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This doctoral thesis presents the results of ten years of research on informal
settlements, with particular reference to Brazilian favelas. The research aimed to
understand the social dynamics of the production of space in these settlements. To
this purpose, the author took residence in favelas and performed field research for
a total of six years, including the witnessing of a resettlement process from a favela
to a formal social housing development in the city of Maceid, in Brazil. The social
dynamics that produces and influences the space of the favelas observed in the field
were systematically codified in a new pedagogic tool by the author. As main findings
from the analysis, it emerged that labor primarily shapes, plans and governs space in
informal settlements. Working activities explain the emergence of these settlements,
influence the dynamics of space inside the domain of the house, influence the shape
of streets up to the margin of the favelas, but also has influence on city and global
scales. From the residents’ perspective, labor represents both a means to earn

their subsistence, livelihoods and underscores their inner self-esteem as human
beings. Working practices originally present in the favelas were in fact restored

in the social housing development to where citizens were relocated, with their
original domestic function. According to this thesis, labor practices of inhabitants
of informal settlements must be addressed when designing housing solutions for
deprived citizens fighting for their survival and must be considered as a housing
right. The reasons why the current housing approaches do not contemplate work
are understood in context and interpreted according to their historic and economic
backgrounds. A housing architectural and planning approach aimed at restoring the

combination of working and domestic functions of human beings is proposed instead.

Summary
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Samenvatting

21

Dit proefschrift presenteert de resultaten van tien jaar onderzoek naar informele
sloppenwijken, in het bijzonder voor Braziliaanse favela's. Het onderzoek had als
doel de sociale dynamiek van de productie van ruimte in deze sloppenwijken te
begrijpen. Daartoe nam de auteur haar intrek in favela’s en voerde zij in totaal zes
jaar veldonderzoek uit. In de periode was zij ook getruige een herhuisvestingsproces
van favelabewoners die naar een sociale woning verhuisden in Maceid, Brazilié.

De sociale dynamiek die de ruimte van de favela's produceert en beinvioedt en

die in het veld wordt waargenomen, werd door haar systematisch gecodificeerd in
een nieuw pedagogisch hulpmiddel. Als belangrijkste bevingding van de analysis
kwam naar voren dat in de eerste plaats werk bepaalt, reguleert en vorm geeft aan
de ruimte in de informele sloppenwijken. Werkactiviteiten verklaren de opkomst
van deze sloppenwijken, beinvioeden de woning weglaten dynamiek van de ruimte
binnen het domein van de woning, beinvloeden de vorm van straten tot aan de
rand van de favela's, maar hebben ook invloed op stedelijke en mondiale schaal.
Vanuit het perspectief van de bewoners is arbeid zowel een middel van bestaan
als het versterken van hun gevoel van eigenwaarde. De werkactiviteiten die ze
oorspronkelijk in de favela’s hadden verricht, verhuisden mee als bewoners verden
overgeplaatst naar een sociale woning. Volgens dit proefschrift moeten arbeid en de
mogelijkheid om een beroep uit te voeren worden gezien als een belangrijk aspect
bij het ontwerpen van sociale woningen voor de kansarme sloppenwijkbewoners
en moet het worden beschouwd als een huisvestingsrecht. De redenen waarom

bij het ontwerpen van de sociale woningen werk niet wordt overwogen wordt
duidelijk gemaakt en geinterpreteerd op basis van de historische en economische
achtergrond. In plaats daarvan wordt een architecturale planningsaanpak
voorgesteld die gericht is op het herstel van het samengaan van de werkende en
huishoudelijke functies van de mens.

Samenvatting



22

Urban informality shaped by labor



1

Introduction

“... We need to understand the poor and poverty
through new interpretative frames...”
Arabindoo, 2009

“Addressing the priorities of the poor must be a crucial part

of the collective responsibility of modern civic society”
Cavalcanti, 2018

Motivation

My Intellectual and Ethical Motivation and the Results
Achieved by this Research

Poverty is still one of greatest challenges in our world. In the developing world, an
enormous number of people live below the poverty line. It is estimated that 10%

of the world population live under 1.90 dollars a day (World Bank, 2018, p. xi).
Although some may argue this is a narrow and technocratic definition of poverty,
these numbers indicate that much needs to be done to alleviate issues connected

to poverty. Urban poverty affects non-OECD countries, such as Brazil, in a critical
manner, as society is characterized by strong inequalities which put a lot of strain
on social and political structures, and a very tiny percentage of people controls a
great portion of the country’s GDP (Savador, 2016, p.23)." One of the consequences
of poverty and inequality is a very imbalanced and dysfunctional housing market,

1 0,5 percent of the population in Brazil concentrate almost 45% of GDP according to studies of the
Institute of Socio-Economic Studies (INESC) of Brazil, supported by Oxfam Brazil, Cristian Aid and Bread for

1.1.1
the World, 2016.
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in which access to affordable housing is made very difficult. Informal settlements
are the spatial representation of poverty and exclusion in the city. One could argue
they are also the result of exclusion from structures of citizenship (Rocco & Van
Ballegooijen, 2018).

The growing number of people living in informal settlements coupled with prospects
of high urbanization rates currently turns housing into a key aspect to address to
the production of a more equitable urbanization process in the 21st century. Yet,
housing is a very complex challenge that includes complex issues. In order to house
people currently living in informal settlements there is no recipe or manual. The
current housing crisis in the world, notably in Brazilian metropolises and small and
middle-sized cities currently suffering rapid urbanization processes, demand that
we question traditional design and planning approaches to housing provision for
the poor. Housing provision for the poor is not only a policy challenge. It is also

a ‘spatial’ challenge, insofar it involves architectural and urban spatial solutions
through the design of dwelling. Local authorities, planning departments and others,
try to tackle this question through policy implementation, but the spatial outcomes
are often quite lacking. Poor citizens are left out of the discussion, and it is often
very frustrating to see that the spatial solutions given to communities are completely
disconnected from the real daily needs of citizens. Design and planning of housing
can play a pivotal role to address the current housing challenges to the poor, by
addressing their needs.

In my work I claim that current architectural and planning responses seek to
ameliorate hygienic and sanitary conditions regarding the existing standards in
slums/informal settlements, but the hygienist approach is quite antiquated and fails
to tackle the complex interrelations between dwelling, work, and other activities that
make up a community. I claim that labor is one such component shaping, planning
and governing the built environment of informal settlements that is systematically
ignored by policy makers and designers alike. In literature, there is no concern
about the labor practices of the poor in connection with the design, planning and
production of space and as a driver of spatial development.

My research explores how labor practices shape, plan and govern the spaces

in informal settlements. The main method used to perform this research was
participatory research, in which I actively took part in the life of the case studies,
often with long periods of residence in informal settlements, in a trajectory that

is much longer than my formal PhD, amounting to ten years of studies. I explored
how labor shapes the houses, alleys and streets in environments that are planned
and self-built by residents. I further explored how labor affects the space between
the formal and informal city, how it governs economic relationships in broader

Urban informality shaped by labor
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territories, how it explains migration processes, the emergence and the growth of
informal settlements, and how it comes to represent value and dignity for the citizens
living in these settlements. By doing so, this research aims to question how labor
defines the informal settlement itself, and how it could frame new theorizations and
epistemologies of informality.

I have employed participatory research in order to understand the needs of the poor
and to elaborate a critique on why current housing solutions provided by planners
and architects to residents living in informal settlements ignore their working
activities, and I propose a set of benchmarks and recommendations that can be
easily be used by policy makers and architects alike regarding better housing for
people living in informal settlements. By doing this, I aimed to fill the gap in literature
regarding the lack of research on how labor shapes space and how it can ultimately
dictate the spatial logic of informal settlements. It can provide a different approach
to housing the residents of slums, based on their claims and their labor needs.

Doing this type of research has allowed me to understand and address the needs
of people living in slums, shedding light on issues that are unknown or ignored by
architects and planners. I claim that labor is an essential part of the spatial dynamics
and the lives of residents of informal settlements (Cavalcanti, 2009, 2017, 2018).
Labor is necessary to maintain their livelihoods both in the informal settlements
and in the formal houses where they are occasionally resettled (Cavalcanti, 2018).
Therefore, one of my main conclusions is related to the role of labor within housing
rights, as this primary right, the right to work, allows people to exist, live, thrive,
create expand and maintain spaces in informal settlements (which is particularly
relevant when they are relocated to formal housing or when their settlements are
subject to redevelopment plans) (Cavalcanti,2018).

The Motivation from the Lenses of the Methodological
Challenges in Literature

25

The motivation driving this research is underpinned by a gap in literature. This
research is based on empirical analysis and intense field research, further supported
and structured by literature review, critical assessment of methodologies and
traditional theories, as well as data analysis relevant to this thesis.

As mentioned before, there is no consolidated literature on the relationship between

living spaces and labor in informal settlements. Existing literature on how labor shapes
the living spaces of informal settlements is sparse and incidental, and it is ‘a connection
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that planning and design literature has yet to adequately explore’ (Cavalcanti, 2017, p.
51), which opened the opportunity to develop an original approach to slum upgrading
and housing design and policies. Indeed, this research aims to open this debate.

In fact, the field research conducted by the author addresses diverse methodological

problems and opens questions in housing literature and practice for the unprivileged.

The main reasons leading to failed housing policies and approaches in many
countries around the world, in the context of the so called “Global South”, is the lack
of insight into the life of the poor and their aspirations, including how they use the
spaces of informal settlements in a productive way. As well as, their poor inclusion in
processes of governance and processes of ‘democratic decision-making concerning
the urban environment and housing’ (Carlos, 1994; Lopes de Souza, 2000; Holston,
2007; Maricato, 2010; Rolnik, 201 1; Caldeira & Holston, 2015).

Also, as mentioned, current housing projects merely improve the hygienic and sanitary
standards of the environment, without offering the poor inclusive environments where
they can thrive as citizens (Cavalcanti, 2016). To better house the poor we should avoid
looking at exemplary blueprints and instead seek for solutions starting from what went
wrong (Ray, 2005, p. 156), and I tried to follow this advice given by Ananya Roy, by
seeing the failures of the housing units in which residents of the favelas were resettled
to provide an approach to planners and architects.

A critical assessment of the failures of research on the poor and on poor settlements
(heralded in predominant disciplines and epistemologies) is necessary to understand
their real aspirations (Cavalcanti, 2017). Seminal authors in the field of urban
informality argue that there is a need to rethink the production of knowledge on the
urban poor and to reinvent the manner we study, interact and define the poor urban
dweller (Gilbert, 2007; Arabindoo, 2011). The gap in the understanding of how the
poor live and how they work contributes to misleading ideas about how to deal with
informal settlements and housing provision and promote unhelpful perspectives
such as the ‘criminalization and marginalization of poverty’ (Perlman 1976, 2012).
Issues arising from societal, political and class conflict, allied to other issues, such
as the traditional education of architects and planners, hinder their understanding
of the real needs of people living in informal settlements. These hurdles influence
knowledge production in which the aspirations of the poor cannot be correctly
understood neither efficiently addressed.

Field action research and ethnography are crucial for the study of the living
conditions of deprived groups, as well as the inclusion of their priorities, aspirations
and needs in institutional and governmental agendas (Simone, 2004 ; Chatterjee,
2012 ; Robinson & Roy, 2016). Participatory re