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Since its re-democratization in the 1980s, Brazil’s progres-

sive agenda on urban reform and participatory ci% mana-

gement has been widely recognized for its initiative in 

many areas. &ese include participatory budgeting,¹ 

slum upgrading, land regularization, participative design  

and technical advice on architecture for social housing, 

the management of construction sites by housing move-

ments, the creation of participatory commi'ees for the 

management of sectorial (nds for housing and urban 

policies, the stru)le for approval of the constitutional 

principle of the social (nction of urban proper%,² and 

the Estatuto da Cidade (Ci% Statute).³ 

&ese initiatives are part of a legacy of achievements 

in social and institutional movements seeking to produce  

greater equali% in cities in a country that, despite peri-

ods of rapid growth, is one of the most unequal in the 

world. &is is a history that begins in the context of  

the “Base Reforms” of socie%,⁴ at a time when a collection  

of ideas on social and urban transformation arose—ex-

pressed in terms such as “Urban Reform,” “Right to Hous-

ing,” and “Right to the Ci%”—and which were then put 

on hold when conservative forces seized power. Re forms 

shelved during the twen%-one year military regime  

then resumed, to some extent, in the cycle of democratic  
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Further changes came about during the administrations 

of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2003–10) ¹⁰ and Dilma 

Rousseff (2011–present), which saw the recovery of the 

Sistema Financeiro da Habitação (Household Finance 

 System—SFH) and expansion of public subsidies for 

large urban housing programs.

Major transformations affected all areas of housing: 

for example, access to and the regulatory framework of 

loans; the ownership structure of companies, their con-

nection to public subsidies and international finance 

capital, and their relationship with the construction sites 

run by these companies. Add to this also both the social 

imaginary and ideology of home ownership (as opposed 

to the idea of the right to housing and to the ci%) and  

the expanded range of housing projects that managed to 

create urbanization without urban qualities.

&is essay poses four questions with emphasis on 

aspects relating to housing provision: Who builds hous-

ing in Brazil ? How does housing policy feed the real 

 estate circuit ? Who controls housing development 

 today ? and Where and how are the large estates of 

 low-income housing developments built ?

Finally, some of the differences and similarities  

between the transformations in Brazil and those that 

occurred in the United States are explored, taking the 

la'er country as a counterpoint because the connec-

tions between real estate and finance have evolved 

there the most.¹¹

Who Builds Housing in Brazil ?
For much of Brazil’s history, the answer to the housing 

question has been in the practice of self-construction: 

building was carried out by residents themselves, their 

families, or by way of an informal private order with 

small contractors and hired masons. Self-construction in 

Brazil is not limited to houses, however, but extends to 

other working-class sites as well, including some urban 

infrastructure.¹² 

&e housing “solution” as seen in resident self-builds 

—viewed as marginal and backward, by many—in fact, 

has proved to be an aspect of Brazilian (conservative) 

modernization that benefited from lowering the repro-

duction costs of labor-power.¹³ In addition, most self-

builds are illegal constructions, in part because they vio-

late construction codes, but mainly due to their illegal 

land tenure. Barriers to land access have a long history  

in Brazil dating to the enactment of the Land Law in 

and participatory urban administrations of the mid-

1980s and 1990s.

Since that time, this progressive agenda has come 

under increasing pressure from groups that seek to ex-

pand and re-shape cities according to their own interests. 

Proper% developers,⁵ in the manner of activists, push for 

change in urban planning and housing policy: the open-

ing of new grand boulevards, an increase in verticaliza-

tion indices, and the introduction of housing subsidies.  

In addition there have been changes to the regulatory 

framework—such as the creation of the Brazilian Sistema 
de Financiamento Imobiliário (Real Estate Financing Sys-

tem—SFI), (including the creation of Certificates of Real 

Estate Receivables (CRIs) that resemble US Mortgage-

backed Securities, or MBSs)—and changes imposed as 

part of the ba'le to host international mega-events such 

as the World Cup and the Olympic Games.

While some of these initiatives were introduced 

through international organizations (i.e. the World Bank 

(WB) and the inter-American Development Bank—IDB), 

many were also promoted (legitimated) by speeches, 

theories, or ideologies such as, global cities, public–private 

partnerships (PPP), the strategic planning of cities, ci% 

marketing, and the revitalization of historic inner-ci% 

areas.⁶ It is not, however, simply about the opposition 

between two watertight groups: at various times, there 

have been alliances between representatives of the two 

different approaches, claiming that both capital and labor 

could benefit by greasing the wheels of the urban growth 

machine.⁷ As Pedro Arantes points out, “&e social face 

of the popular democratic Urban Reform was subdued 

in favour of market solutions and PPPs.” ⁸

&e real estate circuit of capital accumulation, 

strength ened during the military regime with the crea-

tion of the Banco Nacional da Habitação (National Housing 

Bank—BNH), faced (nding difficulties because of the 

debt crisis of the late 1980s; this in turn led to the demise 

of the BNH.⁹ Urbanization continued at a rapid pace 

nonetheless, with a growing portion of the population 

resorting to illegal se'lements—the slums, tenements, 

and irregular land divisions their only possible option.

Initial changes to housing policy occurred in the 

1990s, during the administrations of Fernando Collor de 

Mello (1990–92) and Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1995–

2002), via the country’s greater involvement in globali-

zation, i.e. PPP, pension (nds acting as urban investors, 

and through conditioned loans from the WB and the IDB. 
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developers and construction firms. &e increase in the 

circulation of capital through the built environment has 

generated important qualitative changes to this “special 

kind of production-realization system,” ²⁰ here termed 

the real estate circuit,²¹ as we shall see. 

How Does Housing Policy 
Feed the Real Estate Circuit ?
As the credit system and the expansion of the real estate 

circuit in Brazil lacked the stabili% of the real estate 

market in the United States, institutional changes asso-

ciated with the financialization of the economy in Brazil 

were based on very different foundations to those found 

in the real estate securitization of this model’s country 

of origin—the US.

In Brazil, when the credit supply plummeted fol-

lowing the debt crisis of the 1980s it stalled the SFH for 

two decades: “In four years (1983–1986), only 184,300 

real estate properties were financed—or 71% of what 

had been financed in a single year (1982).” ²² Housing 

 financing would not return to its high growth rates 

 until 2005, as outlined below.

In the 1990s, the Brazilian government took steps 

to promote the country’s inclusion in the financializa-

tion era with initiatives such as monetary stabilization, 

open trade agreements, the opening of the Brazilian 

 securities market to foreign capital, and the gradual 

 removal of controls on international capital flow.²³ At 

the same time, the WB and the Fannie Mae and Freddie 

Mac agencies, among others, promoted the United States’ 

mortgage system as the model Brazil should follow.²⁴ 

What was later known as the US “housing bubble” had 

been promoted in Brazil, as well as in other countries, 

for its supposedly virtuous character at a time when its 

“house of cards” character was suspected but not known; 

of course, with predictably devastating consequences, 

as confirmed by the 2008 subprime crisis.

By the late 1990s, the creation of the Real Estate  

Financing System (SFI) in Brazil relied on the defense of 

a “deregulated real estate financing system,” in opposition 

to the SFH, which regulated the interest rate and the cap-

ture and allocation of resources. &e North American 

mortgage securitization system was chosen as the model 

for Brazil to use in the creation of the SFI for its supposed 

abili% to provide financial liquidi% to the operations and 

“not to have any dependence on direct (nding or manda-

tory targeting of resources.” However, in order to establish  

1850; and it is no coincidence that the banning of the 

slave trade shortly a2er this date was a harbinger of the 

abolition in 1888.¹⁴ Land bought, could then be sold at 

exorbitant prices to workers and recently freed slaves; 

thus, the first town house of the newly freed slave was 

the tenement and the second, the favela. 

Save for a few periods in history, therefore, this 

means that the huge mass of wage-earning Brazilians 

were not included in the market for capitalist housing 

production; while at the other end of the spectrum was 

the miniscule bourgeois housing market—architect de-

signed, built by hand, to order. While the capitalist pro-

duction of homes has been severely restricted through-

out most of Brazil’s history to a small portion of the pop-

ulation,¹⁵ between these two extremes—self-construction 

and the bourgeois mansion—there has been the “narrow 

mass-market” ¹⁶ consisting of neighborhoods in which 

the highest income brackets of socie% have segregated 

themselves spatially in the Brazilian metropolis.¹⁷ 

&e Brazilian state has rarely produced housing  

directly and the housing market has not grown suffi-

ciently to justi3 building housing on a large scale. &e 

first time large-scale development did occur in Brazil 

was with the aforementioned BNH when, from 1964–86, 

the state a'empted to stifle popular pressure and ease 

the housing crisis while at the same time meet the com-

mercial interests of the construction industry. Using  

resources taken from the compulsory working-class em-

ployment securi% (nd, the Fundo de Garantia por Tempo 
de Serviço (Guarantee Fund for Length of Service—

FGTS) and the Sistema Brasileiro de Poupança e Empréstimo  

(Brazilian Savings and Loan System—SBPE), the BNH 

created a “huge and relatively new artificial middle-class 

market.” ¹⁸ 

&e second growth period began in 2005 through 

the work of the Ministry of Cities, which resulted in the 

political-electoral and real estate invention known as the 

“affordable” or “economic segment.” Now that housing 

development companies had succeeded in expanding the 

supply of housing beyond their customary social bracket,  

that is, to cater for lower-income sections of socie%, the 

process continued with the housing program Minha Casa 
Minha Vida (My Home, My Life), launched in 2009.¹⁹

&erefore, though the practice of self-construction 

and construction by small contractors has remained rel-

evant in the production of houses in Brazil, in recent 

decades, there has been a broadening of production by 
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&e 2008 global financial crisis was the pretext for 

the reformulation of the housing problem. In the terms 

proposed by the real estate sector in direct negotiations 

with the Chief of Staff Office, shaped in the 2009 pack-

age Minha Casa Minha Vida that was later transformed 

into a housing program, the ideology of home owner-

ship was once again mobilized directing real estate 

 developers to produce affordable housing.

&e program has two distinct logics of operation: 

range 1 is for families with a monthly income of up  

R$ 1,600 and ranges 2 and 3 is for families with an  income 

of between R$ 1,600 to R$ 4,500. For the poorest (range 

1), who represent 83 percent of the demand for housing, 

housing provision is organized by individual municipali-

ties, supplying houses constructed by private companies 

that are remunerated per housing unit built. Families pay 

a small portion of the costs, which should not exceed 5 

percent of their monthly household income, with the rest 

financed via public (nds. In this way, housing for people 

in range 1 is subsidized housing. For those above the 

range-1 income bracket, the developers define the terms 

of the project and the properties are then sold on the 

open housing market. Families in range 2 receive subsi-

dies in the form of discounts on their loan installments.

Similarities between this program and other initia-

tives of this sort implemented in Latin America—par-

ticularly in Chile and Mexico—reveal their kinship. &e 

reform of the Chilean housing sector began in 1977, sup-

ported and (nded by the WB and the IDB. During the 

Pinochet administration, Chile became a sort of labora-

tory for neoliberal policies in Latin America. Years later, 

the problems with “los con Techo” (&ose with Homes) 

were as Alfredo Rodriguez and Ana Sugranyes point 

out: segregation, fragmentation, insecuri%, and over-

crowding.³⁰

For the Brazilian population in the highest income 

bracket, access to housing credit has broadened through 

the use of savings resources such as the Brazilian Savings  

and Loan System (SBPE), which as they are paid back  

at regulated rates are a relatively inexpensive (nding  

resource. A percentage of SBPE (nding can be provided 

in accordance with the rules of the SFH, at below-market 

rates, which therefore indirectly represents a subsidy.³¹ 

&ese loans are available to anyone, even those who could 

finance themselves at market rates.

Loan applications grew significantly from 2005 on-

wards, due both to favorable macroeconomic conditions 

itself the new financing system used and still uses pub-

lic (nds to leverage resources, thus minimizing risk. 

Once again, the discourse of flexibili%, deregulation, 

and a minimal state was concealing a new way to cap-

ture public (nds, as Luciana Royer demonstrated.²⁵ 

In the same decade, the true scope of urban need and 

the scale of resources required in order to address the 

problem was recognized. &is, combined with the dis-

course of the minimal state,²⁶ strengthened the case for 

an urban planning model that would bring real estate 

developers closer to the state. In Brazil, the hegemonic 

prescriptions applied to cities took the form of urban in-

struments such as joint urban operations, urban conces-

sions, PPP, projects to “revitalize” central areas, and, in 

general, the strategic planning for cities and “global cities.”

At the beginning of the Lula administration in 2003, 

due to the vision of planners and social movements  

motivated by the size of the urban problem and aware of 

the urgent need to tackle it, the Ministry of Cities was 

created. &e measures adopted by the Ministry meant 

that between December 2004 and December 2008 the 

housing finance supply in the country (at early 2014  

prices) jumped “from R$ 41.5 billion to R$ 84.5 billion, 

raising its percentage of GDP from 1.3% to 2.1%.” ²⁷

At the same time, policies to decrease inequali% be-

tween workers’ incomes (not, however, in the (nctional 

distribution of income between profits and wages) con-

tributed to the inclusion, via consumption, of a portion 

of this population of workers into the consumer socie% 

and these businesses’ clienteles.

&ese changes affected the ownership structure and 

strategies of real estate developers: the Initial Public  

Offerings (IPOs) on the stock exchange, foreign capital 

inflow through private equi% and the purchase of 

shares, and the concentration and centralization of capi-

tal.²⁸ Soon, however, this movement ran to limits that to 

some extent are intrinsic to the way the sector (nctions 

in Brazil, accentuated by repercussions of the global 

 financial crisis.

&e Ci% Statute, the Brazilian law of Urban Reform, 

a popular initiative submi'ed to the National Congress 

with over one million signatures and approved in 2001, 

gave municipalities the opportuni% to put the princi-

ples of the social (nction of proper% into practice.  

&e ruling of the “real estate growth machine,” in the 

words of John Logan and Harvey Molotch, however, 

prevailed.²⁹
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2009, various real estate developers, which had previ-

ously focused on projects restricted to high-income sec-

tions, launched brands directed at the “affordable” or 

“economic segment.” &ese development companies de-

signed new products together with regional firms and 

bought up some developers already working within 

low-income housing provision. At the same time, ex-

panding their geographic reach towards mid-sized cities 

and other states, finally, many of these developers float-

ed on the public stock exchange as a means of raising 

more (nds for yet more expansion.

Between 2005 and 2007, nineteen Brazilian devel-

opers issued IPOs on the Stock Exchange.³⁷ &is raised 

R$ 12.8 billion for the companies (as primary offerings), 

and approximately R$ 2.8 billion for their shareholders 

(as secondary offerings). &is combination of loans and 

grants from public and semi-public (nds (middle-class 

savings (SBPE), and the workers’ (nds (FGTS)) and 

 finance capital (private equi% and portfolio investments 

on the stock market) has brought about changes in the 

real estate circuit, which includes changes in the owner-

ship structure of companies.

&e result of this is that former owners of several 

real estate development companies—especially those 

that floated on the stock exchange—have lost relative 

participation and been forced to share their power with 

owners of the finance capital and their managers, asset 

management companies, and private equi% companies. 

Managers assess which companies are most likely to in-

crease their market value according to the location of 

their land bank and the %pe of housing they produce. 

&e outside position of the shareholders (and their man-

agers) o2en leads to disputes over decisions regarding 

land purchases and allocation.

Local knowledge, pressure on public authorities (ex-

ecutive, legislative, and judiciary), a lack of articulation 

with the world’s economy, and the distance between 

capital markets and the housing market are all factors 

that make the expansion of foreign capital in this sector 

in Brazil nonetheless difficult. A number of companies 

have thus remained entirely in the hands of Brazilian 

families. &ese companies are (eled by public (nds in 

the form of direct loan subsidies, tax reductions for 

building materials, and in some cases donations of land for 

construction projects. In short, therefore, arrangements 

are constituted, combining new legislation with old 

 elements, such as land rent extraction (land ownership 

and changes in regulation, and, as of 2009, according to 

Claudia Eloy, as a result of the work of public banks.³² Of 

the total (nds raised in savings via SBPE, in 2002 only 

15 percent was invested in housing or used to finance 

the SFH; 18 percent in 2005; 24 percent in 2008; and 35 

percent in 2011. In December 2014, the system had 

peaked at 52 percent—with R$ 272.7 billion invested in 

housing loans.³³

Who Controls Housing Development Today ?
If housing policy feeds the private real estate housing 

circuit, we need to ask who controls the companies to-

day and what their strategies are.

While international capital increased in the Brazilian 

manufacturing sector during the 1950s, the real estate 

circuit has remained restricted to the Brazilian elites and 

has kept its eminently commercial nature, finding paral-

lels in the banking sector and the agribusiness. While 

multinational companies established in Brazil increas-

ingly produced cars, televisions, white goods, and even 

food, housing, built for sale on the formal real estate mar-

ket,³⁴ in turn, has been a sector that was traditionally 

composed of local capital, mainly Brazilian family-owned 

firms.

&e speculative nature of how the real estate circuit 

(nctions, together with its dependence on state privi-

leges for expansion, make this industry a privileged re-

cipient of investments of non-industrial capital. Carlos 

Lessa argues that the portion of mass of profit appropri-

ated by the large national private capital tends to out-

weigh the appreciation opportunities of its own sectors, 

which implies a permanent structural problem. &is al-

lows the real estate capital an important role in the econ-

omy, in this kind of capitalism, driven by the recurrent 

surplus of those sectors in the hands of national private 

capital. Investors sought to gain at least the equivalent of 

the higher organic composition sectors of industry. 

Hence, in the interpretation of Carlos Lessa, the import-

ance that real estate speculation has assumed in Brazil-

ian cities mirrors the difficulties in containing it.³⁵

In the 1990s, when the Brazilian economy was go-

ing through a process of denationalization, construction 

and real estate development activities did not follow 

other sectors, but remained under national control.³⁶ 

With the policies launched by the Ministry of Cities 

in 2003, the restructuring of the credit system, and 

mainly a2er the launch of Minha Casa Minha Vida in 
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strategies is the purchase of rural land by the hectare 

and the rapid legal conversion to urban land, which the 

company then sells by the square meter. &us, the master 

plan of the municipali% is thwarted by the investment 

de cisions of private companies, which change the expan-

sion vectors provided for by planning. &e result is an 

urban sprawl and enhanced spatial segregation.

In range 1, the choice of land is usually the company’s, 

and the municipali% guarantees and manages demand. 

In ranges 2 and 3, by contrast, choice of location is part of 

the enterprise’s marketing spiel.

Many companies that operate in range 1 use con-

struction systems that require homogeneous mass pro-

duction, with sliding molds and concrete walls, which 

therefore require large plots. &ese large plots of land 

are generally more difficult to obtain in consolidated 

 areas. &e rising price of land, which is much higher than 

the cost of construction and inflation in recent years, 

also pushes the projects farther into the hinterland.

With this as the rule, among all ranges, one can find 

be'er located projects. In range 1, the municipalities can 

donate land for construction projects. However, while 

the government’s abili% to purchase and concede new 

plots has been hampered precisely by higher land prices, 

the construction companies meanwhile have managed 

to establish land banks. &e fact is, then, that with large 

land tracts in the hands of private firms for (ture pro-

jects, these companies end up driving urban growth  

in the direction of their own business strategies. &is 

phenomenon does seem to be more common in medium- 

sized municipalities than in the capital municipalities of 

the metropolis, however.

Regarding %pology, the increase in the financial 

scale of the operation was accompanied by an increase 

in the scale of the projects, whether horizontal (houses) 

or vertical (apartment buildings). However, the 500-unit-

limit that the housing program set was then circum-

vented by companies by building adjacent (vertical) con-

dominiums under a horizontal project remit, totaling 

over 2,000 housing units. In ranges 2 and 3, besides  

the horizontal projects, vertical structures of various 

heights are also constructed.

With production of some companies reaching 30-

fold growth, inevitably, the financial scale of the opera-

tions changed the management and techniques of con-

struction. Irrigated by new financial flows, construction 

sites provided different answers to the problems that 

and real estate development), finance rent (share owner-

ship), surplus value (construction profits), interest (loans), 

and public (nds.

&us, the most significant changes in the housing 

construction sector have come about as the result of a 

combination of public and semi-public (nds (federal 

budgetary resources (OGU), FGTS, SBPE) and interna-

tional finance capital. Real estate securitization mecha-

nisms introduced in Brazil (such as CRIs, for example) 

have not yet reached the same size as they have in coun-

tries such as the US and have had a lesser impact.

Where and How are the Large Estates of 
Low-income Housing Developments Built ?
&e result of instructing developers to meet the so-

called housing shortage³⁸ has been a productivist model 

for the construction of housing—the location, %pology, 

construction site, and architectural design of which is 

determined mainly by developers within the parameters 

of their profit forecasts, and combined with expectations 

of rentier gains (land rent capture and stock market ap-

preciation).

&e range of proposals that have been advocated by 

ci% architects and planners for decades—i.e. quali% and 

project diversi%, mixed-use and integration, communi% 

spaces and squares, resident participation in determining 

design and construction management, the recycling  

of buildings in central areas, slum upgrading with  

the involvement of residents and with minimal reloca-

tion, public buildings for rental by the communi%, and  

the use of technologies and materials appropriate to  

the climatic, geographical, and cultural conditions— 

have largely been eroded by the Minha Casa Minha Vida  

program, launched in 2009. Minha Casa encourages the 

production of housing projects, by private companies, 

that are large, massified, homogeneous, mono-(nctional, 

and have low urban quali%.³⁹ 

Although an increase in the scale of production may 

encourage progress at some construction sites towards 

industrial-%pe rationalization, at the same time, it 

strengthens the figure of the developer as the agent that 

seeks to control the process. 

Minha Casa projects tend toward constructions in 

new or already-established suburbs far away from areas 

with significant infrastructure, social services, or jobs. 

&us, while producing many “ci% homes,” the homes are  

o2en without a ci%.⁴⁰ Among the companies’ commercial 
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by the present value of the expected (ture income. &e 

guarantee of a place to live contradicts the conditions 

imposed by financial agents, therefore; for instance, in 

the event of default when buildings are hastily repos-

sessed or when buildings do not meet their (nction as 

financial valuation ballasts. Ultimately, then, housing 

cannot be recognized as a right, because its financial 

(nctions are superimposed onto its social (nctions.

Although globalization in Brazil began late com-

pared to other Latin American countries, by early 1990, 

it had accelerated. &e spread of its main features to-

wards the built environment in Brazil, however, was 

not automatic; on the contrary, it found resistance, but 

overcame or circumvented it through mechanisms that, 

although unlike those observed in the United States, 

were inspired largely by the US model.

While the mortgage market was irrelevant in the 

Brazilian context, in the United States, it had already 

spread widely, and home ownership had fast become a 

net financial asset. &e liquidi% needed for the operation 

of securities similar to the Mortgage-backed Securities 

of the US was based, at least initially, on (nds raised  

at low cost from the savings accounts of the SBPE. In 

Brazil, despite the discourse that prevailed in the 1990s, 

the credit system continued to be fed by semi-public 

(nds—via the SBPE and FGTS—that proved to be a 

condition of accumulation and the “financialization of 

the housing policy.” ⁴² 

&e restoration of the former SFH, powered by  

semi-public (nds, and combined with federal budgetary  

resources and finance capital, together, (eled the real 

estate circuit. &e scale of financial growth in this sector 

spurred the creation of a new product that developers 

coined the “affordable” or “economic segment.” &is later 

expanded within a housing program launched by the 

federal government: the Programa Minha Casa, Minha 
Vida or PMCMV.

&e so-called “economic segment” in Brazil is a major 

political real estate invention. Its apparent triumph 

means defeat for social movements that stru)le to pro-

duce a ci% endowed with architectural and urban quali-

ties defined according to parameters other than capital 

accumulation.

&e movement is twofold: Brazilian companies have 

capitalized on resourcing to the capital market; but, seen 

from another perspective, the cloud of international  

finance capital found a channel through which to connect 

arose in the field of production. Several companies fol-

lowed with traditional solutions from the point of view 

of building techniques, on grounds that new technolo-

gies do not guarantee productivi% gains. Other compa-

nies have introduced rigorous standardization pro cesses 

both in the design and in the specification of compo-

nents—sometimes combined with working conditions 

likened to slavery, for which some developers have been 

sentenced to Conduct Adjustment Terms by the public 

prosecutor. Still other firms sought to build systems 

that enabled the production of large horizontal projects 

in a short time, and adopted solutions such as aerated 

concrete with sliding, reusable molds, previously seldom 

used in Brazil. &is has been the case for several compa-

nies operating in range 1 of the program: the financial 

leap in this case needs accompanying by modifications 

to the construction site, which is to say that in some 

cases traditional techniques are barriers to accumulation.

Commodification of Housing and the Right 
to the Ci": Brazil and the USA
&e means of producing houses and cities today is an  

expression of these tensions and contradictions, between 

the advancement of commercial speculative capital and 

finance capital in the urban environment, and the  

progressive agenda of social movements and some dem-

ocratic administrations in a very unequal socie%. &ese 

contradictions are different to those posed by the trans-

formation of homes into financial assets as seen in the 

United States, where, besides use and exchange value, 

proper% became one of the ballasts of financial appre-

ciation, through securitization.

&e financial crisis of 2008 highlighted the explo-

sive nature of the ties between the right to housing, real 

estate, and the financial sphere in the world’s core econ-

omies. In countries such as the USA and Spain, where 

millions of people have faced eviction from their homes, 

entire districts have been devastated, and construction 

projects have been put on hold.

As David Harvey stated in 1982, “&e land must be-

come a form of fictitious capital and be treated as an 

open field for the circulation of interest-bearing capital. 

Only under such a condition does the apparent contra-

diction between the law of value and the existence of 

rent on land disappear.” ⁴¹ &us, when proper% begins to 

circulate like a financial asset and is priced in the sec-

ondary market then its price, like any other asset, is set 
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with a real estate circuit previously reserved for the 

 local elite.

&e state was decisive in its action to remove barriers 

in the movement of capital. &e passage of capital from 

other circuits to real estate depended on the credit system 

(besides banks, the stock markets), which was reshaped 

by the Ministry of Cities. 

Now capitalized, the real estate sector found barriers 

specific to Brazilian social formation, which it sought to 

circumvent through various innovations. Capital flows 

drive changes in the ownership structure of companies, 

in their land and market strategies, in the way that con-

struction sites are organized, and in the forms of the 

 urban environment and architecture. In all of these 

fields, the transformations remain mixed with old-s%le 

Brazilian proper% development, precisely because of the 

impossibili% of a complete metamorphosis taking shape. 

Capital flows overcome or circumvent these barriers in 

order to expand in the ci%, and then return and meet 

those very barriers when limits and contradictions 

manifest.
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Much of the focus in urban policy and development today 

concerns providing sufficient land and basic infrastruc-

ture for the expansion of cities. It is assumed that the 

majority of urban residents, no matter where they are 

located, prefer to live in settings that accord them the 

possibility of affordable homes or home ownership and 

where transportation to and from work is not an arduous 

or expensive proposition. The assumption is that people 

want space, and that they want to live in structured  

environments where the provision of basic services, 

amenities, and economic opportunities do not come 

down to them having to provide most of the effort,  

resources, or responsibility. Keeping the conditions of 

everyday urban living as clear and simple as possible is 

assumed to be what people want. Given the volatilities 

of urban life and the rapid transformation of urban 

landscapes and actions, indeed most residents, regard-

less of economic or cultural background, will buy into 

these assumptions.

From many years of research, development, and ad-

vocacy in places like Jakarta, Phnom Penh, Bangkok, Lagos,  

and Johannesburg, I have noted the lingering doubts 

and frustrations on the part of residents as to the condi-

tions and formats through which such inhabitation is 
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