an income, to ensure social and biological 
reproduction’ (Matta, 2022, p.59). 

It is often necessary to subdivide property to meet the reproductive needs of families in 
the peripheries. From a single house, two or three others are produced. From a lot, two 
constructions are made: one for living, another for working. This fragmentation of private 
property is part of peripheral practices and ultimately constitutes the peripheral real estate 
market, which transitions between the formal and the informal. 

There is, among residents in informal properties, an expectation for their formalization, 
as a horizon of dignity. The condition of living informally is often viewed as a risk, given the 
lack of security of possession without formal ownership. However, as is known, even after 
the formalization policies of properties, there are no guarantees of permanence, as there are 
recurring cases of expulsion due to market practices and a general rise in the costs of living 
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(Meth, 2020).17 If property is the condition for the social reproduction of families, it is, at the 
same time, a vector for precarities and depletion. 

Understanding the transitivity between the formal and informal aspects in the real estate 
properties of peripheral urbanization seems essential to comprehend the myriad of interested 
agents (Kawahara, 2023) and how property is used as a means of supplementing the 
household fund for reproduction in various forms (Paolinelli, 2023). Gago (2018) reflects on 
the dynamics of popular economies, highlighting the vitalist pragmatics that guide the 
practices of this population. Certainly, decisions regarding peripheral real estate markets are 
also made from this pragmatic approach, which often involves blurred boundaries between 
the formal and the informal (Rizek, 2011). This type of use for the reproduction of space, 
or, more precisely, of real estate properties, is a necessity, as peripheral popular classes 
depend on accessing financial resources in a monetized economy, whilst coexisting daily with 
the deepening of the labour crisis (Giavarotti, 2018). 

Thus, we are led to understand that the notions that separate the formal and informal 
in the peripheral real estate market are fluctuating and depend on different variables. Families      
negotiate with the thin boundaries that delimit the formal and informal to better meet their 
reproductive needs in a crisis context. There is, hence, a plurality of urban (in)formalities in 
the peripheral real estate dynamics. Self-construction in an illegal allotment or squatting is 
one of these expressions, but it is necessary to consider the various adaptations that people 
undertake in their homes to respond to objective needs that often disregard urban, 
constructive and producing new informalities. The state, through regularization policies, can 
try to formalize the informal, but the popular dynamics in the urban peripheries informalize 
the formal. Thus, by emphasizing the idea of a transitivity between formal and informal, we 
aim above all to emphasize the importance of understanding the family dynamics of social 
reproduction in order to comprehend the formal and informal separation of real estate 
properties on the periphery. 

 

Final considerations 

Among the various strategies for critical social reproduction, we draw attention here to 
the mobilization of private property in land and housing by popular classes. In this sense, we 
seek to emphasise the uses of real estate for critical social reproduction, which involve 
practices of land commodification from below in the context of peripheral urbanization. As 
we discussed, the practices of the peripheral real estate market are complex. Our analysis 
showed that these properties can transition between the formal and the informal, depending 
on the context. Informalization and formalization respond, first and foremost, to the needs 
of families living on the outskirts of the urban fabric. In this way, we hope to challenge the 
formal/informal binary, which does not fully explain the complex relationships and practices 
of peripheral urbanization. 

 
17 Varley (2016) points to a gradual increase in the price of regularised properties, which does not effectively 
change the socioeconomic composition of the territory, although there is indeed the displacement of the poorer 
families among those served by the public policy.  
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We highlight how property ownership is used in family social reproduction practices. 
However, the property is also the vector through which successive rounds of exclusion 
happen. In the context of peripheral urbanization, therefore, there is an ambiguity 
surrounding private property: it is at once a possibility and a denial of reproduction. This 
tendency is reinforced in the context of a crisis. 

     Urban landscapes in metropolitan peripheries are ever-changing, as peripheral 
urbanization is a process continually (re)produced by the people who inhabit these spaces 
(Caldeira, 2017; Streule et al., 2018). Consequently, what is considered formal or informal is 
also subject to transformation. It is essential to challenge the notion that property 
formalization represents a unidirectional and inexorable path, and instead understand how 
informality is embedded in the everyday practices people employ to navigate their living 
conditions (Roy, 2005). Real estate property is woven into the fabric of family life in the 
urban peripheries, and that families engage with—and negotiate—its (in)formal character in 
multiple ways over time. 

Public urban policies regarding housing in peripheral areas that ignore the fluidity of the 
formal-informal nexus, such as rigid titling programs, risk exposing vulnerable families to 
market pressures that facilitate displacement rather than stability and will face new rounds of 
informalization, as the houses are constantly being modified to adapt to families’ needs. A 
family that may be entitled may informally build a new shed in the allotment to rent it to a 
family that will pay the rent with the “bolsa-moradia”. Policies can therefore reinforce these 
tendencies of transitoriness between formal and informal. As long as the State injects money 
into peripheral markets through rent subsidies or tenure regularization without addressing 
the underlying logic of critical social reproduction, it will not solve the issue of informality 
because urban informality should not be framed solely as a juridical condition, but as part of 
dwellers’ strategies of critical social reproduction. 

In addition, our framework developed here suggests that the recognition of the systemic 
transitivity between formal and informal regimes, driven by strategies of social reproduction, 
carries profound implications for social struggles for housing. As Paolinelli (2023) argues, 
the popular classes’ engagement with urban land is fundamentally pragmatic, often 
manifesting as a “rentierism from below”, challenging the traditional narratives of social 
movements which frame housing strictly as a use-value or a fundamental right. This material 
pragmatism from popular classes complicates the traditional dichotomy between housing-
as-right and housing-as-commodity. The analytical lens of critical social reproduction, 
drawing from Paolinelli’s (2023) work, helps us understand that the struggle for permanence 
paradoxically feeds the very market logic it initially seemed to oppose. Highlighting this 
contradiction should not be understood as an argument opposed to the social struggle to 
housing, but must be addressed by the social movements in order to foster the housing 
struggles. Ultimately, if social movements ignore how informality and rentier practices are 
embedded in the vitalist pragmatics of the urban poor, they risk weakening their political 
project against neoliberal rationality and move themselves away from the grassroots. Thus, 
the struggle for housing must be re-politicized to account for the house not only as a shelter 
but as a central node in the complex, fluid networks of critical social reproduction. 
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To deepen our future analysis, our project will continue to investigate the constantly 
transforming practices of the peripheral real estate market and detail the actions of the 
different actors in each of the territories that make up the research area. With the future land 
regularization announced for some of the territories in our study area, we will observe the      
changes to take place in the local real estate dynamics. 
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