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Abstract

Brick by brick: An ethnography of self-help housing, family practices and everyday

life in a conselidated popular settlement of Mexico City.

This thesis looks into the connections between built form, everyday life and family practices.
It is an ethnographic study of the densification process and the development of multifamily
plots in Santo Domingo, that seeks to add texture and complexity to the understanding of
everyday life in the consolidated popular settlements of Mexico City more broadly. It is
embedded in the research agenda that is concermned with the experience of urban living for the

different groups that make up the contemporary city.

The following research is grounded in the argument that Santo Domingo — as most
consolidated popular settlements in Mexico City — is playing a fundamental role in the
provision of housing for the city’s low-income population. This has led to an increased
densification and to the development of complex multifamily plots. The thesis first analyses
how Santo Domingo’s multifamily plots have come about and interrogates the nature of the
relationship between houses and the families that produce them. It then looks into the
question of why families cluster together in a variety of multifamily plots. By focusing on the
cultural production of socio-spatial processes, it provides an alternative to understanding
family practices and residential arrangements as being either the result of conscious strategies
designed by rational agents which aim at maximising their limited resources, or as the
mechanic effect of structural conditions. The thesis moves on to examine how, in the present
situation of rising densification, families use their increasingly limited space in a tactical way
in order to get closer to their ideal socio-spatial arrangement. Finally, it analyses the social
consequences of the ongoing process of building that characterises popular settlements like
Santo Domingo. It explores how the building of houses is — beyond the struggle to attain
adequate shelter — a struggle to build and consolidate families, attain social recognition, and

construct a sense of belonging.
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Glossary and acronyms

Glossary

APATICO — Apathetic

APARTE — Independent

ARRIMADO/A — A person that lives in a house that is not histher own without paying a
formal contribution to the owner.

AYUDA - Help or support

CAMPESINO/A — Peasant

CASA CHICA - Refers to the practice of having a mistress

CLAUSURAR - To get a business or construction closed down

COLONIA POPULAR — Popular settlement

COLONO/A - Literally, resident of a colonia or neighbourhood. Used in a non-derogatory
way to refer to the settler of a colonia popular.

COMPADRE OR COMADRE — Symbolic co-parent or close friend.

COMPADRAZGO - Fictive kinship

COMPANERO/A — Fellow activist. Denotes friendship.

COMUNEROY/A - Peasant or descendant of a peasant family with rights to communal
agricultural land

CORONA - Funeral wreath

CUBA - Drink made with rum and coke

CUERNO - Bribe

DESDOBLAMIENTO FAMILIAR - Family unfolding

EJIDO — Mexico’s 20" century ejido is a form of agrarian collective land tenure whose
origins date back to the Mexican Revolution and the subsequent Agrarian Reform.

EXCURSION - Excursion or outing

FAENA - Collective work

FRITANGA - Barbecue

GAMBUSINO - Gold seeker

GRANADEROS - Special police forces

GRIETA — Deep crack in the volcanic rock

LUCHA - Struggle

LUGARCITO - Small place

MERCADO SOBRE RUEDAS - Street market

MESTIZO — Of mixed Spanish-indigenous ancestry

MICRO — Mini bus. A widespread means of public transportation in Mexico City

MURO DE BERLIN (EL) — The Berlin Wall

PALOMAR - Pigeon house

PAISANO Countrymen. Someone is your paisano when s'he shares your place of origin. For
Mexican immigrants in the United States, it means coming from Mexico as a
country, and for the Mexican rural immigrant to the city it means coming from the
same region or state within the country.

PARADA - Station

PARCELA - Plot of agricultural land

PETATE - Straw bed roll

PIRUL - Pepper tree

POSADA - Traditional Christmas celebration that takes place between the 16" of December
and the 24™. It commemorates Joseph and Mary’s search for lodging before Jesus’
birth.

PREDIAL - Land tax

REVUELTO - Scrambled

SACRIFICADO/A - One that sacrifices herself

TRASPASO - Sale of a plot of land or house. Traspasos are characterised by the sale of a
plot of land that lacks a legalised tenure.

URBANIZACION POPULAR — Popular urbanisation

VECINDAD - Housing typology that derives from the colonial mansion and is characterised
by multifamily occupancy.
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Acronyms
AGEB Area Geoestadistica Basica — Basic Geo-Statistic Area

CONAMUP Coordinadora Nacional del Movimiento Urbano Popular —
National Coordinating Committee for the Popular Urban Movement

DIF Sistema Nacional para el Desarrollo Integral de 1a Familia —
State System for the Full Development of the Family

FIDEURBE Fideicomiso de Interés Social para el Desarrollo Urbano de la Ciudad de
México — Social Interest Trust for the Development of Mexico City

FOVISSSTE Fondo de la Vivienda del Instituto de Seguridad y Servicios Sociales de los
Trabajadores del Estado — Housing Fund of the Institute of Security and Social
Services for State Workers

HBE Home-Based Enterprises

INDECO Instituto Nacional para el Desarrollo de la Comunidad Rural y 1a Vivienda Popular
— Institute for the Development of the Rural Community and Popular Housing

INFONAVIT Instituto del Fondo Nacional de la Vivienda para los Trabajadores —
Institute for the National Fund for Housing for Workers

INVI Instituto de Vivienda del Distrito Federal — Institute for Housing of the Federal District
IST Import Substitution Industrialisation

MUP Movimiento Urbano Popular — Popular Urban Movement

PMV Programa de Mejoramiento de Vivienda — Housing Improvement Programme

PRD Partido de la Revolucion Democratica — Party of the Democratic Revolution

PRI Partido Revolucionario Institucional — Institutional Revolutionary Party

UNAM Universidad Nacional Autonoma de México —
National Autonomous University of Mexico
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION

1. Building families and houses in Mexico City

“I have this idea; I have wanted it for sometime already...to make a plaque of
honour, a plaque which immortalises everyone, from the founders of the house, up
until those who are living in it today. My idea is a kind of homage to the founders of
this house, to the families that have inhabited it, and to all who have shared their
lives with it, to those who have felt part of this family.”

Tula , resident of a popular neighbourhood of Mexico City

Much of the time I spent in the neighbourhood of Santo Domingo was walking. |
walked the streets observing every little detail, trying to capture the essence of the
neighbourhood, its houses and its people. As I carefully looked at all the different
houses during one of these walks, something I had not paid attention to suddenly
came into view. I noticed there is a common feature in most houses. Sometimes
hanging on the wall and sometimes on the door, most houses are adorned by a blue

plaque in which, in small white letters the following text can be read:

Photograph 1. House plaque, Santo Domingo.

Source: author

om rniuT
H3MZ.165ECC.11

Although these are not plaques of honour with an emotive inscription, their purpose
and effect is similar to the plaque referred to by the extract cited above. Through this
plaque you can, not only locate the house, but also identify the family to whom the
house belongs, the family that most probably erected this house and has dwelled in it
for the past thirty years. Each and every house proudly displays the name of the
family that built it; each and every family proudly displays the house it has built.
Already from the first approach one gets a sense that, in Santo Domingo, houses and

families are inextricably linked. To understand the family practices of Santo

1The names of all respondents have been changed in order to protect their anonymity. This issue will

be further discussed in chapter three.
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Domingo one is compelled to investigate the houses they have built, and vice versa,
to understand the neighbourhood’s current housing forms and residential patterns one
has to investigate the families that have continuously built them throughout the last

thirty years.

This thesis is an ethnographic study of the consolidated popular settlement of Santo
Domingo. It is an in-depth examination of its densification process and of the
development of complex multifamily plots. At the heart of this investigation is the
process whereby, for over three decades, families have built, improved and expanded
their houses. Through the in-depth investigation of one neighbourhood, this research
aims to shed light into the current densification process of Mexico City’s
consolidated popular settlements more broadly, adding texture and complexity to the
understanding of everyday life in these settlements. In so doing it seeks to contribute
to the urban research that is concemed with the experience of urban living for the

different groups that make up the contemporary city.

The questions that have guided my investigation of the area are: What are the family
practices, residential arrangements and housing forms of Santo Domingo? How have

they come about? How are they played out in everyday life?

At a further level, the research is embedded in the broader research agenda which
examines the relationship between people and their residential environments. A set of
supplementary questions that guide this research would thus be: what is the nature of
the relationship between housing and the families that produce it? What is, if any, the

sociological significance of the process of building one’s own house?

2. The consolidated popular settlements of Mexico City

Between 1940 and 1980 Mexico went through a period of rapid economic
development and urbanisation, which had a strong impact on Mexico City. During
this period, the country experienced an important reorganisation of its territory and
economic activities stimulating a rapid and uneven urbanisation process. As a result

of this uneven urbanisation process, Mexico City’s® population grew considerably

21 am here referring not only to the Federal District but to the whole Metropolitan Area of Mexico
City. Its important to note that metropolisation proper began around the 1950’s.
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from approximately 1.6 million people in 1940 to almost 13 million in 1980 (Negrete
Salas 2000: 248)°. Likewise, between 1940 and 1980 the urbanised area of Mexico
City multiplied by approximately 8 times (Duhau 1998:131).

During the late 19" century and the first decades of the 20 century housing demand
was met by the production of rental accommodation, with the typical housing form
being the vecindad’. Thus, until the 1950’s more than 75% of Mexico City’s housing
was rented (Coulomb 1985: 43). From the 1940°s rental housing started to decline as
aresult of a number of different factors: the production of rental housing ceased to be
profitable mainly due to frozen rents and to the fact that people could not afford the
prices of the formal housing market; the increasing alternatives for investors further
reinforced the decline of investment on the production of rental housing; in addition,
rental housing had a very bad reputation for its poor sanitary conditions,
overcrowding, etc. Moreover, the high level of renting that existed before 1940 was
due to the control over peripheral land by a reduced number of landowners. After
these lands were expropriated and turned into ejido’ lands or state owned lands they
became the major reserve for low-income housing development (Gilbert and Varley

1989).

The decline of rental housing, together with the fact that people could not afford
prices of the formal real estate market, and the almost nonexistent provision of public

housing, led to the rising housing demand being met through a process of

3 Natural growth was the main force driving this extraordinary population growth. This is true even for
the decades of higher immigration; from 1950-1960 and 1960-1970 the rate of natural growth was of
3.2% and social growth 2.5% and 2.2% respectively (Negrete Salas 2000: 249). This does not mean
however, that immigration was not a crucial factor for the population growth of Mexico City.

* During the first half of the 20" century the vecindad was the predominant form of affordable rental
housing of the inner city. The vecindad is a housing typology that derives from the colonial mansion
and is characterised by multifamily occupancy. Vecindades are usually made up of a series of small
family houses surrounding a common patio. The bathrooms, the washing area, and the like, are often
located in this common space.

5 Mexico’s 20" century ejido is a form of agrarian collective land tenure whose origins date back to
the Mexican Revolution and the Agrarian Reform that resulted from it. The Agrarian Reform Act of
1915 and the Constitution of 1917 established that the state would retain ultimate control over
privately held land, which could be expropriated and redistributed or endowed to groups of peasants or
campesinos. The title to the land was retained by the government but the peasants had the right to farm
the land, either in a collective manner or through the designation of individual plots or parcelas.
Ejidatarios could inherit their rights to the land but could not sell or mortgage it (Schteingart 2001:
29-31). For this reason urban development in ejido land is, with only a few exceptions, an illegal
process (Varley 1989: 126). In 1992, during the administration of Salinas de Gortari, controversial
amendments were made to the 27" Article of the Mexican Constitution which deals with ejido land.
After the constitutional reform ejidatarios were enabled to lease or sell their plots if the majority of the
members of the ejido agreed to do so. In addition, no further land would be distributed in favour of
peasants who could not otherwise access land.

14



urbanizacion popular (popular urbanisation) characterised by the production of self-
help housing and colonias populares (popular settlements)® (Duhau and Schteingart
1997). Self-help housing is defined by the fact that people produce the houses they
will inhabit without any recourse to institutional credits or loans. It is produced and at
least partially built and designed by its owners over an undefined period of time.
Popular settlements are developed through different processes of land acquisition and
urbanisation in which a certain level of informality is prevalent. They are formed
through the invasion of public or private land, or through the fraudulent development
of private land. In Mexico City a particular form of semi-legal land development was

possible through the urbanisation of ejido and communal land’.

In Mexico City land invasion has been a secondary form of access to land as
compared to fraudulent or irregular subdivision of private or ¢jido and communal
lands. This is partly so because the state did not own large amounts of land (Duhau
1998: 94), and a result of government policies that aimed at controlling urban sprawl,
which meant that the state responded strongly to land invasions®. The periods of 1952
to 1966 under governor Uruchurtu and 1976 to 1982 under Hank Gonzalez stand out
for their systematic repression of land invasions, which stimulated the city’s
expansion towards the State of Mexico. In this context, the vast expanses of ejido and
communal land became an important source of land and an alternative to land
invasions. In the Federal District, between 1940 and 1976, 52.8% of the expansion of
the city took place in private land, 26.5% in communal land, and 20.7% in ejido land
(Schteingart 2001: 35). A number of scholars have argued that as from the 1980’s the
irregular subdivision of private land has been the most significant source of land

(Duhau1998; Cruz Rodriguez 2001).

6 Irregular settlement, uncontrolled settlement, and spontaneous settlement, are amongst the many
terms used to describe the phenomenon of popular urbanisation. In this research the term colonia
popularisused as it is broadly employed in academic research in Mexico and in vernacular language.
Moreover, I use the term popular settlement for it refers to the prevalent working class composition of
these settlements. Likewise, I chose the term self-help housing over terms such as informal housing
production, autoconstruction, and autoproduction to reflect common usage in academic research
worldwide.

"As ejido lands, communal lands also have their origin in the Agrarian Reform which resulted from the
Mexican Revolution. They are the lands that were redistributed to groups of peasants who owned them
during colonial times and that were striped from them before the Revolution. They share the same
norms as ¢jido lands: the owners of these lands, the comuneros, could farm and inherit their rights to
the land but could not sell nor mortgage them (Schteingart 2001: 32).

% It is important to note though, that a number of large-scale invasions, which were organised or
tolerated by the state or the official party, did play an important role in the urbanisation of large
portions of land in the Metropolitan Area of Mexico City. Santo Domingo is the most significant
example of land invasion in the Federal District.
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There have been three distinct phases as regards state policies and attitudes towards
popular settlements and self-help housing processes. The first phase, from 1940 until
the 1970’s, was characterised by government control of land invasions together with
the intensification of illegal land subdivision and self-help housing. In spite of the
tight control over land invasions, the Mexican state not only tolerated but in fact
fostered the development of popular settlements on private and public land. The lack
of state investment on housing, minimal government intervention in the enforcement
of sanctions against developers who did not provide appropriate services and land
titles, and the scarce development of housing related policies have led academics to
typify this time as a laissez-faire period (Ward 1989). After the 70’s, within the
framework of import substitution industrialisation, the state increased its role in the
provision of housing and incorporated state aided self-help processes. Regularisation
of irregularly urbanised settlements was also a major trend in this second period. The
current phase, which began in the decade of the 1980’s is characterised by less direct
state control and mere support of public-private partnership programs to develop
large housing developments. An important amount of today’s housing stock is
provided by commercial builders who are developing massive subdivisions of low
quality affordable housing both in the Federal District and in the neighbouring State

of Mexico.

Though often conflated, it is important to note that the term popular settlement
should not be equated to that of slum. The term slum refers to the quality of the
housing in question and could be used to describe diverse urban environments such
as popular settlements, or inner city tenements both in cities of the developing and
the developed world. A slum can be defined as “a settlement in an urban area in
which more than half of the inhabitants live in inadequate housing and lack basic
services” (UN-HABITAT 2006: 19). More precisely, individual households fit the
definition of slum when one or more of the following conditions is lacking: durable
housing, sufficient living area, access to improved water, access to sanitation, and
secure tenure. According to this definition slum conditions are not restricted to
popular settlements exclusively, though most popular settlements are in fact slums. In
their initial phase popular settlements always emerge under slum conditions. They
may develop through different processes of land acquisition but typically they are
characterised by a certain insecurity of tenure. Popular settlements are also defined

by an initial lack of basic services and adequate housing provision and they tend to
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slowly consolidate over time. In Mexico City most of the settlements that were
created approximately thirty years ago have undergone a process of consolidation
through which most housing deficiencies have been solved. However, one frequent
deficiency that still prevails is that of secure land tenure. In spite of the regularisation
programmes that have been put in place it is still common that residents lack
documentary evidence of their property. The 2006 UN-HABITAT report argues that
in Latin American cities more generally “neither the magnitude of slums nor the
degree of severity is as daunting as in other regions. However, the proportion of slum
households that suffer from at least one shelter deprivation is quite high: 66 percent”

(UN-HABITAT 2006: 33).

Today, around 60% of the total population of Mexico City resides in a popular
settlement’. However, from the 1980’s self-help housing production has ceased to be
a viable alternative (Connolly 1982; Coulomb 1991). New popular settlements
continue to emerge but in more restricted numbers than in the period 1940-1980 and
mostly in the outlying municipalities of the State of Mexico'®. Land available for
urbanisation is increasingly scarce, ill-located and high-priced. Access to affordable
housing is further constrained by the insufficient provision of social housing for the
urban poor. Public funding of social housing production has decreased in the last
decades. In addition, most of the social housing programmes available are not
accessible for the working class population and tend to be taken up by the middle
classes (Fideicomiso de Estudios Estratégicos sobre la Ciudad de México 2000: 290).
Moreover, government efforts to control urban sprawl are contributing to the current
housing crisis. In 2000 the government of the Federal District introduced the Bando
Dos, a policy that aims to re-densify the Federal District’s four central boroughs and
contain urban sprawl. Due to the lack of coordination between the Federal District
and the State of Mexico the Bando Dos has resulted in a substantial rise of land prises
in the former (Stolarski 2006). As a result, the only alternatives for the development
of working-class housing are the popular urbanisation of the outlying metropolitan

districts, and the densification of the consolidated popular settlements. In this

® Although there are no official figures existing research suggests that, as a result of the rapid
urbanisation that the city underwent throughout the second half of the twentieth century, around 60%
of the population lives in areas that were urbanised through popular urbanisation (see Connolly 1982:
141; Duhau 1998: 166; Connolly 1999: 56; Cruz Rodriguez 2001: 87).

' Between 1995 and 2000 only 22% of the spatial growth of popular settlements in the Metropolitan
Area of Mexico City took place in the Federal District. In contrast, 80% of the growth of middle and
upper class residential neighbourhoods was in the Federal District (Fideicomiso de Estudios
Estratégicos sobre la Ciudad de México 2000: 285).
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context, the Institute for Housing of the Federal District (INV]) created the Housing
Improvement Programme (PMV) in 1998 to address the acute housing situation of
the city’s popular settlements. The Federal District’s main housing initiative has been
to provide credits, mainly for the expansion and improvement of already existing
housing. The main objective of the PMV is to address problems of overcrowding,
lack of ventilation and lighting and the improvement of damaged or at-risk housing
units by providing economic support and technical guidance to home owners. The
PMYV thus promotes the planned densification of these settlements along the lines of a

compact city agenda.

So, the bulk of the demand for affordable housing is being accommodated in the
distant newly developed popular neighbourhoods and, more importantly, through the
densification of the existing consolidated settlements (Gilbert and Ward 1985;
Gilbert and Varley 1991; Gilbert 1993; Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991;
Varley 1993; Villavicencio 1993). The most recently formed settlements face a
number of challenges including an accumulated number of low quality housing, lack
of services, and housing with structural deficiencies and vulnerability to
environmental disasters. Meanwhile, the older settlements that were created
approximately thirty years ago are no longer in the periphery and have undergone an
important process of consolidation. These settlements, located in the city’s first ring
(Ward 1990: 35), are now experiencing rapid densification. This densification is the
product of the expansion of informal rental housing and the intensification of house

sharing and family unfolding.

This research is an analysis of the spatially and socially complex multifamily plots
that are resulting from densification, with a particular focus on the practice of house
sharing and family unfolding. It is an attempt to enrich the existing knowledge on the
subject and provide an in-depth understanding of #ow these multifamily plots have

come about and /ow they are experienced in everyday life.

3. Case study of Santo Domingo

I chose Santo Domingo to be the case study of my research because it exemplifies the
situation of a great number of Mexico City’s consolidated popular settlements. Like

most popular neighbourhoods that were created around thirty years ago Santo
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Domingo was once a distant, peripheral settlement but today enjoys full integration in
to the urban fabric due to its preferential location. As a result of the expansion of
informal rental housing and the development of complex multifamily plots, the
neighbourhood is going through a rapid densification process. In addition, I chose
Santo Domingo because it was the consolidated popular settlement to which I could
personally most strongly relate. Being located in the South of Mexico City, to the
West of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM), and very close to
where both my grandmother and where my brother and sister lived, I had passed
around and across the settlement on numerous occasions. I felt generally acquainted
with the settlement’s busy streets and its most salient physical qualities but 1 had
always wondered what the neighbourhood was really like. Was Santo Domingo’s
widespread reputation amongst city dwellers as a dangerous neighbourhood ill-
founded? What kind of people lived in those houses? How were these houses from
the inside? How had they come about? Why was this part of the city so different to
the areas I generally visited? The mystery enclosed in Santo Domingo represented for
me the mystery of my beloved and at times hated city. Santo Domingo was my

window to the vast areas of Mexico City of which I had little understanding.

Santo Domingo is located in Coyoacén, one of the 16 boroughs that make up Mexico
City’s Federal District. It is situated in an area of the borough known as the
Pedregales, an area name referring to the volcanic, igneous rock that covered
everything after the explosion of the volcano Xitle around 200-100 B.C. (Gutmann
2007: 34). Due to its inhospitable setting Santo Domingo remained scarcely
populated until 1971 when it became the site of Latin America’s largest land
invasion. As part of the city’s popular urbanisation process that was discussed before,
thousands of people who had no access to affordable housing came to this desolate
area of the city in search of a piece of land where they could build a house. The
invasion of Santo Domingo is atypical in that the neighbourhood emerged from a
massive land invasion, a form of land acquisition that was decidedly banned in the
Federal District. But it is representative of the development of the city’s popular
settlements in that people produced their houses and urbanised the neighbourhood
themselves. Having staked a piece of land as their own, the thousands of families that
invaded Santo Domingo began building their homes with whatever maternials they
could get hold of. But constructing improvised shacks and shelters was only the

beginning, as the neighbourhood’s new dwellers embarked on the long process of
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consolidation of their houses, urbanisation of the neighbourhood, and the painful
process of legal regularisation. Getting together to open up roads which would allow
construction materials to be brought into the neighbourhood was an initial priority.
This was followed by a struggle to secure water, electricity and sewage. Little by
little, throughout the years, the people of Santo Domingo erected their neighbourhood

and houses on their own with only minor governmental support.

Thirty six years after the land invasion Santo Domingo is now a consolidated
settlement. It is no longer located in the periphery but lies at the heart of the
sprawling metropolis. The neighbourhood’s houses, which were originally made of
temporary materials, are now two and even three storied brick houses. The ground
level of the main streets’ houses is full of food shops, stationary stores, pharmacies,
dentists, doctors, and even a few internet cafes. Bright coloured street markets fill the
main streets on a regular basis adding up to the numerous people populating these
main roads. The neighbourhood is under constant transformation; its houses are a mix
of plain but colourful facades and grey parts where construction is underway.
Although residents themselves feel the area has improved, they proudly continue to

describe Santo Domingo as a working class neighbourhood.

4. Chapter outline

To show how the densification of Santo Domingo unfolds, in the interplay of families
and houses is the purpose of the following chapters. Chapter two and three set out the
intellectual terrain for the remaining chapters. Chapter two reviews the two main
literatures in which the research is grounded. It first reviews the literature which
looks into the role of extended family practices and family networks in contemporary
Mexico and Latin America and then proceeds to discuss the literature on the
consolidation and the densification of Mexico City’s popular settlements. This
chapter also sets the basis for the following chapters by briefly outlining the
definitions of the main concepts. Chapter three provides an account of the methods
employed in this research and of its methodological framework. Chapter four is an
introduction to the neighbourhood of Santo Domingo. Based on the existing literature
on the area and on the narratives I collected during fieldwork it describes the invasion
process which brought the neighbourhood into existence in 1971 and the ensuing

process of consolidation. From the neighbourhood’s historical context, this chapter
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Map 1. Location of Santo Domingo in the Metropolitan Area of Mexico City

AYUCA

HUEHUETOCA ZUNPAWC

T SAPMARTINDE LASPTHAM'S <
ICXTUMPAN

TEOTJHUACAK

ECAMAC

UMMTLAN iZCALI

NKXILAS RQVERU

ATENCO

NALCALPAN

CHK30LGAMN

XOCWMIU

AP MAMAIA-

Santo Domingo

State boundaries of the Federal District and the State of Mexico/
Hidalgo

21



moves on to present Santo Domingo’s current socio-spatial configuration as one that
represents the majority of Mexico City’s consolidated popular settlements. The
intention of this chapter is to put forward, as a framework for the remaining chapters,
the key elements of its current densification process. With the groundwork for the
remaining chapters laid out, chapter five explores the nature of the relation between
family practices and housing in Mexico City’s consolidated popular settlements. It
looks into the process whereby families have built, improved and expanded their
houses throughout more than three decades. Beyond a more detailed historical
account of the invasion and consolidation process of the neighbourhood, it deals with
the sociological question of how the current situation of Mexico City’s consolidated
self-help settlements has come about. Chapter six addresses the question of why, in
the consolidated popular settlements of Mexico City, families are clustering together
in multifamily plots. By focusing on the cultural production of socio-spatial
processes it attempts to go beyond both objectivist and subjectivist explanations. This
chapter explores the cultural processes through which the neighbourhood’s socio-
spatial realities are both reproduced and transformed. Chapter seven is concerned
with the intricacies of everyday life in the complex multifamily plots of Santo
Domingo. It is the more ethnographic chapter in the traditional sense. By analysing
the various tactics that the residents of this neighbourhood develop in order to
achieve their ideal socio-spatial arrangement it illustrates how socio-spatial processes
are produced in everyday life. Finally, grounded on a brick by brick exploration of
the family-house process the last chapter argues that the building of houses in Santo
Domingo is much more than the struggle to attain adequate shelter. It demonstrates
how the essence of the family-house is not the housing form that is produced but the
process of building itself. This last chapter is an examination of the social

consequences of this ongoing building process.
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CHAPTER TWO - AN INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH TO FAMILY
PRACTICES AND SELF-HELP HOUSING

1. Introduction

This chapter presents a review of the academic literature in which the research is
embedded. As an interdisciplinary project which looks at the relation between self-
help housing and family practices in the consolidated popular settlement of Santo
Domingo, this research builds upon two strands of literature which seldom overlap.
The first of these literatures is preoccupied with the continuities and changes in
family practices in Latin America and Mexico in particular. More precisely, this
research is embedded in the literature that investigates the changing presence of
extended family arrangements in Mexican cities. The chapter then moves on to
review the second body of knowledge that deals with Mexico City’s popular
settlements. In concrete terms, this research builds on the literature that focuses on
the consolidation of these settlements and their densification through informal rental

housing and shared housing.

In addition to the aforementioned literature review, the chapter provides a brief
outline of the main concepts upon which the remaining pages are grounded. It begins
by distinguishing the concepts of house and home and by clarifying how the house
will be conceptualised in the pages that follow. The chapter then looks into de
Certau’s concept of “tactics” as it applies to the relationship between people and their
residential environments. From this the chapter moves on to define this
investigation’s approach to family and the adoption of the concept of “family
practices” as opposed to structuralist and functionalist definitions of “the family”.
Lastly, the chapter discusses the use of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus for the
understanding the family practices, and residential arrangements of contemporary

Santo Domingo.

2. Family practices in Mexico and Latin America

My initial interest when starting this research was to explore the current development
of Mexico City’s consolidated settlements in relation to the families that have

produced them. A preliminary question driving the investigation was whether
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consolidated neighbourhoods like Santo Domingo continued to be populated by their
original settlers and what had become of their children and grandchildren. I was
interested in investigating the residential patterns and family practices in these
settlements, and finding out whether people still lived in extended families or
whether the widely held belief that this family practice had been progressively dying
out as the neighbourhood became more urban was true. This section offers a review
of the literature that deals with the continuities and changes in family practices in
Latin America and Mexico in particular. It then focuses on the research that sheds
light into changing occurrence and nature of extended family arrangements in

Mexican cities.
2.1 Demographic and social trends

The rapid economic and social changes that Latin America has experienced
throughout the 20" century have influenced family relations in various and complex
ways. The prolific literature on the Latin American family converges in pointing out
a number of general trends shaping family life in the region, which can be divided
into two qualitatively different types of change: demographic and social change
(Tuirén 2001). These different types of change are conceptualised in the literature as
the first and second demographic transitions. Commonly adopted by Latin American
scholars, this conceptualisation has its origins in writings which argued that since the
1960°s most developed countries saw the emergence of new patterns of family life,
which could be said to represent a second demographic transition (see van de Kaa
1987; Lesthaeghe 1995). There is generalised agreement amongst Latin American
academics in that the first transition has taken place, and an ongoing debate as to
whether it can be said that the region is undergoing a second transition. The second
transition tends to be subject to debate as it implies that there has been a social and

cultural transformation in values as well as mere demographic change.

“Several wide-ranging economic, social and cultural changes would lie behind this
second demographic transition, regarded as a major symptom of the end of religious
and political control over people’s personal lives. A key role wo‘uld be played by
growing individual autonomy and women’s economic emancipation, which would
demand better quality and less asymmetry in relations between genders, within a
framework of growing individual aspirations as regards consumption and living
standards” (Garcia and Rojas 2001: 4).
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2.2 First demographic transition

The most notable demographic changes that have had a strong impact on the Latin
American family and which define the first demographic transition are a significant
decrease in mortality and fertility rates and an increase in life expectancy (Tuiran
2001; Arriagada 2002; 2004). The decrease in mortality rates has meant that both
men and women live longer thus extending the time of potential family contact and
making room for a greater number and more complex family arrangements and
interactions. The average size of the Latin American family has decreased due
delayed marriage, reduced number of children and wider time gaps between each
birth (CEPAL 2002; Arriagada 2002; 2004). Fussell and Palloni (2004) illustrate that
by the 1950’s fertility rates had dropped in a limited number of countries, and that it
was not until the 1970°s and 1980’s that this pattern started to spread throughout the
entire region. For the case of Mexico, Tuiran (2001: 32) points out that the overall
fertility rate decreased from 7 to 2.5 children per women on average in the last three

decades.

As I had mentioned before, the second demographic transition refers to not only
demographic change, but to demographic change that is a result of a turning point in
society’s values. This change in values can be broadly described as an erosion of the
traditional patriarchal family model. The question of how eroded the traditional
model is and to which extent the demographic changes taking place in Latin America
are a response to a change in values is still a contested subject within academia. In
response to this question the literature has paid special attention to a particular set of

themes of which I will now review the most relevant ones.

2.3 Increased diversity of family forms

Throughout the literature there is a claim that a wider variety of family forms can be
observed in Latin America (Lopez Ramirez 2001). Mounting diversity results from
both the persistence of traditional family arrangements and norms alongside the
emergence of new arrangements. The persistence of extended households combined
with the longer presence of family members as a result of higher life expectancy has
led to the existence of more complex family forms. On the other hand, larger number

of mono-parental households, female-headed households, complex households, and
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couples without children are part of the emerging landscape of new family forms

(Tuiran 2001; Arriagada 2002; 2004).

2.4 Separations and divorces

Another trend that is frequently discussed in the literature is the rise in the number of
separations and divorces. The problems with providing reliable empirical evidence
for this question mean that there is not sufficient research nor any definite answer as
to whether divorce and separation rates are actually going up. The difficulty stems
mostly from the fact that statistical data only accounts for formal divorces and has no
record of separations in consensual marriages, which are a widespread phenomenon
in Latin America. In spite of the above mentioned constraints a number of scholars
argue that, as regards Mexico, although separations are increasing, this tendency is
still relatively weak for it to hold the assertion that the country is undergoing a
second demographic transition (Quilodran 2000; Garcia and Rojas 2001; Fussell and
Palloni 2004). As a result of research in which she compared quality of life and
marital experiences between middle-class women and women from poor
backgrounds in various Mexican cities, de Oliveira (2000: 87) concludes that middle
class women tend to break off unsatisfactory marriages more often than poor women.
This is so because women from poorer backgrounds confront greater economic
difficulties in separating. It is the prospect of becoming a vulnerable single-mother
household that prevents these women from separating. Whether separations are rising
at a significant level or not, it is important to note that separations do not necessarily
lead to the formation of mono-parental families. It has been pointed out that as a
result of separations and family reconstitution, complex families are a new and more
common phenomenon in the region (CEPAL 2002; Arriagada 2002: 152; 2004: 84).
Following this argument, separation and divorces come to reinforce the previously

cited trend of the growing diversity of family forms.

2.5 Female-headed households

Empirical evidence from various Latin American countries suggests that there has
been a notable ascent in the number of female-headed households. Demographic
ageing, labour migration, non-marriage, separation and divorce are amongst the many

causes for female-household headship (L6pez and 1zazola 1995; Chant 2002). The
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literature argues that female-headed households are varied and that they are prone to
forming extended and complex family arrangements (Varley 1996). Tuiran (2001:
44) illustrates this for the Mexican case by showing that, between 1976 and 1995,
male-headed households are predominantly nuclear (between 72 and 76 per cent),
whereas female-headed households are 42 to 50 per cent of a non-nuclear nature. The
literature first claimed that in terms of their material conditions female-headed
households were amongst the most disadvantaged (Gonzélez de 1a Rocha 1994:261;
CEPAL 2002). Later research revealed that female-headed households are spread
over all income strata and that they are actually more common in more affluent
sectors (Gonzalez de la Rocha 2006). A debate sprung in the literature around the
common held belief that female-head households were particularly disadvantaged.
Chant’s (1988) research challenges what she calls the “feminisation of poverty” by
stating that female-headed households show high levels of well-being because they
count with a better distribution of work and income, and a significant reduction in
violence and authoritarianism. Chant posits that quality of life should not be reduced
to income levels, and that if we look to qualitative indicators, female-headed
households present high levels of well-being. In support of this argument, Varley
(2001) notes that intra-household resource allocation tends to be more balanced in
female-headed households and that income generated by women tends to benefit
more members of the household than men’s. Garcia and de Oliveira (2005) suggest
that although women who are heads of households have more decision making power
this should not be confused with greater equality within the family. In households
headed by women, they explain, the number of decisions taken equally by all
members is small. More recently Chant (2003: 29) has warned against the dangers of
making female headship a “panacea for poverty” stating that “poverty is multi-casual
and multi-faceted, and that, in some ways and in some cases, female household
headship can be positive and empowering, is no justification for lack of assistance

from state agencies and other institutional providers”.
2.6 Women and extra-domestic work

Throughout the second half of the 20" century Mexico and Latin America in general
witnessed a constant increase in female integration into the labour market. This was
due to factors such as the expansion in employment areas usually directed towards

women, higher education levels, and urbanisation processes (Rendén 1990).
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However, during the last decades women'’s participation in extra-domestic work rose
at even higher levels. For the region as a whole, the percentage of women in paid
work rose from 39% in 1990 to 44.7% in 1998 (Abramo, Valenzuela and Pollack
cited in Arriagada 2002: 157). In the case of Mexico, it has been argued that the
sharp increase in female participation in the labour market was a result of the
economic recession of the 1980°s which led to a significant deterioration of the
population’s living standards (Beneria 1991). In Mexico, women’s employment rose
from 16% 1in 1970, t0 21% in 1971, 25% in 1982, and 32% in 1987 and 1991 (Garcia
and de Oliveira 1994: 226).

The rise in female labour force has had an important impact on the traditional model
of the male head as sole economic breadwinner (Cerruti and Zenteno 1999). Despite
women’s important contributions to the family income, women’s responsibility for
domestic work remains generally unchallenged both in middle-class and working-
class households (Garcia and de Oliveira 1994: 241) . Likewise, most women still
consider motherhood as their main source of identity (Garcia and de Oliveira 1997).
Although women continue to be mainly responsible for all reproductive tasks, men
have augmented their participation in their role as fathers (Gutmann 2007). Men with
higher levels of education and urban residence in childhood tend to participate more.
Men’s role as fathers varies significantly depending on the age of their children.
Income and age of the fathers, however, are not as determinant factors of their
participation in childcare (Garcia and de Oliveira 2005). The overall lack of gender
substitution in reproductive tasks in the context of higher female participation in the
work force, has led to more pronounced inequalities in the gendered costs of
household membership (Arriagada 1998). Moreover, women continue to have lower
levels of education and training, inferior occupational status, lower wages and less
job security (Beneria and Roldan 1987). An area of controversy in the literature on
women’s employment is whether it has led to greater domestic violence. Based on a
statistical model Villarreal (2007) concludes that employment actually reduced

women’s risk of being victims of violence.

2.7 How significant are extended family practices in Mexico and Latin America?

Academics throughout the region have investigated the impact that the exacerbated

poverty levels of the last decades have had on family life (Garcia and Rojas 2001;

28



Gonzalez de la Rocha 2001). This body of literature opened up the question of
whether and how, in times of crisis, the family is drawn on as a resource by the urban
poor. Although this body of literature is not primarily concerned with questioning the
generalised notion that the family is losing centrality, it brought the issue back to the

forefront.

The question of whether the centrality of the family in Latin America was being
diluted was initially addressed by the literature concerned with evaluating the impact
of urbanisation and industrialisation. This debate brought about two diverging bodies
of literature: the modernisation approach and the pragmatic or family strategies
approach. The modernisation view builds on William Goode’s (1963) classic work
World revolution and family patterns, which claimed that the family worldwide is
converging towards a nuclear family model. Kahl’s (1968) study on Mexico and
Brazil is a good representative of this body of literature as regards Mexico and Latin
America. This perspective has been heavily criticised for being Eurocentric and
evolutionistic in nature and thus not capable of explaining and understanding the
phenomena taking place in the developing world and in particular in Latin American
countries. It is also criticised for overlooking the agency of the population of these
countries portraying them as mere victims of the urbanisation process. Alternatively,
the family strategies approach posits that the transformation of family practices and
institutions are pragmatic or instrumental strategies responding to social and
economic needs which aid the families to adapt to rapid social changes such as
urbanisation and modemisation (Wilkening, Pinto, and Pastore 1968; Hackenberg,
Murphy and Selby 1984; Lomnitz 1975; de Vos 1993; Al-Haj 1995). This
perspective argues that familial ties are not breaking down under the impact of
modernisation. On the contrary, family and social networks are seen as a crucial
resource for adapting to rapid social change. Carlos and Sellers’ (1972) research
argues that familial ties and the institution of fictive kinship have not lost presence
under the impact of modernisation. It is only within middle class families that the
extended family is not as widespread. Contrary to what the modernisation approach
would anticipate, de Vos’ (1993) findings suggest that, in Latin America, the practice
of the extended family is actually more typically found in the urban context than in
rural contexts. The Mexican case is singular in that the extended family is equally
found in both rural and urban environments; but de Vos presents no explanation for

this.
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In her classic work, “Networks and marginality: Life in a Mexican shantytown”,
Lomnitz (1975) asserts that the family constitutes one of the most important means
through which rural migrant families adapt to their new urban reality and thus cope
with marginality. Reciprocity networks amongst family and friends are the
mechanisms that compensate the lack of social security and allow migrant families to

adapt to the urban environment. Lomnitz states that:

“The economic importance of these networks of reciprocity is such that all
traditional institutional resources are drawn on in order to strengthen them. Kinship,
neighbourhood, fictive kinship, and male friendship are examples of other
institutions that are adapted to the urban situation and are integrated to an ideology

of mutual help” (Ibid.: 27, my translation).

Lomnitz’s research as been particularly important to the body of literature that looks
at the centrality of the family in Latin America, and in Mexico in particular, for she
not only analysed the role of family networks amongst the urban poor but also carried
out research in a Mexican elite family. As a result of this research, Lomnitz
concludes that although the rich do not resort to family networks as a survival
strategy they do put a conscious effort in keeping their family networks well alive as
a way to preserve their economic and social position. This results in an equation
between the business of elite families (the economic unit), and the three generation
family (the social unit). Consequently, Lomnitz suggests that in Mexico: “The
economic system and the political system are shaped by the kinship system (Lomnitz

and Perez-Lizaur 1987: 238).

Following Lomnitz’s line of research, Gonzalez de la Rocha (1994) developed the
resources-of-poverty model based on fieldwork carried out in Guadalajara. The
model’s central argument is that: “given the inability of the state to provide adequate
social welfare, individual survival depended on the economic and social support of
social networks, primarily provided by family members” (Ibid.: 2). Gonzalez de la
Rocha argues that it is precisely because of poverty that individuals need to rely on
others. Consequently, the family most importantly, but also other social networks are
fundamental for their survival. In the context of poverty, therefore, the family has
remained central. In her view, the persistent importance of the family is not a residue

of a past societal stage, but a response to the society in which it is preserved.
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Changing family arrangements are the way in which poor families cope. Amongst the
most important survival strategies adopted by the urban poor are the use of the
household’s flexibility to send more of its members onto the labour market and the
expansion of the number of members that makes up the family unit. Adopting new
family members and absorbing married children into the family is a collective way to
cut down expenses, count with more members who can work, share household tasks,
etc. The extended household thus proved to be the best means to face economic

hardship, explaining the increase in its relative absolute occurrence.

The resources-of-poverty model has been criticised for portraying household unity,
cooperation and consensus amongst a population that has common collective goals
and interests (Gonzalez de la Rocha 2001: 75). In response to this, Gonzalez de la
Rocha, Escobar and Martinez Castellanos argued that survival strategies and internal
conflict should be seen as two sides of the same coin. Survival strategies make the
family more vulnerable to conflict for they intensify the contradiction between

enduring normative codes of behaviour and changing practices.

“Conflict, violence, and domestic unrest have been intensified by a double and
contradictory necessity: greater individual dependence on the work of other
members of the domestic unit and, at the same time, the growing divorce between
ideological precepts and the realities of a social division of labour forced by crisis”
(Gonzalez de la Rocha, Escobar and Martinez Castellanos 1990: 355, my

translation).

More generally, strategy-based approaches have been the target of strong criticism
(see for example Crow 1989; Wolf 1992). The work of Selby et al. (1990) illustrates
the core of these critical observations by arguing that the concept of “survival
strategies” is problematic because it implies that a rational choice is made amongst a
minimal number of alternatives. “We consider it dangerous to build a rational actor
that takes decisions in a situation characterised by the scarcity of alternatives” (Ibid.:
371, my translation). The concept of “survival strategies” is further criticised for it
suggests that the family is actually surviving. Under the economic hardship many
families are facing, they note, we could not assert that these families are surviving if
by surviving we understand the capacity to reproduce in adequate conditions and

with a minimum quality of life.
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In spite of the criticism made to the concept of survival strategies, Selby et al. also
found that the family is central for Mexico’s urban poor. They state that: “It is hard to
exaggerate the importance of the family for the Mexican popular classes” (Ibid.:
372). As a result of their research Selby et al., posit that extended family
arrangements have greater economic possibilities. Amongst the urban poor, the
families with a larger number of members, more children living in the house, more
members as active members of the labour market, and a smaller dependency level,

were the ones with the higher living standards.

The economic crisis of the 1980’s, and the deterioration of economic conditions that
has prevailed since, forced academics to re-asses the use of the resources-of-poverty
model. In face of the continuous impoverishment of the urban poor it became
paramount to tease out the limits of survival strategies. How far would the meagre
resources of the urban poor stretch in the struggle to cope with the crisis? As a result
of the economic restructuring that began in the 1980’s the urban poor find themselves
in a situation of extreme hardship which has meant that the resources-of-poverty
model is no longer empirically or theoretically viable (Gonzélez de la Rocha 2006).
Gonzalez de la Rocha (2001: 86) argues that two elements characterise the current
economic situation of the urban poor which is qualitatively different from the past:
labour exclusion and precarious employment. As Selby et al. (1990) had indicated
before, the capacity of larger families to cope with economic hardship depends on
their being able to launch their members into the labour market. Under conditions of
persistent and intensified poverty, combined with exclusion from the labour market,

all survival strategies are being eroded.

“The current situation, characterised by new forms of exclusion and increasing
precariousness, is unfavourable to the operation of traditional household
mechanisms of work intensification. Instead of talking about the resources of
poverty, as we have before, the present situation is better described by the opposite:
the poverty of resources, the lack of employment opportunities in a context shaped

by an exclusive economic model” (Gonzalez de la Rocha 2001: §9).

In spite of the erosion of traditional survival strategies, families can still resort to
integrating women into the labour market, and this mostly within the informal
economy. Though very low, women’s wages have become critical for household

maintenance (Gonzalez de la Rocha 1995; 2001; 2006). Families have also responded
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to economic crisis by altering their consumption patterns (Gonzalez de la Rocha
1995; 2002). Though this was true of all households, extended households were
better able to protect their consumption patterns (Gonzalez de la Rocha 1995: 20).
One of the new responses to this intensified economic crisis is emigration to the
United States, a reality which is reshaping families more and more each day
(Gonzalez de la Rocha 2001; 2002; 2006). With the increased migration of male
heads of families, female-headed households and transnational parenthood are
becoming more widespread. As a result of the 1982 economic crisis, extended
families became more common. Households grew in size not only through the birth
of new members but through the incorporation of daughters-in-law, sons-in-law,
other relatives and non-relatives. While this family arrangement had existed in the
past, after the crisis it became an increasingly common phenomenon (Gonzalez de la
Rocha 2002). Although the mounting difficulty to send more members to work is
eroding extended families comparative advantage, and although the effectiveness of
family and social networks has been severely damaged, this later literature provides
no empirical evidence showing that family ties are diluting, in fact it suggests that the
growth of extended households is likely to continue in the near future (Escobar
Latapi and Gonzilez de la Rocha 2002: 204). This suggestion is supported by
Chant’s research which argues that: “household extension among low income groups
in many urban areas seems to have become more marked during the last 10-15 years,
especially in countries which have undergone recession and major economic
restructuring such as Mexico” (Chant 1996: 18). Contrary to past dominant
assumptions about household change, recent literature suggests that, in Mexican

cities, household extension has become increasingly common.

3. The consolidated popular settlements of Mexico City

Aside from finding out whether the extended family is losing ground amongst
Mexico City’s urban poor this research was first born from an interest in the city’s
popular settlements. My particular interest resided on the current situation of the
settlements which were created at least thirty years ago. How have they consolidated?
Have the original settlers been expelled? What housing forms and residential patterns
have emerged? I begin by reviewing the literature on Mexico City’s popular

settlements as it provides the broader context for this investigation. I then focus on
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the research that looks into the consolidation of these settlements and their

densification through informal rental housing and shared housing.

3.1 Popular urbanisation and self-help housing in Mexico City

The literature that deals with Mexico City’s popular settlements is vast. Up until the
1990’s popular urbanisation and self-help housing were favoured topics in urban
research focused on Mexico City and on other cities of the South. However, in recent
years interest in the subject has faded and other subject areas have gained particular
salience. Research on popular urbanisation and self-help housing first developed
around the issue of large scale migration into the city (see Comelius 1975; Lomnitz
1975; Montafio 1976). This literature looked into the survival strategies and the
political participation of the large groups of migrants that populated the city. By the
1980’s the focus of research was reoriented towards issues of the illegality of land
tenure, regularisation and consolidation processes, and the role of the State. This
work introduced a more critical view into the phenomenon of popular urbanisation
and self-help housing and put the State in question (see Connolly 1977; Eckstein
1977; Perl6 1981; Connolly 1982; Makin 1984; Gilbert and Ward 1984; 1985; Ward
1989; Duhau 1998; Schteingart 2001). Other important lines of research that
developed after the 1980°s are those which deal with issues of land tenure, the
different ways in which land is accessed and regularised, with special emphasis on
egjido 1and (see Iracheta 1984a; 1984b; Varley 1985a; Varley 1985b) and that centred
on gender and self-help housing (see Chant 1987; Massolo and Diaz 1991; Massolo
1991; Chant1992; Gonzalez and Duran 1992). At the heart of the latter literature is
the argument that housing is a determinant element as regards gender relations, for
housing often acts to reinforce inequality and disadvantage. From the 1990°s there
has been significantly less research on the city’s popular settlements and on self-help
housing. Other topics such as urban governance, economic restructuring,
globalisation, and environmental issues have gained centrality in Mexican urban
research (Schteingart 2000). This means that, in spite of the significant role that the
city’s consolidated settlements are currently playing in the provision of housing for

the urban poor, research on the topic is insufficient.
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3.2 Self-help housing consolidation

For the purpose of this investigation, the main interest is to see what the existing
literature provides for the development of a sociological understanding of the
consolidation of Mexico City’s popular settlements and of their current densification.
In what follows I will review the most relevant literature on the consolidation of

these settlements.

3.2.1 The necessary conditions for housing consolidation

Research on the consolidation of popular settlements has demonstrated that this
process does not depend on land regularisation taking place. Varley’s (1988) research
has shown that what is determinant for consolidation is not land regularisation but a
perception of security in land tenure. “[S]ecurity of land tenure is not a fixed and
objective concept; it is affected by another series of considerations and not only by
those related to legality or illegality of land tenure” (Ibid.: 89, my translation). The
introduction of services in the neighbourhood is generally interpreted as a sign of a
de facto recognition of the settlement by the govemment. Furthermore,
improvements on infrastructure foster consolidation processes not only because they
increase the inhabitant’s perceived security but also because they encourage people to
want to settle permanently in the area and they make the practical task of
consolidating easier. Taxation, the expedition of commercial land use licenses by the
government, regularisation processes taking place in nearby neighbourhoods, and
time spent in the neighbourhood without being evicted also raise perceptions of

security.

As a result of research in which Ward (1982) compared an incipient settlement, a
consolidating and a consolidated settlement, he emphasises how consolidation is
dependent on economic determinants such as the household’s ability to create an
investment surplus. More than regularisation, his research reveals, consolidation is
dependent on the resident’s economic situation. Ward (Ibid.: 201) argues that this is
why, regardless of land regularisation, improvement is severely restricted for a
significant proportion of residents. Following Ward’s line of argument Bazant (1985)
posits that the two factors that determine housing consolidation are family growth

and the availability of economic resources. He argues that the interaction between a
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family’s increasing need for space — which is determined by their stage in the life
cycle — and their expanding income results in a given linear and irreversible

consolidation and expansion process of the house.

An important problematisation of the previous framework has been brought forward
by the existing research on women and housing. This research has highlighted the
gendered character of housing consolidation by showing that the quality of women’s
participation in the housing process is a critical determinant of dwelling standards.
Women’s participation is usually conditioned by the type of household to which they
belong (Chant 1987). When women have a greater participation within their homes
improvements are more likely to occur (Chant 1992). “Generally speaking, in
households where women participate in decisions affecting housing priorities, as well
as in the organisation and building of their homes, proportionally more time and
income are allocated to housing than in households where women have only limited
authority over household budgeting and expenditure” (Chant 1987: 33). It is
generally within extended family arrangements that women have a more decisive role

and therefore where consolidation is more likely to take place (Chant 1987; 1992).

3.2.2 Consolidation and neighbourhood stability

Urban theorists had generally anticipated that consolidation would result in rising the
costs of living in the settlements and in the subsequent displacement of the original
inhabitants through gentrification processes (see Legorreta 1994). Empirical evidence
suggests, however, that only a minimal proportion of the original residents is forced
to leave (Vega 1991). The relation between legalisation and displacement is based on
the wrong assumption that there is a clear cut division between a settlement’s
irregular and legal status. Under this logic, it follows that when settlements are
irregular residents do not have to pay services nor land tax and when they acquire
legal status residents have to pay both (Varley 2000). Another equally important
assumption that led to the idea of displacement is the belief that residents of popular
settlements are eager to move out. Authors who believe that displacement is probable
“suppose that if people do not move it is because they can not. Immobility is
explained in terms of poor people being “prisoners” in their settiements” (Varley
2000: 276, my translation). This notion is a consequence of overlooking the special

meaning attached to these houses by their owners and producers. Rather than selling
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their houses and leaving their neighbourhoods, residents have developed imaginative
ways to stay. Intensification or densification of the plots is one of the most common
of these; renting out rooms to secure and extra income is now a widespread practice
in the consolidated settlements of Mexico City (Ward 1989; Coulomb 1985; Gilbert
1993). Alternatively, Duhau (1998: 186) says that although it is true that
consolidation implies an increase in the value of land, and the subsequent arrival of
families of a higher income, this does not mean that a significant number of the
original families is forced to move out. Families of a higher income, he explains, do
not come to replace original inhabitants but occupy vacant plots and plots that were

kept un-built by micro scale speculators.

3.2.3 Consolidation and the development of home-based-enterprises

Research on the consolidation of self-help settlements has also suggested that, as
popular settlements consolidate houses tend to develop home-based-enterprises
(HBE) (Tipple 2000). Kellett and Tipple found that “there is a symbiotic relationship
between housing and home-based-enterprises, as dwellers are able to consolidate
their dwellings through the income eamed; many households would not have a
dwelling without their home-based-enterprise and many enterprises would not exist
without the use of a dwelling” (Kellett and Tipple 2000: 204). The adaptability of
self-help housing means that with only minimal costs, adaptations can be made to
incorporate income generating activities in the home. It has been argued that except
for cases in which dwellings are already very small, home-based enterprises occupy
little space within the home and have little negative impact on domestic space (Tipple
2004: 378). It has also been suggested that low-income households that have a home-
based enterprise are able to secure a higher income than those which do not (Ibid.:
374). Aside from the provision of jobs for low-income populations home-based
enterprises have a positive impact for the neighbourhood as a whole. In providing
goods and services at an arms reach, neighbours are able to save time and resources
that would otherwise be spent travelling. Cutting on transport costs is a great
advantage because, whenever this expenditure has to be made, it represents a

significant portion of the earnings of a low-income household (Ibid.: 373).
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3.3 The densification of the consolidated settlements in the context of economic

recession and lack of affordable housing options

It has been suggested that, in the context of the economic restructuring of the last
decades and the persistent lack of affordable housing options, rental and shared
housing in the consolidated popular settlements have become an important source of
housing for the urban poor (Gilbert and Ward 1985; Gilbert and Varley 1991; Gilbert
1993; Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991; Varley 1993; Villavicencio 1993). Asa
result, the city’s consolidated settlements are going through a process of
densification. Since the mid 1980’s informal rental housing has attracted the
attention of researchers working on popular settlements and housing in Mexico City,
and the global South more generally. Conversely, in spite of the recognition of the
importance of shared housing, this issue has remained largely neglected'". In this
section I will review the main findings of the literature on informal rental housing in

Mexico and the scarce literature on shared housing.

3.3.1 Informal rental housing

Empirical evidence has suggested that a fundamental element of the consolidation
process is the development of informal rental housing (Coulomb 1985; Ward 1989;
Gilbert 1993). A complex combination of factors such as governmental policies
oriented towards the control of urban sprawl, rise in land prices, a decline of
household incomes, and the consequent un-feasibility of self-help processes, the
insufficient provision of affordable housing, and the need for the creation of an extra
income by the residents of consolidated settlements, have meant that much of the
housing demand has been absorbed by the consolidated popular settlements through

the development of informal rental housing. The rise of rental housing has brought

"' A city in which the issue of shared housing has attracted more attention is Santiago de Chile. The
specificities of Santiago’s housing market have accentuated the role of house sharing since the early
1970’s. Under the military regimes of the 1970°s and 1980°s land invasions and the irregular sale of
affordable land were strictly banned (Gilbert 1993; UN-HABITAT 2003). After 1973 the only way to
gain access to land in the periphery was through official housing schemes which most low-income
families could not afford (Gilbert 1993: 80). In addition, the cost of rental housing rose at a higher
level than in other Latin American cities. Unlike most cities in the region, rental housing in Santiago is
not a viable alternative for the urban poor (Ibid.: 95). Given the unfeasibility of home-ownership and
rental accommodation for the urban poor, shared housing acquired a particular centrality in this city to
the point that it has been semi-formalised through the creation of allegados committees (Beall 2001:
1017). As a result, the issue has been granted significantly greater recognition both by academic
research and policy makers than in other cities in the region.
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into question the taken for granted notion that one of the defining characteristics of

popular urbanisation and self-help housing is home-ownership.

“Peripheral self-help settlements are not analogous to home ownership; as they
consolidate and integrate into the housing market of the “legal” city, a rental housing
market that responds to the growing demand of rental housing is developed in these

settlements” (Coulomb 1988: 150, my translation).

Due to its informal character, there is no precise number as to the percentage of rental
housing in consolidated settlements. Empirical evidence suggests that rental housing
represents a considerable percentage of the housing offer within these settlements'>.
However, the percentage of rental housing varies from settlement to settlement, as
Coulomb indicates: “the relative importance of popular rental housing depends on
both the settlements’ age and its location in relation to the centres of employment”

(Coulomb 1985: 46, my translation).

A central question guiding the literature on informal rental housing is whether tenant
households are poorer than home-owner households. Early research on rental housing
concluded that tenants were poorer than owners (Coulomb 1985; Gilbert and Ward
1985). More recent research sustains that although the overall income of tenant
households is slightly lower than that of owner households there is no statistically
significant difference. Moreover, because tenant families tend to be significantly
smaller they have a higher per capita income than owner families (Coulomb and
Sanchez Mejorada 1991; UN-HABITAT 2003). The difference between earlier
research and the most recent findings can be explained by changes in economic
circumstances and in the housing market. As land prices have risen and self-help
solutions are becoming less viable, those who would have previously accessed home
ownership through self-help housing are now being forced to rent. Moreover, those
who would have previously rented and then moved to homeownership are finding it
increasingly difficult to make this shift. As a result, those renting in the city’s
consolidated settlements tend to have higher incomes than inner city tenants and than

home-owners in the outlying periphery. In line with this argument Gilbert (1987;

"2 An example of this is Ward’s research on a recently formed settlement, a consolidating and a
consolidated settlement where he indicates that 47% of the households in the consolidated settlement
were renting accommodation (Ward 1982). Based on a 1970 census data Connolly argues that in the
older and more consolidated settlements as much as 60% of the housing stock is rented (Connolly
1982).
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1993) notes that it would be wrong to assume that tenants are the poorer and most
marginal group in the city. Employment structure and income levels tend to be very
similar between tenants and owners. Landlords, owners and tenants in the
consolidated settlements, he concludes are drawn from the same social class. In spite
of this, Gilbert (1987: 63) argues that informal rental housing is a residual form of
land tenure that accommodates those who cannot buy. Coulomb and Sanchez
Mejorada (1991: 118), on the other hand, posit that rental housing is not a residual
form of land tenure, considered only by the poorest of the poor. Those with no other
alternative tend to acquire a plot in the popular settlements of the outlying periphery.
Quality of housing is lower in the outlying periphery than it is in the rental

accommodation of the consolidated settlements (UN-HABITAT 2003).

A further question guiding the literature on informal rental housing is the relationship
between tenure and migrant status. Research on the issue suggests that most tenants
of the inner city are natives or have a long trajectory of residence in the city whilst
owner heads of household in the popular settlements tend to be migrants (Coulomb
and Sanchez Mejorada 1991; Gilbert 1993). Most tenants in the consolidated popular
settlements are recently arrived migrants. The consolidated settlements are becoming
an important source of affordable housing for this population. However, due to the
limited offer of rental housing in the inner city, there is also an important percentage
of native tenants in the consolidated settlements (Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada
1991).

As regards the owners, the literature argues that they operate on a small-scale and
tend to live on the premises (Gilbert 1987; 1993; UN-HABITAT 2003). Informal
rental housing tends to be highly unstable given that landlords resort to renting
according to need. Because most of the rental accommodation was not built for that
end, its use varies considerably. Its use often fluctuates between being rented out to
being used to accommodate family members (Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991;
Gilbert and Varley 1991; UN-HABITAT 2003). In Mexico landlordism is often
referred to as a “widow’s business” due to the large amounts of women involved

(Gilbert and Varley 1991; UN-HABITAT 2003).
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3.3.2 Shared housing in the consolidated settlements

One of the consequences of the lack of research on the subject of shared housing is
that there is no coherent definition of this social phenomenon. Sharing is broadly
defined as the situation in which a person (or family) lives in a house or plot s/he
does not own without paying any regular rent to the owner (Coulomb and Sanchez
Mejorada 1991; UN-HABITAT 2003). Varley (1993) defines sharing as the situation
in which two or more separate households — defined as a group of people eating from
same pot - occupy the same plot of land. One of these households owns the plot and
the other/s live/s there rent free as a result of kinship or friendship links with the
owner. Varley’s definition differentiates between extended families and house
sharing. If instead of living as separate households all people in the plot live and eat
from the same pot they would be an extended family and not house sharers. In
contrast, the 2003 UN-HABITAT report says that sharers include both households
sharing a property with the owner but not forming part of the owner’s household and

households living as part of an extended household.

A further characteristic of the existing literature is that it is based on questionnaire
surveys applied in a limited number of settlements in Mexico City, Puebla, and
Guadalajara”. Most of these surveys are embedded in a more extensive research on
informal rental housingm. As a result they provide only a broad picture on the
practice of house sharing. In what follows 1 will present the main findings of the

research available to date.

3.3.2.1 Who are the sharers?

Research on the issue suggests that, in these cities, most sharers are the sons and
daughters of owners, siblings or close relatives (Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada
1991; Varley 1993; Villavicencio 1993). In addition, sharers have smaller households
and tend to be younger than other household heads. Owners are older than tenants

and tenants older than sharers.(Gilbert and Ward 1985; Gilbert 1993; UN-HABITAT

13 Varley’s 1993 research is based on a survey of Mexico City, Puebla and Guadalajara, the others
focus solely on Mexico City.

" It is important to note, as a further evidence of the scarcity of research on the subject, that the work
of Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991, Gilbert 1993 (the part on Mexico City) and Villavicencio
1993 are based on the same survey. In fact, Villavicencio collaborated in the interpretation and writing
up process of the brief section dedicated to the topic of shared housing in Coulomb and Sanchez
Mejorada 1991.
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2003). Villavicencio (1993) shows that although most sharers are younger, amongst

sharers there are also families with older heads of household and children.

Sharers were mostly born in the city, only a few migrants become sharers (Coulomb
and Sanchez Mejorada 1991; Gilbert 1993; Villavicencio 1993) This is because
migrants tend to lack the social networks to access this kind of tenure. Kinship and
friendship ties are determinant for accessing shared housing. Unlike the situation in
Santiago de Chile, in Mexico City few sharers are friends of the owner. They are
mostly related by kin (Gilbert 1993: 49). The few migrants who share do so with
relatives other than their parents or friends and often as a temporary housing solution

(Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991).

The household income of sharers tends to be only slightly lower than that of owners
and tenants (Gilbert 1993; Villavicencio 1993). However, they have better per capita
incomes than owners. They have less personal possession than both owners and
tenants (Gilbert 1993). Most sharers have not previously owned a house. The few
cases in which this happens is when sharers are old and decide to leave their property
to move in with their children (Ibid.). For many sharers the house in which they now
share is their first house (Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991). There are however
many cases in which sharers have previously rented or shared elsewhere

(Villavicencio 1993).

3.3.2.2 Is sharing a last resort?

Empirical research shows that sharers are generally happy to do so. It does not seem
to be a tenure of last resort chosen by those who cannot rent or buy. (Coulomb and
Sanchez Mejorada 1991; Gilbert 1993). Most sharers affirm that they prefer to share
than to rent because of the economic benefits and the family support they can obtain
(Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991). In addition, a preference for sharing rather
then renting is explained by the fact that sharers live in better conditions than tenants.
(Gilbert 1993). They have larger living spaces than tenants and greater access to
consumer goods because they are able to use those of the owners (Coulomb and
Sanchez Mejorada 1991). Villavicencio (1993) hints that preference for sharing

might also respond to the existence of a disposition towards sharing in the part of the
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sharers. This, she argues, suggests that in addition to being an economic solution

there is a cultural connotation to sharing.

3.3.2.3 Is sharing a temporary solution leading to home ownership?

There is no general agreement in the research available on whether sharing is a
temporary solution leading to homeownership. Varley (1993: 21) argues that sharing
enables people to save and to later become home-owners. Contrary to this Gilbert
(1993: 49) reports that only few of the sharers he interviewed said sharing allowed
them to save in order to become owners. Moreover, only 1 in 11 had actually looked
for their own house. Following the same line of argument, Coulomb and Sanchez
Mejorada (1991: 124) posit that whilst sharers affirm that being able to save is one of
the benefits of this arrangement this should not be taken to mean that saving will be

channelled towards a change in land tenure.

Sharing is not simply a temporary housing solution leading to house ownership.
Rather, it increasingly represents a normal mechanism to access housing, similar to
renting or owning a place to live (Villavicencio 1993: 39). This is mostly due to the
lack of affordable housing provision. Sharing becomes more common as affordable
housing alternatives diminish (Coulomb and Sanchez Mejorada 1991;.Villavicencio

1993; UN-HABITAT 2003).

4. Laying out the conceptual groundwork

4.] House and home

As the subject of this research is the process whereby families produce and physically
build their houses, its central concept is the house and not the home. The concept of
home is relevant to this research insofar as one of the social consequences of the
process of building a house, but not the only one, is the cultural process of turning the
house into a home. Therefore, although they are often conflated into one concept, in
this research house and home will not be taken to represent the same thing (Blunt and
Dowling 2006). Houses are often a place of residence but are not regarded by its
inhabitants as a home. Home is thus not always the house where one lives. “Home

may be ones’ country, city or town, where one’s family lives or comes from and /or
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where one usually lives” (Mallett 2004: 79). Furthermore, empirical evidence
suggests that home is not always linked to a concrete house or even to a concrete
physical space. “While homes might be located, it is not the location that is “home”.
Instead, homes can be understood as places that hold considerable social,
psychological and emotive meaning for individuals and for groups” (Easthope 2004:
135). For some, home can be a purely imaginary place. In today’s age, when people
are increasingly mobile, feelings of home are often produced through various
practices such as the cooking of food (Petridou 2001). However it is defined and
produced, home is not fixed and stable but dynamic and ever-changing. This is
because, as Blunt and Dowling (2006: 23) state “Home does not simply exist, but is
made. Home is a process of creating and understanding forms of dwelling and

belonging”.

The fact that the house is not always a home does not mean that it is a mere
background where social life unfolds. In this research the house will be
conceptualised as a form of socially produced space or spatiality that is sociologically
significant. This definition of the house follows the tradition of thought that was
developed in the social sciences after the 1970’s which defines space as being
socially constructed and productive of social practices and relations (Lefebvre 1991;
Massey and Allen 1984; Massey 1995; Soja 1985). Though this conceptualisation
argues for the productive character of housing it differs from environmental
deterministic notions which would claim that there is a direct causal relation between
given spatial forms and social behaviour; that a given space (X) would always create
a (Y) social result. Rather, it defines the house as a socially constructed space that is
both the outcome and an active agent in the construction, reproduction, and change of
social processes and relations (Giddens 1984; Bourdieu 1990a). My
conceptualisation of the house also differs from a material culture approach to
housing. The house is not defined as an object of consumption that is endowed with
cultural meaning, but rather, in the context of popular urbanisation, housing is a

building process through which cultural meaning is produced.

4.2 The transformative potential of everyday practices

I will draw on de Certeau’s (1984) concept of “tactic” to account for the moments in

which the spatial order of the house is transformed by its users even if only in
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temporary ways. Feminist literature on the house has illustrated how the structures of
patriarchy are naturalised in the spatial order of the house and the consequent role the
house plays in their reproduction. This literature has also demonstrated that the
spatial order of the house can be transgressed through everyday practice (see Bowlby,
Gregory and McKie 1997; Munro and Madigan 1999). Based on this empirical
evidence and following de Certeau, this research is grounded on the claim that,
through everyday use, the ordinary subject has the capacity to transform the spatial
order in which s/he dwells. It is through tactical everyday practices such as walking,
dwelling, and cooking that these transformations come about. Tactical practice is
defined by de Certeau as a calculated action which “must play on and with a terrain
imposed on it and organized by the law of a foreign power” (de Certeau 1984: 37).
The transformative capacity of this tactical practice is therefore limited: “Whatever it
wins, it does not keep. It must constantly manipulate events in order to turn them into

“opportunities” (Ibid.: XiX).

Houses are “some of the most “symbolically structured” of spatial regimes” (Tonkiss
2005). Self-help housing is different to most formal housing in that, being produced
and built by people themselves, the spatial order of the house is not a foreign territory
imposed on its users. Self-help housing, however, is not built in a social vacuum. In
de Certeau’s terms, it is not the product of the strategic practice of its users. As
argued before, all forms of housing are a product of social structures and relations
and a medium for their reproduction. In building their houses the residents of popular
settlements respond to dominant views of what a house and a family ought to be like.
Though social structures have an important effect on the development of an auto-
constructed house there is often a contradiction between what the spaces that make
up the house were built for and their actual use. The residents of self-help housing
transform the spatial order of their house sometimes through radical material

alterations, but mostly through their everyday tactical practice.

4.3 Family practices

Another key theoretical concept that this research draws on is that of family
practices. In adopting this definition I distance myself from structural-functionalist

definitions of “the family.” A wide range of empirical evidence has demonstrated that
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there is no one universal thing we can call “the family”, but rather, definitions of “the
family” are culture and time specific (Cheal 1991; Bernardes 1997; Wright and
Jagger 1999). Definitions of “the family” which aim at identifying “normal” family
structures exclude the existing variety of family forms, practices and understandings
of family life, treating them as pathologies and thus as theoretically irrelevant.
Contrary to this view, this research is grounded on an understanding of the family
that focuses on what people do together rather than on identifying universal roles
within families and the patterned interactions that take place between them. The
emphasis is placed on what families “do” rather than on what form they take (Silva

and Smart 1999:11).

Defining family in terms of the process of “doing” family does not mean that I will
follow a functionalist approach which sees the family as an institution that fulfils
universal functional prerequisites for the survival of human societies (Cheal 1991: 4).
I will distance myself from functionalist definitions of “the family” in three ways: as
one of its central thinkers, Parsons has argued that the nuclear family is the prevailing
family form of the modern society for it is the one that best responds to the
requirements of the industrial economy. There is little decisive empirical evidence to
prove that the nuclear family has ever been the predominant family form. As Morgan
(1975) states, although Parsons intended to put forward a general theory of society
and the role of family in it, his analysis actually only applied to the modern American
family and more specifically to the middle class American family. Second,
functionalist accounts are problematic in their statement that prevailing family forms
come about for they represent the most efficient fit for the society in which they are
embedded. Sennett’s (1970) research on middle class families of industrial Chicago
puts this into question by providing evidence that the nuclear or intensive family, was
actually less effective in adapting to the industrial society than extended families
were. The intensive family was strong because it was used as a “weapon of defence”
against the threatening new urban environment (Ibid.: 194). Furthermore,
functionalist definitions are problematic in that they are based on an understanding of
“the family” as essential and universal. Different family forms are seen to be but
variations of the same subject called “the family”. As Barret and Mclntosh (1991: 90)
note: “One major problem of the attempt to argue a functional relationship between a

particular form of family and a particular mode of production is that we have to
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accept the family as it is constructed ideologically —as a self-evident unity- in order to
do s0”. In addition, as feminist scholars have pointed out, functionalist views of “the
family” tend to see it as a coherent and cohesive unit overlooking the fact that not all
families function well and that they are also the scenario for violence and conflict.
Feminists stress the importance of not only acknowledging the fact that there are

differences between families but also within families (Gittins 1985: 2).

Focusing on what families do rather than on family structure does not imply the
adoption of functionalist accounts of “the family.” In this research family will be
understood as: “a term used by lay actors to label those ties which they believe to
involve enduring intimate relations” (Cheal 1991: 130). Family or kinship is “a way
of identifying others as in some way special from the rest, people to whom the
individual or collectivity feel responsible in certain ways. It is a method of
demarcating obligations and responsibilities between individuals and groups” (Gittins
1985: 65). Family will be therefore defined as an active process rather than as a static
thing. That is, family is about family making, about how social actors define what
family is. In line with this conceptualisation of family, this research is grounded on
Morgan’s (1999) concept of family practices. Morgan suggests that we look at
family as being: “less of a noun and more of an adjective or, possibly, a verb.
“Family” represents a constructed quality of human interaction rather than a thing-
like object of detached social investigation” (Ibid.: 16). He defines family practices
as those relationships, activities and interactions that are seen as having to do with
family matters. This means that, w