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1.1 Introduction

Low- and middle-income households in urban areas face growing difficulties 

in accessing adequate and affordable housing. People are reliant upon housing 

provided by large market and state providers, but these fail to live up the 

promise of guaranteeing the right to adequate and affordable housing. This has 

given way to a renewed interest to forms of housing provision characterized by 

a high degree of resident involvement. This dissertation sets out to explore how 

residents become active in housing provision through self-building activities. 

It explores the relationship between self-build housing and the institutional 

dynamics of spatial governance. It does this through an explorative comparative 

case-study of self-build housing governance in the Amsterdam and São Paulo 

metropolitan areas. 

Even though self-building is one of the most prevalent forms of housing across 

the world, it remains largely underexplored in the urban studies and planning 

literature. The academic neglect contrasts starkly with just how deeply self-

building has captured our popular imagination. A quick glance at Netflix’ 

catalogue reveals titles such as ‘The World’s Most Extraordinary Homes’, 

‘Million Dollar Beach House’, ‘Tiny House Nation’ or the long-running British 

tv-show ‘Grand Designs’. Such tv-programs generally deal with European and 

North-American middle-class households who realize their dream home as an 

expression of taste and lifestyle. 

The Netflix image contrasts starkly with an analogous image that sees self-

building as a phenomenon exclusive to the favelas, barrios and ‘slums’ of the 

global south. Self-builders in rapidly urbanizing cities resort to building their 

own homes because there are simply no alternatives at offer by state or market. 

These people may express taste and identity, but foremostly they build to 

attain shelter under ambiguous legal conditions, as has been detailed more 

extensively in academic research. Consequently, researchers associate self-

building primarily in relation to informality and underdevelopment. 

The binary fiction of taste and necessity obscures the complexity and 

diversity of self-building practices. It overlooks both the role professionalized 

self-building activities plays in the south, as well as the way self-building in 

Europe may deviate from legal standards or cater to urgent housing needs 



15

(Duncan and Rowe 1993, Salet et al. 2020). Inspired by methodological calls 

for urban comparativism (Robinson 2006, Nijman 2007), this dissertation 

seeks to bring together cases from contexts considered vastly different: Brazil 

and the Netherlands. When committed to comparison, past studies on self-

building have largely juxtaposed the ‘first world’ and ‘industrialized’ vis-à-vis 

‘developing’ and ‘third world’ situations (Bredenoord and van Lindert 2010). 

Drawing on an ontology of ordinary cities (Robinson 2006), this dissertation 

brings these contexts onto the same comparative plane, thus illuminating the 

diversity in experiences and processes involved in self-building. 

The self-building images from north and south seemingly speak to separate 

practices and contexts. Still, they share an implicit understanding of the self-

builder as a heroic entrepreneur who carves out a place in the city (Turner 

1991). Self-building is explained as an expression of personal creativity in the 

context of rapid urbanization. As for the state, its role tends to be defined by 

oppressive authority or inept absence. In the Netflix picture, planners stifle 

self-building through unnecessary red tape and incessant regulations (Wallace 

et al. 2013). In the view from the south, state actors may threaten with eviction, 

preferring to house self-builders into neatly ordered modernist housing 

blocks (Scott 2012, Kuyucu 2014). By understanding self-building as an act 

of self-sufficiency, we obscure the mediating role of spatial governance and 

institutions. The dissertation sets out to explore how states actively interact 

with self-building activities across different contexts. It considers the role of 

spatial governance and institutions essential for understanding self-building 

activities in process and form. 

The research acknowledges the premise that self-building speaks to an 

autonomous impulse to appropriate housing in the face of state and market 

hierarchies. However, rather than explaining self-build as an isolated act of 

self-reliance or through the overdue discursive dichotomy of formal/informal, 

the research sets to explore how spatial governance and planning interact with 

self-building practices. Analyzing state programs and policies developed in 

relation to self-build housing, the dissertation scrutinizes the conditioning role 

of property in these practices. 
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1.2 What is self-build housing? 

Before spelling out the analytical framework, research questions and structure 

of this dissertation, it is necessary to establish what self-build housing entails. 

There is a wide variety of terms referring to residents who build their own home. 

These terms vary depending upon national, regional or even local context. In 

the anglophone academic literature self-organized, self-help, self-provided 

or informal housing are used, among others (Clapham et al. 1993, Duncan 

and Rowe 1993). Collective forms are referred to as cohousing, community-

led, cooperative or collaborative housing ( Jarvis 2015). Collaborative housing 

in particular has gained a high degree of salience in the European context 

recently, referring specifically to varieties of participatory and community-

oriented housing characterized by collaboration between residents and other 

stakeholders (Lang et al. 2018). In the Dutch policy discourse, self-building may 

be referred to as zelfbouw, particulier opdrachtgeverschap or collectief particulier 

opdrachtgeverschap (Expertteam Eigenbouw 2014). Commonplace terms in 

Brazil include autoconstrução, mutirão or autogestão habitacional (Lago 2012). 

Terms emphasize different aspects, such as who is involved or the legal status 

of the activity. 

In this dissertation I use self-build housing to refer to a wide array of activities 

in which people commission the production of housing for their own use. 

It emphasizes the role of the resident(s) as commissioning actor, who exerts 

control over the different stages of self-building. The end-user controls key 

investment, design and construction decisions. The label self-building is 

deliberately chosen because of its high resonance, even though if residents 

may not necessarily physically build themselves. This resonance works across 

language barriers and translates to Portuguese (autoconstrução) and Dutch 

(zelfbouw). In this respect my definition overlaps with the broader definition 

adopted by Benson & Hamiduddin (2017). Opting for a broader definition 

around production and provisioning includes for a variety of housing practices. 

Some of these are excluded if one focuses on legality (informal housing) or 

living practices (cohousing). 

It goes without saying that the precise form self-building assumes varies 

depending on place and time. Three dimensions are specified as relevant here: 

resident involvement, actors involved and tenure. First, the degree of resident 
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involvement varies. The idea of self-building evokes the image of one person 

building a house from the ground up but this is rarely the case. People receive 

help from their own social networks or contract professionals to undertake 

the work. The building may not be entirely new, it may also entail retrofit or 

renovation, demanding more complex expertise at times. Second, the subject 

of self-building may be a single person, family or multiple households. Third, 

self-building may involve various property relations. This counters the idea 

it is typically associated with the normative ideal of a homeowner who holds 

absolute and exclusive control (Singer 2000a). The dissertation demonstrates 

that, particularly in the case of various forms of collective self-building, tenure 

labels do not always capture the complexity of property relations. This equally 

applies to the land on which residents build.

The work on informal housing has highlighted the diversity in terms of property, 

possession and the relationship to public and private legal frameworks (Soaita 

2013, Roy 2005). While informal and self-build housing may overlap in some 

contexts, it is important to note their analytical distinctiveness. Where self-

building refers to a mode of provisioning, informality refers to a relational 

status vis-à-vis what is considered legal, formal or sanctioned by the state. 

Equally, residents may build on land that has been provided for by the state. 

By focusing on commissioning, the dissertation challenges the equation of 

self-building and absolute individual property ownership. Recognition of 

the diversity of property relations is necessary both from an analytical and 

normative imperative (Schlager and Ostrom 1992, Blomley 2004). 

By focusing on commissioning and provisioning, this dissertation moves 

beyond the singular focus on housing consumption to involve questions 

of production, investment and need. It draws attention to the constellation 

of actors involved of self-building. Self-building cannot be easily reduced 

to housebuilding undertaken by ‘civil society’ or ‘private actors’ (Guy and 

Henneberry 2002a). The property development literature has tended to impart 

rationales of actors by virtue of such labels (Ambrose 1994). Because self-builders 

combine classic roles of producer and consumer it is difficult to categorize 

their motives accordingly. Instead it may be fruitful to focus on the actors that 

are drawn into self-building activities at each stage. An event-sequence model 

can be useful to heuristically map the different stages in self-build, including 

commisisoning, investment, construction, design and maintenance (Healey 
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1998, Ball 2003). Diagram 1 conceptualizes the different steps in self-building. 

The arrows indicate that actions need not follow sequentially, but may also go 

back and forth.  

Diagram 1. Conceptualizing self-build housing as action

1.3 A critical comparative perspective on self-build

There is a renewed interest to self-building at a time of rapidly growing housing 

constraints across the world. The conjunction between a housing crisis and 

increased focus on self-building directs attention to the structural premise that 

self-building fulfills a potential gap uncatered for by state and market housing 

provisioning. 

In the Netherlands, attention to self-building has emerged at a moment when 

housing construction slumps and the legacy of social housing withers away, 

following waves of marketization and liberalization. Under the Fordist regime 

following World War-II, housing construction peaked. Heavily subsidized 

construction ensured that low- and middle-incomes could access a decent 

quality of dwelling either through ownership or rental housing (Harloe 1995, 

Aalbers 2015, Salet and Bossuyt 2020). This mass-building regime resulted in a 

certain degree of alienation and standardization. State-sanctioned developers 
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and semi-public organizations grasped the prerogative over housing provision 

from the hands of residents, who were left as passive consumers. 

 

Brazil has not had a mass housing regime in the same capacity as the Netherlands 

had. Federal housing programmes during the 20th century were characterized 

by a similar modernist logic, yet never wanted or could accommodate the entire 

population. A neglect of the housing needs generated by rapid urbanization 

has resulted in widespread deficiencies in terms of quality, tenure security, and 

infrastructure. Large parts of the population have arranged their own housing 

solutions, only to secure support posteriorly through social mobilization 

(Pasternak and D’Ottaviano 2018). 

Both contexts are marked by growing housing constraints as a result of the 

growing dominance of private investors and developers. Housing is increasingly 

commodified, valued as a market good and appreciated as an object of real estate 

investment. Rolnik (2019) traces this process to the hegemony of one particular 

model, namely homeownership funded via credit loans. The hegemony of this 

model is supported through an ideology of homeownership and valuation 

of housing as an asset (Ronald & Elsinga 2012). An underexplored aspect of 

this model concerns the way in which it builds on hierarchical mechanisms of 

provisioning, privileging construction by large private actors. This illustrates 

how self-organized housing solutions can be an alternative to mainstream 

modes of housing provision. Still, whether self-building effectively substitutes, 

supplements or opposes mainstream modes of housing is also contested 

(Hodkinson 2012).

The global housing crisis calls into mind the premise that self-building fills a 

gap left by deficient state and market provisioning. Development scholars have 

often claimed that self-building caters to unmet needs in terms of costs, quality 

or location in the context of rapid urbanization (Turner 1968, Harms 1982). 

Drawing upon their own labor or working without profit motives, residents 

are able to realize housing at lower costs. When suitable land is unavailable, 

land invasions or occupations can be a solution to realize decent locations, as 

famously demonstrated by the favelas of Rio de Janeiro (Lago 2012).

Self-building is linked to the rapid growth of cities and exclusion of population 

from state housing solutions. The literature on self-building in ‘developing’ 
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contexts also highlights the rich legacy of state aid to self-building (Harris 1999). 

The popularization of state-aid to self-building is often traced to the influence 

of John Turner on the World Bank. His work addressed the vital agency of 

self-builders in meeting housing needs. Similarly, Janice Perlman has pointed 

out that informal settlements should be appreciated for their ‘creativity and 

freedom from the norm’ (2017, p. 11). State aid to self-building has primarily 

come to be associated with underdeveloped countries where it substitutes 

proper modernist systems of provisioning (Harris 1998). 

Drawing on the work of Robinson (Robinson 2006, 2014), the perspective 

above can be criticized for exemplifying an urban ontology that separates 

between the formal, affluent and developed vis-à-vis the informal, poor and 

underdeveloped. By ignoring the diverse histories of state support to self-

building, scholars tend to reproduce a particular urban ontology which holds 

these worlds to be incommensurable. Harris (1999) engages with the ignored 

legacy of self-build in Europe, noting that the theme is nowhere to be found 

in the classic comparative histories of European housing policy (Harloe 

1995, Whitehead and Scanlon 2007). This equally applies to the Netherlands, 

where the focus has primarily been on the evolution of the social housing 

sector, rather than resident-led provisioning (Gerrichhauzen 1987, Van der 

Schaar 1987). Beekers (2012) slightly deviates from this norm, discussing the 

emergence and suppression of collective self-help in the early 20th century. 

Still, scholarship has largely neglected the European legacy of state support for 

self-building by governments of all political stripes in regions as diverse of the 

Soviet Union, Red Vienna and fascist Germany (Harris 1999, Wakeman 1999). 

The geographical limitations of self-building scholarship largely mirror the 

binary characterization of housing informality as exclusive to the south (Durst 

and Wegmann 2017)

Given this historical ignorance it does not come as a surprise that the rediscovery 

of self-building and the celebration of vernacular, tactical and DIY urbanism has 

primarily drawn on examples from the global south. A visit to Lima, Peru in the 

early nineties prompted a shift in thinking for Adri Duivesteijn, the alderman 

who would later initiate the Homeruskwartier in Almere. He was astounded by 

the disparities between the Netherlands and Peru in terms of residents’ control 

over their housing situation (1999). Self-building has subsequently captured 

architectural and planning discourses in the Netherlands, tying into the 
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popularization of incremental development strategies and citizen involvement 

in urban development (van Karnenbeek 2021, Stapper 2020). It aligns with a 

dissatisfaction with rational-comprehensive planning and a post-structuralist 

critique of public governance (Savini 2017a). Policy-makers pushing for self-

building frequently cite benefits in terms of spatial quality or affordability 

(Duivesteijn 1999, Tellinga 2002, 2018, Moore 2014).

National governments in the UK and the Netherlands have actively prioritized 

self-building (Wallace et al. 2013, Benson and Hamiduddin 2018, Salet et 

al. 2020). Municipalities also play a strong part in the formulation of plans 

to support self-building, as demonstrated by experiences in Hamburg, 

Gothenburg or Zürich (Balmer and Gerber 2018, Hagbert 2020). Still, these 

views tend to depart from a normative assumption that self-building leads 

to positive outcomes. Scholars interested in alternative housing models 

hypothesize that putting the developer’s profit margin into better design and 

sustainability allows for better spatial outcomes and can offer a counterpoint 

to the speculation and commodification of housing (Bower 2017). Others urge 

for a more cautious reading of the positive benefits attributed to self-building 

(Scheller and Thörn 2018). This dissertation sides with this premise, arguing it 

is necessary to first understand how spatial governance dynamics interact with 

self-building activities at an empirical level. 

1.4 Analytical framework

The dissertation connects the micro-level of self-building activities to an 

analysis of governance by adopting an institutionalist conceptual lens. Of 

particular interest is the role of property as a mediating variable, structuring 

self-building activities. This section spells out the general analytical approach, 

which departs from the insights on Henri Lefebvre. Building on the notion of 

autogestion, self-building can be understood as a concretization of the social 

production of urban space (Lefebvre 1991, Purcell 2014). The way this process 

unfolds is contingent upon the dynamics of spatial governance. 

At one level, self-building can be understood as autogestion in the domain of 

housing and an actualization of the right to the city. The Lefebvrian perspective 

sheds light on the material and normative dimensions of self-building as a way 
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of participating and appropriating the production of urban space. It exposes 

the dialectical tension between use and exchange value. Under capitalist 

urbanization, state and market may favor the abstraction and universalization 

of housing, resulting in the alienation and expropriation of residents from the 

process of housing provision. Residents, or inhabitants in Lefebvre’s words, may 

counter this process through autogestion, which is an instrumental affirmation 

and moral claim over production of urban space. The conceptual lens sheds 

light on the tension between different values in housing provision, the way in 

which residents claim rights and how this challenges state and corporate modes 

of housing production. At the other level, the dissertation draws on the notion 

of spatial governance, by which it refers to the organization of social action by 

an array of actors for public benefit (Healey 2004). This lens directs attention 

to the ways in which public authorities may administrate and coordinate self-

building activities. The contested governance of self-building activities may 

run up against claims articulated by residents.  

By drawing on new institutionalism, the dissertation emphasizes the creation 

of institutional arrangements and their interaction with urban governance 

practices (Verma 2007). Institutionalism shifts attention towards the socio-

legal parameters that determine who is involved in planning activity and 

under what conditions these actors are engaged (Healey 1998, Salet 2018). 

This dissertation understands institutions as frameworks of norms, rules 

and practices that structure action in social contexts (DiMaggio and Powell 

1983). It combines elements of an institutional-actor approach with a value-

critical institutionalism. It focuses on how institutions distribute and create 

opportunities for actors in urban development, while viewing these institutions 

as politically contestable, as they distribute constraints and opportunities 

unevenly. Actors mobilize and contest the institutional arrangements in 

housing provision (Lowndes and Roberts 2013).

1.5 Actualizing the right to the city through self-build 

The typology of tower and slab stands for modernist post-war housing at its 

best. The combination of prefabricated parts and rationalized construction 

processes is what enabled large-scale production in the post-war years (Urban 

2013). Writing in the late sixties in Paris, Lefebvre deplored the emergence of 
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such buildings as example of industrialized housing construction all around 

him. For Lefebvre, these buildings signify the rationalization of urban space 

by state bureaucracies to pave the way for capital accumulation (Lefebvre 1991, 

Harvey 2012, p. ix). These buildings exhibit the structural political-economic 

tension between use and exchange value. As a consequence of modernization 

and industrialization, housing had become the exclusive predicament of 

private companies and state bureaucracies, causing alienation, exclusion, and 

exploitation (Lefebvre 2003). These hierarchies value housing, and urban 

space more broadly, principally as a commodity, contradicting with the 

value of housing in social or affective terms. Lefebvre’s insights in housing 

are important as they show how commercially driven housing development 

engenders a valuation of exchange value over use value. High modernist 

housing illustrates the increasing control of state and market over human life 

and transforms residents into passive, alienated consumers (Scott 2020).

The antidote offered by Lefebvre lies in the notion of the right to the city, 

which has become a central rallying cry for people interested in promoting 

resident empowerment and democratization in urban space. Lefebvre had a 

fundamental interest in imagining a new social contract between citizens and 

the state. People become a member of this political community not by virtue of 

their blood or place or birth, but rather by where they live: inhabitance. The right 

to the city is concretized through two rights. This concept is actualized through 

two rights: the right to appropriate urban space and the right to participate 

in decision-making (Purcell 2014). These rights are not granted to individual 

citizens by the liberal state, but must be actively claimed as collective rights

The reappropriation of urban space occurs through autogestion. This is a 

process by which inhabitants seize control over society form hierarchical state 

and market structures. Autogestion occurs every time social groups refuse to 

passively accept its conditions of existence, but chooses to focus on mastering 

its own condition (Lago 2012). Autogestion enables residents to reorient the 

city towards their own needs (Lefebvre 1996, pp. 67–68). Residents contest and 

appropriate urban space in the face of state and market structures. There is a 

pedagogical element to the process of appropriation. As residents claim space 

in the city and assert use over exchange value, they also actively develop the 

capacity to manage the city for themselves (Purcell 2014, p. 151). 
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Autogestion is an instrument through which the primacy of use value can be 

restored. It is also the key to the right to the city. (Bower 2016). Inhabitants 

should claim the production of urban space through appropriation, 

countering alienation. Seen as autogestion, self-building can offer an antidote 

to the homogenizing effects of housing provided for by state or commercial 

providers who prioritize exclusively exchange values (Scott 2020). Effective 

autogestion causes the regime of corporate and state managers to wither away 

(Purcell and Tyman 2015). The framework highlights how residents value the 

idea of the urban on their own terms, counter to dominant ideas that reduce 

space to private property or as a valuable commodity.

The analytic strength of Lefebvre’s viewpoint for this dissertation lies in 

the way it exposes the tension between use and exchange value in housing. 

It also highlights how capitalist and bureaucratic housing structures create 

alienation and exclusion and how residents may actively counter these through 

autogestion and social mobilization (Arıcan 2020). At the normative level, it 

offers a framework for strengthening resident control over housing. This is 

reflected in its prominence in the discursive repertoire of housing movements 

and activists, in Brazil but also elsewhere (Lago 2012; Fisker et al. 2018). It also 

speaks to the right to self-determination and participation, both of which 

are recognized as necessary elements of the right to adequate and affordable 

housing by the UN (Rolnik 2019). Still, the abstract nature of the framework 

means it may not be directly applicable to understanding the activities and 

experiences of self-builders in specific contexts.  

1.6 Spatial governance

The concept of spatial governance is used to understand the relations between 

self-builders, different levels of state and other actors, such as housebuilders 

or political movements. Governance denotes the organization of social action 

for a form of public benefit. Following Savini et al. (2014) we may understand 

spatial governance and planning as coordinating various resources across 

different dimensions. Applied to urban development, planning conditions the 

distribution and allocation of activities and resources.
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Public institutions and the state condition housing provision. European 

planning literature has tended to assume regulations negatively impede 

residents’ capacity to produce housing. This is expressed by work adopting 

post-structuralist ontologies, arguing states’ insensitivity to ‘bottom-up’ 

initiatives results in disappointment (Boonstra and Boelens 2011). The self-

building advocacy literature expresses similar complaints over institutional 

impediments and red tape (Wallace et al. 2013a). Research on informal modes 

of self-building in non-European contexts offers a more nuanced vision of the 

relationship between state and resident involvement in housing production 

(Roy 2005, Durst and Wegmann 2017).

The work on urban informalities provides a starting point for understanding 

the dynamic relationship between spatial governance, institutions and resident-

led urban development. This work acknowledges the various ways in which 

housing provision may be unauthorized or transgress private or public laws. 

Rather than understanding informal housing as opposite to ‘formal’ planning 

regimes, it is necessary to note that they are patterned by the state, both 

implicitly and explicitly. Crucial here is the insight that state powers may use 

informality as a governance mechanism. It is a discursive label used to classify 

settlements (Roy 2005, Mcfarlane 2010). This directs attention to the question 

of how the state classifies what forms of urban development are authorized 

and legitimate. This is essentially a power-laden process of institutional 

contestation. Caldeira (2017) dubbed the notion of peripheral urbanization to 

classify such modes of urbanization in the global south, arguing it consists out of 

interrelated processes following a distinct mode of agency and temporality and 

according to a transversal logic amidst political contestation. Still, this research 

is not explicitly interested in the discursive classification of housing practices, 

but does center in on the mechanism through which the state interacts with 

self-building practices. It helps conceptualize the diversity in state responses to 

self-building practices, which may vary from support, tolerance, acquiescence 

or repression. The focus of this research is specifically on the ways in which 

public parties in spatial governance actively interact, condition or support self-

building activities. 
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1.7 Action in self-building 

Understanding self-building activities necessitates an ontology of human 

agency. The dissertation draws on an actor-based institutionalism, emphasizing 

the multi-dimensional nature of housing. A house is multiple things at once, 

it a good that satisfies the need for shelter and warmth. To its owner, it is also 

an economic good that stores value or can be exchanged (Mallett 2004, Ronald 

2008). As homeownership has become increasingly important in industrialized 

market economies, so have the economic dimensions of housing become 

increasingly relevant. Conceptions of housing as commodity or asset may 

conflict with the meaning it has in terms of providing home and dwelling. Such 

meanings may are shaped by contingencies in terms of space, time and culture 

(Ronald 2008). The few accounts of the experiences of European self-builders 

have tended to focus on distinction and taste, reflecting the consumptive turn 

(Mackay and Perkins 2017). Meanwhile, studies of informal self-builders focus 

primarily on economic or legal dimensions, seeing self-building as an act of 

creative agency, legal mismatch, or rapid urbanization (Bredenoord and van 

Lindert 2010, Dekel 2020)

The central contradiction between economic and social meanings of housing 

has been captured by the by the political-economic contradiction of use and 

exchange value. Use value refers to what one gains by using a good, while 

exchange value refers to the monetary gain that can be realized with a good. 

Housing occupies the uneasy middle-ground between exchange and use value. 

Self-building provides an interesting entry point to provide the contradiction 

between use and exchange value in housing. Depending on the property 

relation that it is adopted, residents may not only relate to the self-built house 

as commodity or home, but they also influence and decide upon material 

characteristics which has ramifications for its potential future value. 

In order to conceptualize the actions of self-builders the dissertation draws 

upon the concept of an action situation (Ostrom 1990). This conceptual unit 

summarizes different courses of action within self-building. Actors interact 

at each of the early defined stages: commisisoning, investment, design, 

construction and maintenance. Note that for the definition of self-build housing 

here it is necessary that residents fulfill the commisisoning role. However, they 

may interact with other actors in different phases of self-building understood 

as an activity. The diagram highlights that self-building can be both processual 
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and iterative. Institutions shape action not by simply defining actors’ calculus, 

but rather by shaping their norms and beliefs.

The actor-institutionalism adopted by Ostrom understands agents as 

acting strategically, intentionally and utility-maximizing. This dissertation 

acknowledges an actor-centered approach and the premise of strategic 

intentionality. Self-builders can intend to achieve their goals, individually or 

collectively, in a manner defined by them. However, it objects to the central 

element of rational actor theory by asserting that actors can impossibly know 

all possible courses of action ( Joas 1996). It thus moves to a more relational 

understanding of use and exchange value as causative of action. The dissertation 

understands actors as intending to behave rationally, but emphasizes that 

epistemological limitations render it difficult, if not impossible, to calculate 

the best course of action in a given action situation. Of relevance then becomes 

how actors understand possible courses of action, rather than explaining their 

behavior with respect to a pregiven scenario of utility-maximization. 

The dissertation draws on a more interpretivist approach of actor-based 

institutionalism, paying  attention to the interpretive frames that structure 

action situations and actors’ imaginaries (Beckert 2016). In this respect it 

emphasizes how institutional conditions do not simply define actors’ calculus, 

but rather shape norms and beliefs (March and Olsen 2006). At an analytical 

level the question arises how residents are activated in self-building and on 

what grounds. Value, in terms of use and exchange value, is not intrinsic to 

the materiality of self-building, but rather lies in the meaning ascribed to it by 

parties (Beckert and Aspers 2011).

1.8 Property

Special attention must be paid to the uneasy relationship between the right 

to the city and property. According to Lefebvre private property represents 

a form of expropriation for private use. Capitalist production of urban space 

parcelizes the city into isolated segments of private property. The needs of 

property owners tend to dominate other claims, by alienating and excluding 

inhabitants from urban space. Private property as a legal category is essential 
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for the transformation of housing into an exchangeable market commodity 

(Madden and Marcuse 2016). Lefebvre was quite insistent on distinguishing 

the right to the city from the right to private property. The appropriation 

foreseen through autogestion refuses the computability of a property 

rights of ownership, rather focusing on belonging and inhabitance (Purcell 

2014, p. 149). Seen in this light, the right to the city is a struggle to augment 

inhabitants’ rights vis-à-vis property rights. The right to the city is defined by 

use and appropriation, rather than property rights and expropriation (Aalbers 

and Gibb 2014, p. 208). The incommensurability of the right to the city 

and property statement has been challenged by alternative theorizations of 

property. Blomley (2004) for example argues that property is more politically 

and empirically diverse than suggested by Lefebvre. He imagines property as 

a set of “practices, claims and legal relations” that do not stand synonymous 

with the classic liberal ownership of private property alone (Singer 2000). For 

Blomley (2004, p. 153), the right to the city may be realized through property 

when defined more expansionary terms. He advocates focusing on how such 

property claims are put to work and with what effects (Blomley 2004, p. 346). In 

a similar vein, Dawkins (2020) argues that the right to the city and property are 

not as incompatible as proposed if we understand that rights may be effectively 

dispersed, advocating a focus on those incidents of property that engender 

security of tenure and control. 

The uneasy relationship between property and the right to the city presents 

a dilemma for self-building as a mode of autogestion. On the one hand self-

building can claim to actualize use values over exchange values through 

processes of appropriation. On the other hand, when this is done through the 

creation of exclusionary socio-legal arrangements, it may run counter to the 

right to the city as a collective claim. The way in which property is imagined 

matters for the consequences of autogestion. 

1.9 Research question

There is increased interest to self-build housing as a means of enabling residents 

in the production of urban space. However, existing research on self-build 

housing has explored it largely as an isolated phenomenon or structural rapid 

urbanization. In particular, the relationship between the spatial governance and 
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self-building activities remains underexplored. While some planning studies 

have underlined the epistemological ineptness of planners, little work has 

investigated how spatial governance dynamics relate to self-building activities 

in practice. Thus, this research starts from the premise that understanding 

the progressive capacity of self-building poses not so much an individualist 

or economic challenge, but rather a question that should be understood from 

an institutionalist angle. It aims to juxtapose a qualitative analysis of self-

building activities with the way in which self-building is embedded into urban 

development processes.

 

The dissertation aims to explore the capacity of self-build housing to address 

growing housing constraints for low- and middle-incomes in urban areas and 

understand it an opportunity for the participation and appropriation of the 

production of urban space. It situates the experiences of self-builders in relation 

to the structuring logic of property. It explores in particular the governance 

arrangements catering to resident-led modes of housing provision and the 

mechanisms of interaction between these two dimensions. The research is 

guided by the following main and sub-questions, these are addressed by the 

specific research papers.

Main Question
How does self-build housing for low- and middle-incomes 
interact with the institutional dynamics of spatial governance
in Brazil and the Netherlands?

Subquestion                     Chapter

How and why do state actors interact with

self-buildingas a mode of housing provision?

How do actors experience self-build housing?

How can property relations in self-build housing be conceptualized 

and how do these condition self-building activities? 

2 & 5

3 & 5

4 & 5
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1.10 Methodology and case selection 

The dissertation is based on two empirical case-studies of self-build housing 

developments that are supported by urban planning and housing policy 

frameworks. The case-study approach is used to enable an in-depth exploration 

of how spatial governance interacts with self-building for low- and middle-

incomes in urban city-regions and to understand the drivers and mechanisms 

of this process. The research design adopts an exploratory and explanatory 

approach. The study is aimed at understanding the mechanisms by which 

spatial governance and planning interacts with resident-led modes of housing, 

such as self-build housing. In order to understand this the research adopts a 

qualitative research strategy. We are particularly interested in the meanings 

actors ascribe to social reality. It imputes actors with a capacity for intentional 

action but recognizes this is not solely dependent upon utility calculus and 

conditioned by norms such as property relations. 

To investigate the interactive relationship between self-building practices 

and spatial governance in different contexts this study adopts a case-study 

approach. The research uses an instrumental view of a case-study as an intense 

study used to elucidate features of a larger class of similar phenomena (Gerring 

2004). Of central concern is how self-build housing practices are governed in a 

real-life context and how these relate to different conditions. The aim is not to 

generate general laws about self-building and urban governance, but rather to 

understand how these processes unfold in particular contexts. 

The dissertation draws primarily on qualitative data including semi-structured 

interviews and policy documents conducted between September 2016 and 

December 2019. The primary source of data were collected in semi-structured 

interviews (Appendix A). Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a 

range of different actors, including policy-makers, public officials, politicians, 

social movement members and residents. The secondary data used included 

an extensive analysis of policy documents, legal documents, bylaws, statutes 

and newspaper articles.
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1.11 Comparative strategy

Comparing urban contexts such as the São Paulo and Amsterdam metropolitan 

areas runs counter to the common practice in research on self-building. The 

cases were deliberately accentuated as they ostensibly represent the typical 

images of highly formalized planning system versus rampant informality. 

The comparative strategy responds to calls made for more multipolar modes 

of urban theory-making (Peck 2015). It responds directly to the dominant 

view which aided self-building to be a phenomenon exclusive to the global 

south. One of the key controversies entails the unquestioned separation of 

concepts to be held exclusive to the European or non-European experience. 

Authors warn against such exclusive ways of knowing the urban and urged for 

a deconstruction of global models of urban theory (McFarlane 2010; Robinson 

2016). The postcolonial critique in urban studies has primarily addressed the 

question of what is the urban and how we come to understand it (Robinson & 

Roy 2016). At its core it is not only a methodological, but also an ontological 

and analytical critique. The postcolonial urban critique has addressed the point 

that seemingly ostensible global urban transformations are based on particular 

western epistemologies (MacFarlane 2010). This warrants a recognition of 

divergent contexts and local contiguity (Nijman 2015). 

 

The research thus subscribes to the ontological call for understanding cities 

as ordinary cities (Robinson 2006). Instead of categorizing cities according 

to labels such as formal/informal, developed/underdeveloped, this view sees 

cities as ‘dynamic and diverse, if conflicted arenas for social and economic 

life’ (Robinson 2016, p.1). Cities are sites of political contestation, economic 

activity and political redistribution. The research explicitly does not depart 

from understanding globalizing processes and their impact on local practices. 

Instead it engages with self-building across different contexts, pluralizing the 

production of urban theory. It aims to dismantle the dominant frame of self-

building as a marginal phenomenon and reject the incommensurability of 

urban experiences of self-building in the north and south. 

The point of Robinson is to advocate for a comparative urban approach 

that goes beyond a comparison of most different cases. It considers cities 

that are traditionally considered as ontologically distinct on the same plane 

of investigation. The investigation in this respect does not address matching 
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criteria in terms of GDP, welfare context or social structure, but rather by 

centering on similar analytical dimensions. The aim is not to rank urban 

contexts or to put them into order, but rather to recognize and explore the 

diversity of social processes with respect to the governance of self-build 

housing from the bottom-up. The comparison within this dissertation thus 

works through juxtaposition, emphasizing the qualitative logic grounding this 

research. 

1.12 Structure

This dissertation is structured according to four scientific research articles 

that have been published by, or submitted for publication to peer-reviewed 

scientific journals. These articles each represent a chapter of the dissertation. 

Each chapter can be understood as resulting from stand-alone research, putting 

emphasis on a different dimension of the spatial governance and institutional 

dynamics of self-build housing. 

Chapter 2, published in Land Use Policy, investigates the interaction between 

the planning and housing regime and self-build housing practices in the 

Netherlands. The chapter demonstrates how low- and middle-income 

residents over time have become strongly dependent on densely organized 

consortia of municipalities, housing associations and market developers. The 

article indicates that land development conditions appear to be at odds with 

the logics presupposed by self-building. The paper uses a pilot study of the 

Homeruskwartier in Almere, one of the largest state-led self-building schemes 

in the 21st century in Europe. The study indicates that making self-building 

the cornerstone of a resident-led development strategy for low- and middle-

incomes entails a reconfiguration of actors’ positions in housing provision. 

This involves a commisisoning role of residents within the established social 

and commercial domains.  

Chapter 3, published in Housing Studies, investigates the aspirations and 

strategies of self-builders of owner-occupied homes in the Homeruskwartier. 

Further exploring the case introduced in the first chapter, the chapter explores 

why people have resorted to the self-building of their own homes, and how they 

have done so. It interrogates the premise that self-building necessarily leads to 
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the pursuit of use over exchange values. The aspirations of self-builders are not 

only framed by social and material conditions, but are also being reframed in 

the action process. This questions not only the positive benefits practitioners 

attribute to self-building, it also stresses the contingent nature of aspirations 

and strategies, emphasizing the experimental character of the building process. 

Chapter 4, published in Housing, Theory & Society, conceptualizes collaborative 

housing, involving different forms collective self-building. It unpacks the 

concept of collaborative housing and develops an ideal-typical typology 

through property regimes. These are social arrangements concerning the 

allocation of rights, rules and roles with respect to a resource. The chapter 

draws on my own empirical research and international examples from the 

academic literature to develop a conceptual argument. The chapter notes that 

collaborative housing is generally based on limited common property, self-

governance and sets of internal rules. While sharing these characteristics with 

other residential communities, collaborative housing can be differentiated by 

virtue of collectively held management and commissioning rights. Property 

regimes are a mediating variable for both positive and negative effects 

attributed to collaborative housing. 

Chapter 5, currently under review, turns to collective self-building practices 

in a radically different context, that of São Paulo, Brazil. The chapter analyzes 

the consolidation of occupied vacant real-estate into low-income housing 

in central São Paulo. Using the lens of the commons, the chapter explores 

specifically what conditions contribute to their robustness as a decommodified, 

collectively managed and produced good. It draws on a combined 

methodology of participatory action research and semi-structured interviews. 

The chapter presents two housing occupations in central São Paulo that have 

been consolidated into low-income housing with public funds. The chapter 

shows how housing movements mobilize state-funds in order to contest and 

consolidate low-income housing in central São Paulo, challenging class-based 

residence patterns. At the same time, federal housing programs bear seeds of 

new enclosures by imposing ownership leases, individualized financing and 

compartmentalized spatial form, thus inducing proprietary individualism. 
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2
Commissioning as cornerstone 
of self-build housing
Assessing the constraints and opportunities 
of self-build in the Netherlands



35

This paper investigates the relationship between self-
build housing and the wider planning and housing regime. 
Although there is growing policy and academic attention 
to self-build housing, there is a lack of understanding of 
the institutional and regulatory conditions shaping the 
prospects of such housing provision. This paper takes the 
case of The Netherlands and scrutinizes how institutional 
dynamics over time have made lower and middle residents 
dependent on densely organized consortia of municipalities, 
housing associations and developers. These norms of land 
development appear to be at odds with the logic of self-
building. Through exploring evidence in a pilot study of 
a municipal self-building scheme in Almere, the authors 
suggest that making self-building the cornerstone of a 
resident-led land development strategy, also for low- and 
middle-incomes, implies a reconfiguration of the actors’ 
positions in housing provision. This entails a commissioning 
role for residents in the institutional domain of social and 
commercial developers.

Published as: Bossuyt, D., Salet, W., & Majoor, S. (2018). Commissioning as 
cornerstone of self-build housing. Assessing the constraints and opportunities 
of self-build in the Netherlands. Land Use Policy.

Abstract
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2.1 Introduction

Self-build housing, which entails residents obtaining responsibility for, and 

control over, the development of their own dwelling, is being increasingly 

promoted as a means to provide housing, though it remains quantitatively 

and qualitatively understated. Underlying this is an assumption that dwellers’ 

control of housing production has the potential to improve individual and 

social well-being (Turner 1972). Stimulated by economic liberalization and the 

decentralization of service provision, there are growing expectations of a more 

active involvement of citizens in the production of urban environments. Still, 

in sharp contrast to the recognized position of self-organized forms of housing 

provision in housing systems of the global south (Pasternak & D’Ottaviano, 

2018), self-building remains only partially acknowledged by governments in 

advanced capitalist economies (Harris 1999, Hall 2014). For example, in the 

Netherlands in 2015 the share of self-build in newly built housing amounted 

to only 14,15%.

In spite of growing attention to the stimulation of self-build housing, it 

continues to constitute a peripheral means of housing provision for low- and 

middle-incomes in advanced capitalist economies. Similarly, the position 

of self-build housing remains insufficiently investigated in the international 

housing literature (Duncan and Rowe 1993). This is striking in the light of 

the positive effects self-building can have on the accessibility of housing 

for low- and middle-income groups and the diversity of housing stock. 

Resident involvement in procurement may contribute to housing that is more 

affordable, of better quality and more attuned to residents’ needs (Parvin et al. 

2011). Institutionalized systems of housing provision inhibit the substantive 

right citizens ought to have in order to exercise control over urban space 

(Alexander 1979, Scott 2012). For self-building, impediments in terms of 

capital, regulation and land release remain considerable (Wallace et al., 2013). 

While factors of planning and governance are crucial in terms of enabling self-

build housing for low- and middle-incomes, these remain under researched 

(Lloyd et al. 2015, Tummers 2015, Lang and Stoeger 2017). This raises questions 

about the institutional drivers that underpin practices of self-building, as well 

as the constraints and opportunities of self-build housing for low- and middle-

income groups in urban areas. 
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The objective of this paper is to investigate the relationship between self-

build housing and the wider planning and housing regime. To enable in-depth 

investigation, this paper empirically focuses on the case of self-build housing 

in the Netherlands, a prosperous and urbanized setting where self-build 

housing occupies a marginal position. Dutch planning and housing systems 

are characterized by comprehensiveness and a large degree of government 

regulation. Since the Second World War, housing has been provided through 

close-knit consortia of municipalities, housing associations and large 

developers. It is against the backdrop of this historical legacy that the Dutch 

government has sought to stimulate self-building since the late 1990s. Although 

some municipalities have been successful in doing so, the overall share of self-

building remains limited. The historical context of the Netherlands renders 

the recent ‘turn’ towards self-building especially interesting. 

To conceptualize the general research question, it is first necessary to demarcate 

the quintessence of self-building, which may take different operational forms 

and is also subject to various interpretations in the academic literature. 

First, we will outline the centrality of the notion of ‘commissioning’ to the 

operationalization and definition of self-build housing. Second, we establish the 

opportunities and constraints for low- and middle-income groups in a historical 

dependency on organized consortia of municipalities, housing associations 

and developers. The dynamic context of self-build housing governance is 

understood in terms of changing institutional conditions (the constituting 

norms, rules, and procedures). Third, we investigate the governance of self-

build housing through the strategic example of the Homeruskwartier in the 

city of Almere where self-building is part of a large residential development 

scheme. In sum, the paper investigates what institutional and regulatory 

arrangements exist with respect to self-build housing and how these affect the 

constraints and opportunities in self-building practices. 

2.2. Establishing the centrality of commissioning in self-build housing

Definition and operationalization of self-build housing require precision as 

much confusion derives from contested usage of the term to refer to different 

forms of housing production and living practices. The bespoke nature of 

self-building contributes to further conceptual ambiguity. Besides, analytical 
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definitions often overlap with popular terms that vary across national and 

even regional contexts. The main challenges in conceptualizing self-organized 

forms of housing provision appear to lie in determining the nature of the 

agents and the extent of their role: are residents a singular or plural entity and 

what is the extent of their engagement? 

This paper defines self-build housing as the practice where people, individually 

or as a group, commission the production of housing for their own use. The 

extent of resident involvement may vary from fully self-building their own 

homes to sharing design and construction responsibilities with other parties. 

Admittedly, self-build as a term is a slight misnomer as physical labor can be 

contracted out and often is. However, the term self-build housing has high 

resonance and, as such, is preferred over other terms such as self-provision. By 

emphasizing commissioning, self-management and control over production 

become key dimensions of self-build housing. Unlike definitions that underline 

formal ownership of land and means of production as necessary conditions 

the definition taken on here is sensitive to the numerous ways of organizing 

self-building practices. For example, in some cases land is formally owned by a 

housing association or developer, but residents commission the production of 

housing in accordance with their residential standards. On an operational level, 

this definition directs attention to the commissioning actor in house building.

The active involvement of residents in different stages of housing development 

has been covered by concepts such as self-promotion, self-development and 

self-managed housing development (Clapham, et al., 1993). Duncan & Rowe 

(1993, p. 1331) organize these all under the term of self-provision to indicate 

that “the first occupants arrange for the building of their own dwelling and 

in various ways participate in its production“. Resident contribution to 

production varies and may include the involvement of external parties such as 

specialized companies or architects. In order to further differentiate collective 

self-organized of housing from individual forms, terms such as co-housing 

or collaborative housing have been introduced (Fromm 2010, Jarvis 2015, 

Czischke 2017). However, in some cases authors tend to emphasize particular 

living practices rather than the production of housing. An example in case 

is Fromm’s (2012, p. 364) definition of co-housing as ‘collective resident-led 

autonomous housing with shared facilities’. This forecloses the inclusion of 

individual forms of self-building, which may not necessarily accentuate specific 
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living practices. As we are interested in different forms of self-building as a 

means of housing relative to housing developed by speculative housebuilders 

or housing associations, we underline both dimensions of production and 

consumption. 

Self-build housing has distinctive benefits over turnkey housing provided by 

developers or housing associations in terms of affordability and quality. First, 

as residents have to opportunity to draw on their own social capital and sweat 

equity building costs can be substantially lower. In Belgium, self-builders often 

draw on specialist expertise provided through networks of friends (De Decker 

2008). In addition, there are no shareholder profit margins nor marketing costs. 

Hence, self-building enlarges the opportunity for low- and middle-incomes 

to obtain housing. Economic advantages extend to the larger society as self-

build housing is less prone to boom-and-slump cycles that affect speculative 

housebuilding. Second, as the residents are actively involved in procurement, 

the built product will reflect qualities other than just the exchange value pursued 

by large commercial builders (Tellinga, 2002). Self-builders build in pursuit of 

the qualitative needs of their households. This leads to housing that is often of 

higher quality or more energy efficient (Barlow et al., 2001). Undoubtedly, the 

choices made by self-builders may not always be rational and could also be 

made on emotional or psychological grounds (Brown 2007). 

Above all, self-build housing presents a profound opportunity to increase 

the accessibility of housing to low- and middle-income households. Housing 

markets in advanced capitalist economies face recurrent crises of supply. At 

heart of this crisis of undersupply lies the fundamental contradiction between 

use value and exchange value in housing production (Aalbers and Christophers 

2014). Self-building exposes this fundamental tension by providing a means 

of housing development that harnesses the potential of residents to deliver 

more qualitative and sustainable housing (Ward 1976). Having users define 

the standards of their own homes through reinvesting the money that would 

otherwise be used for developmental profit margins presents an opportunity 

to increase the standard of construction and increase housing supply (Bower 

2017). 

Although a single comprehensive explanation is lacking, the existence of self-

build housing has been related to structural drivers such as welfare regimes, 
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regulatory conditions and historical pathways (Barlow & King, 1992; Dol et 

al., 2012). The recent resurgence of self-build housing and other forms of 

citizen-led urban development has been brought into relation with the global 

financial crisis, which triggered civic action in light of market and state failure 

(Mullins and Moore 2018). This strand of literature emphasizes self-building 

as a new means of community-building and antipodal to marketization and 

socio-spatial polarization (Fromm 2012, Hamiduddin and Gallent 2015). Other 

explanations relate the promotion of self-building to neoliberal ideas, such 

as freedom of choice and market solutions to housing dilemma’s (Lloyd et 

al. 2015). Still, self-building is not associated with one political ideology per 

se and has often persisted without any notable support at all (Harris 1999). 

Examples of countries with notable self-building sectors in Europe are France, 

Germany and Belgium as well as parts of Southern and Eastern Europe (Soaita 

2013). Recognizing the unique benefits provided by self-build, there has been 

considerable interest from state actors to the enablement of such initiatives.

The key challenge remains how self-building can become viable as a means 

of housing provision for low- and middle-incomes in urban areas. Despite 

considerable attention, self-build initiatives remain peripheral in housing 

systems for these groups in many advanced capitalist economies, including 

the Netherlands. Institutional support has been identified as a key condition 

to enlarging the potential of self-build, most notably through overcoming 

barriers in terms of risk, land, capital, and skills (Minora et al., 2013). However, 

the relationship between self-build housing and its regulatory context remains 

under investigated.

This paper seeks to better understand the position of self-build housing and 

its relation to the institutional and regulatory context through a theoretical 

perspective that emphasizes the social relations in the provision of self-build 

housing; the rules, norms and ideas that influence how actors relate to one 

another; and the material resources used (Ball, 1986; 1998; Guy & Henneberry, 

2002; Healey & Barrett, 1990). A historical perspective helps to understand 

continuity and change in these relationships and the crucial importance of the 

notion of civic commissioning.

This paper is based on a qualitative study conducted by the authors in the 

Netherlands and Amsterdam between October 2016 and March 2017. It 
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combines a historical study of institutional configurations pertaining self-

build housing in the Netherlands with a pilot study of the Homeruskwartier 

in Almere. Empirical data consisted of statistical and desk research of official 

legislation,  policy documents, reports, newspaper articles and secondary 

historical literature on housing in the Netherlands. This was complemented 

by six interviews with policy stakeholders involved with self-build housing 

activities in the Homeruskwartier and in the Netherlands. In addition, the 

authors conducted multiple site visits to Almere Homeruskwartier and 

participated in various policy events on self-build housing in the Netherlands, 

including site visits to various self-building initiatives. Data were analyzed 

by means of a thematic content analysis, paying close attention to recurrent 

topics, similarities, and differences across the different sources (Ryan and 

Bernard 2003).

2.3 Unraveling the institutional suppression of civic commissioning

In the following historical analysis we demonstrate how changing institutional 

conditions in housing provision have resulted in the suppression of self-

building for low- and middle-incomes in urban areas in the Netherlands. 

Juxtaposing quantitative data on housing construction and tenure with 

the characteristics of four historic episodes allows us to demonstrate the 

emergence and entrenchment of a corporatist regime of housing provision. 

Despite political, social, and economic changes over the course of the 20th 

century, there is a remarkable continuity in the social relations of housing 

provision in the Netherlands. In transitioning from one historical epoch to 

another, housing policy reforms have built on existing modes of housing 

provision that prioritize housing associations, large speculative developers and 

municipalities over the commissioning role of citizens.

2.3.1 Civic initiative and institutional emergence: until the early 20th century
Piecemeal housebuilding by citizens, charitable organizations and small 

entrepreneurs was the norm up until the mid-19th century. The role of the 

state was minimized to intervention in land as a private actor, acquiring, 

servicing and selling plots of land. Shareholder housebuilding companies did 

not emerge specifically until the early 19th century when urban growth and 
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demand for housing surged.

Industrialization and urbanization triggered both demand for and the 

financialization of construction. Concomitantly the scale of housebuilding 

grew (Gerrichhauzen 1987). The principal relationship became one of financier 

and builder, rather than commissioner and contractor (De Vreeze, 1993). 

Alarmed by the appalling living conditions of tenants, housing associations 

appeared between the 1850’s and 1870’s and sought to provide affordable 

housing independently of speculative landlords. The housing associations, as 

non-profit organizations, were initiated by philanthropic capitalists or workers’ 

cooperatives; the former were driven by commercial and charitable interests, 

while the latter pursued an ideal of ‘self-help’. The 1901 Housing Act sought to 

respond to the urban crisis, laying the basis for a corporatist model of housing 

provision. 

The 1901 Housing Act firmly cemented the relationship between urban 

planning and housing policy through the introduction of three regulatory 

measures aimed at tackling the negative externalities of uncontrolled 

urbanization (Van der Cammen and De Klerk 2012, p. 175). First of all, housing 

associations that were considered operating to the benefit of society became 

eligible for national subsidies and loans. Secondly, municipal development 

plans were instituted to control expropriation and building permits were made 

a necessary requirement for any building construction. Third, municipalities 

acquired the statutory obligation to establish building rules. The 1901 Housing 

Act presents an example of institutionalization of small-scale private activates 

in housebuilding, stipulating increased interdependence between state and 

society. 
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Figure 1: Annual housing construction in the Netherlands 1906-
1991.

Though the aim of the 1901 Housing Act was to support collective self-managed 

housing provision, it also transformed the nature of this civic involvement. 

The financial independence of housing associations was curbed, as they were 

required to put any monetary surpluses into a separate fund. In addition, 

cooperative associations were excluded from financial support in 1904. The 

state reasoned these did not operate solely in the interest of public housing 

as residents accumulated property. Cooperative housing associations were 

largely excluded from government support and continued to exist only in small 

numbers, outside of the framework of the Housing Act (Beekers 2012). The legal 

preference for associations and foundations over cooperatives was detrimental 

to the pursuit of self-management. Additionally, this organizational preference 

indirectly stimulated the pursuit of tenancy over ownership among low- and 

middle-income households. With the 1901 Housing Act, state support for semi-

private public bodies gets established as the norm for housing low- and middle-

incomes in urban areas. Despite these overall trends, some individual owner-

building continued to exist, particularly in rural areas, where confessional 

political factions aimed to stimulate subsidiarity and home ownership. Figure 

Private actors Housing associations and municipalities
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1 gives an indication of the total scope and the respective shares of public and 

private parties in annual housing construction. Note that forms of self-building 

can be found under both categories, such as private individual owner-building 

on the one hand and types of cooperatives commissioned by public actors on 

the other hand.

The growing public intervention in the sphere of housing built on existing 

practices in land development such as the public responsibility for urban 

development and an active land policy. Active intervention in land 

development had always been commonplace in the Netherlands. The physical 

characteristics of the Netherlands necessitated collective action to drain 

land and lay out water infrastructure (Needham 2016). Commonly known as 

an ‘active land policy,’ the customary mode of operation entailed that local 

authorities actively acquire land, lay out basic services and infrastructure, and 

subsequently sell off the land to private actors. Self-building could thrive under 

this regime as long as the municipalities carved up the land into small enough 

plots (Terlouw 1999). Left-wing political groups consistently ruled larger 

municipalities since the early 19th century - and have so up until the late 20th 

century – further supporting the notion of housing as a public good. Housing 

reforms combined with existing land development practices to facilitate the 

emergence of an institutionalized regime of housing provision that suppresses 

the commissioning role of residents.

2.3.2 Post-war reconstruction and the welfare state 
The post-Second World War period constituted a crucial time in the formulation 

of a mode of housing provision characterized by comprehensiveness and 

actor interdependency. As the Netherlands had suffered from large physical 

destruction during the war, initial priority was given to the reconstruction 

of the infrastructure and the economy (De Vries 2015). Only from 1960 did 

public investment shift to housing. The delay in reconstruction had resulted 

in a huge backlog in the provision of housing. Stabilization of rents had made 

new housing construction increasingly difficult without governmental support. 

Thus, the state established loans and subsidies to quicken the building process. 

As indicated in Figure 1, the urgency to provide housing propelled construction 

to 160,000 units per year by 1960 (about twice the average construction 

rate). Here, the government decided to build on the framework of the 1901 
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Housing Act, facilitating professional and institutional producers rather than 

households.

The government utilized existing institutional structures of housing provision 

as there was political reluctance to using public money to stimulate private 

asset acquisition in owner-building. This is unlike post-war Belgium, where 

the state primarily promoted rural owner-building to foster subsidiarity 

(De Decker 2008). In the Netherlands, governmental financing, subsidies 

and rental policies created a structure of interdependency between the 

government, organized developers and housing associations (Salet, 1999) . 

This policy was supported by broad political consensus and was an effective 

coalition of authorities and large-scale housing developers on the production 

side, sidelining the role of the users and self-producers of homes. Housing 

associations had become the de facto executive bodies of housing policy for 

low- and middle-income groups. Although the social housing stock doubled 

between 1960 and 1980, housing associations became increasingly dependent 

on financial governmental support and gradually lost their associative roots. 

In 1965, the government excluded cooperatives and joint-stock companies 

from governmental financial support, shattering any trace of self-help in 

housing associations (Beekers 2012a). Owner-building was stimulated through 

object-subsidies as well as fiscal benefits. Still, the extent to which self-build 

could reap the benefits of these policies was dependent on land release. 

Municipalities grew accustomed to working together with housing associations 

and developers to combat housing shortages, to upgrade the quality of housing 

in old neighborhoods and to secure accessibility. Housing followed a supply-

led model, effectively providing standard housing for low- and middle-income 

groups and allowing residents in only at the very end of the process.

Technical innovations and processes of rationalization, as well as standardization, 

enabled large-scale house building. New building techniques, such as massive 

concrete, became conditions for production subsidies (De Vreeze, 1993). 

Efficiency in terms of resources and labor relative to housing output was 

prioritized. (Adriaansens and Priemus 1986). Moreover, local authorities began 

to adopt measures of aesthetic control to ensure urban quality (Nelissen and 

De Vocht 1994). The combination of standardized subsidy and rent policies, 

multiple forms of development control, standardized building techniques, and 

comprehensive development strategies has contributed to the morphological 
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uniformity that marks post-war housing development across the Netherlands. 

Comprehensiveness was further facilitated by the established norm of active 

land policy, enabling an increase in scale of land release to few developing 

actors (Needham & De Kam, 2004). As a result, individual initiative was largely 

squeezed out of residential land development. 

2.3.3 Liberalization and choice 
Over the course of the 1980s, there began a movement away from government 

regulation towards the introduction of more market mechanisms in the 

housing sector, spurred by political concerns over increased expenditure and 

inefficiency (Musterd 2014). This resulted in a decline in financial support for 

the (public) housing sector, the gradual reduction in the commissioning of 

public housing, and the increasing importance of private actors in residential 

development (Priemus 1995, Boelhouwer et al. 1997). Social rent is gradually 

replaced by home-ownership as the principal tenure (Ronald, 2008). Public-

private partnerships became the norm for residential land development. In 

this new situation, developers acquired land and sold it to municipalities for 

servicing on the condition they could develop it subsequently. Alternatively, 

municipality and developer set up joint ventures to develop land together, 

or the municipality would issue out a concession to a commercial developer 

(Needham & De Kam, 2004). Control over spatial outcomes was guaranteed 

through deliberation between municipalities and developers over content and 

direction of plans (Verhage & Needham, 1997). The principal relationships 

in house building continued to be defined by financiers and developers. 

Privatization was primarily a means of repositioning the role of the state, rather 

than enabling the commissioning role of citizens. Prospective owner-occupants 

and tenants have no other choice than to draw from the offered supply and thus 

a supply-led housing provision system persists. These corporatist practices 

leave little space for residents to access plots, a key condition for self-building 

to take place.
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Figure 2: Tenure composition of total housing stock in the Netherlands 
1947 – 2010.

Although privatization and liberalization of housing had a profound influence 

on spatial development practice, this did not lead to a greater role for residents. 

Comprehensive large-scale housing construction continued to be the norm. 

In terms of built form and construction standards, we witness a continuation 

between the serial housing built during the public housing boom of the 

sixties and the privately developed neighborhoods of the nineties. During 

privatization of land development, builders had tried to bring in aesthetic 

differences between neighborhoods, but the result was still criticized for its 

monotony and lack of spatial quality (Lörzing et al., 2006). Although societal 

welfare had risen this was not adequately reflected in the built outcome: 

expensive, monotonous housing (Musch 1999). 

2.3.4 Choice and control in housing since the 2000s
In a moment of institutional reflection, the Ministry of Spatial Affairs 

published a memorandum in 2000 in which it recognized the shortcomings 

of privatization and postulated choice as a major policy goal. ‘No party has an 

interest in higher quality, diversity or identity. Developers aim for the building 

values that generate the highest revenue by standardization. […] Municipal 

Social Housing Owner-Occupancy Private Rent
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land agencies are not geared towards quality of housing, but rather on quantity 

and land revenue maximization’ (Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and 

the Environment, 2001, p. 179). 

Self-build housing was introduced as a way of increasing resident control over 

housing and consumer choice, presupposing a positive relationship between 

individual responsibility and well-functioning neighborhoods (Qu and 

Hasselaar 2011). Following an amendment by MP Adri Duivesteijn (1998), who 

would later be responsible for a large-scale self-building scheme in Almere, the 

ambitious goal that was put forward aimed to achieve at least one-third of new 

housing production through self-building by 2005.

In order to achieve this goal, four sorts of policy measures have been introduced. 

(Remkes 2005). First, a paragraph was added to the 2003 Spatial Planning 

Act on the inclusion of housing typologies in land-use plans. Municipalities 

could make the inclusion of particular housing types mandatory in land-use 

plans. Self-building was added as a distinct housing type. Second, the national 

government introduced communicative instruments to stimulate both the 

supply and demand sides of self-building. Third, a limited set of subsidies was 

introduced specifically for collective self-building. Fourth, technical building 

regulations were cited as an impediment to self-building and subsequently the 

national building regulations were loosened up. 

As indicated by figure 3, the number of self-build housing has barely increased 

since 2000. However, unlike housing constructed by developers, it remained 

relatively stable through the 2007-2011 global financial crisis. Whereas about 

10% of all building permits issued in 2009 pertained to (individual) self-building, 

this had doubled to 20% in 2016. The global financial crisis urged municipalities 

to abandon comprehensive public supply-led development strategies in favor 

of more ‘organic’ or ‘incremental’ development strategies (Buitelaar et al., 

2012; van Karnenbeek & Janssen-Jansen, 2018). In the context of residential 

development, this entails a division of a tract of land into small plots, which 

are subsequently issued out to individual or groups of households with fewer 

demands regarding time frames and end form (Sorel and Tennekes 2014). 

Resident-led development unlocked crucial land revenue for municipalities 

that faced losses in relation to forward payments in land servicing (Savini 

2017b). However, since financial and building sectors have recovered, such 



51

‘organic’ development schemes are increasingly being abandoned in favor of 

comprehensive commercial real estate policies, by-passing once more self-

building initiatives in urban contexts.

Looking back over the period of the late 19th century up till now, the gradual 

change from housing as an expression of civic initiative to a standardized good 

provided by a conjunction of large private and semi-public actors becomes 

visible. The housing policy system shifted at a number of occasions in the 

20th century, from the rise of the intervention state, to modernism and to 

recent liberalization. Five crucial moments mark changing producer-user 

relationships in this trajectory. First, the establishment of the Housing Act in 

1901. Second, the redirection of new public investment in the interbellum. 

Third, the consolidation of comprehensive housing provision in the post-war 

reconstruction era. Fourth, the retrenchment of postwar national policies in 

1989. Fifth, the growing pervasiveness of political liberalization as ideology in 

the zeroes. At these transitional points changes in policy can be delineated, 

yet in all cases housing provision continued to rely on organized production 

rather the facilitation of civic commissioning. The political conditions enabled 

standard, good quality, housing for low- and middle-income groups, but 

simultaneously entrenched their dependency. Simultaneously, the principal 

financier-builder, rather than commissioner-contractor, relationship has 

persisted for more than a century.

As a result, a professional level of housing is achieved for low- and middle-

income groups, but the standardized product generates tensions with the aimed 

diversity of housing and spatial quality of the built environment. In the light 

of increased individualization and mounting societal complexity the tensions 

caused by the established regime of housing provision grow more salient. In 

a growing crisis of housing supply, low- and middle-incomes face increasing 

difficulties in terms of housing accessibility. On one hand social housing is 

becoming more restrictive, on the other hand owner-occupancy is more and 

more difficult to achieve ( Jonkman and Janssen-Jansen 2015). Self-building 

may propose an opportunity to stimulate housing supply by harnessing the 

commissioning potential of citizens. 
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Figure 3: Newly built housing; building permits issued 1982 – 2016.

2.4. Local supportive conditions: the Homeruskwartier, Almere

Having presented an analysis of the institutional conditions that have hindered 

the emergence of self-build housing as a popular means of housing provision, 

it is essential to turn to a specific Dutch locality in which self-building, 

particularly for low and middle-incomes, has been promoted in the last decade. 

By analyzing this pilot case, we start to unravel the necessary conditions within 

the current setting that can enhance self-build housing practices.

The municipality of Almere employed self-build as part of an innovative 

residential land development strategy for the Homeruskwartier neighborhood. 

Almere is a new town on reclaimed land in the Amsterdam Metropolitan 

Area, about 25 kilometers east to the center of Amsterdam. As of 2017 Almere 

counts over 200.000 residents and is forecasted to continue growing. The 

Homeruskwartier is a 106ha neighborhood that is situated within the larger 

district of Almere-Poort, a multi-functional mix of urban and suburban living 

environments and workspaces. The comprehensive scheme has attracted 

Developer Private CommissionerHousing Association & State
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considerable media attention from the United Kingdom in particular and has 

been hailed as ‘best practice’ in self-building.

The rationale for the self-building scheme was twofold and ties into the 

national political emphasis on consumer control and choice in housing 

provision. First, freedom of choice in housing provision is referred to as a 

‘democratic right’ (Gemeente Almere 2006, p. 20). Second, self-build housing 

is expected to lead to the ‘maximization of living satisfaction’ rather than 

‘profit-maximization’, as well as to increased housing quality. The expected 

outcome would contribute to a city with a ‘distinctive character’ (Gemeente 

Almere 2009a, p. 4). For the entire neighborhood a total of 3000 housing units 

were foreseen, with different types of commissioning: 1200 were planned to 

be constructed through individual forms of self-building; 600 via collective 

forms of commissioning and an additional 1200 through various forms of co-

commissioning. Individual self-building entails a household acquiring a plot 

of serviced land on which to build a house; in collective forms of self-building, 

residents form an association before acquiring land and building; with co-

commissioning, a developer or housing association assumes the responsibility 

for land acquisition and risks, yet large parts of the design process are left up 

to residents. 

The explicit intention was to create variety in terms of both self-building form 

and process. A plan was developed including different building typologies and 

plot sizes, ranging from 94m² to 800m². A global abstract statutory land-use 

plan was made for the neighborhood. More importantly, plot-based rules were 

included in the private legal deeds of conveyances for each plot to guide the 

commissioning process. While land-use plans can stipulate self-building plots, 

additional plot-based demands would have been difficult to include through 

public regulatory means. For each plot there were additional, private-legal 

requirements, in addition to the national building regulations. These included 

demands concerning the building line, building width, use of materials or 

maximum building height. The decision was made not to formally test indoor 

living space according to the national building regulations, claiming people 

can judge for themselves what constitutes a qualitative living environment. 

The result is unlike conventional post-war Dutch neighborhoods where plot 

and housing typologies are more uniform. Within the neighborhood, there is 

a strong diversity in terms of built form, including row houses, semi-detached 
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housing as well as a large variation in plot and building size. 

Municipal ownership of land and processual guidance enabled the self-

building scheme. A physical office and municipal body were set up to provide 

construction guidance and facilitate plot acquisition (Gemeente Almere 2018). 

The municipality sought to stimulate affordability through the provision of 

smaller plots, the stimulation of collective forms of self-building, and provision 

of subsidies and rent-free loan scheme. The affordable self-build scheme, 

known as ‘Ibba’ [Ik bouw betaalbaar in Almere – I build affordably in Almere], has 

enabled self-building for income groups that otherwise would be dependent 

on regular social rental housing. These affordable plots amount for 30% of the 

total number of self-building plots sold annually in Almere (NUL20.nl 2010, 

Gemeente Almere 2017). The affordable self-build scheme can be seen as a 

success in terms of allowing low-income households to access housing tailored 

to their needs and demands (Lloyd et al. 2015). 

Figure 4: Location of the Homeruskwartier in the Amsterdam 
Metropolitan Area

Individual self-building was found to be most popular in terms of plot sales and 

in municipal surveys ( Janssen et al. 2011, Gemeente Almere 2017). Although the 

global financial crisis had profound effects on the Dutch property development 

industry individual self-build proved to be less vulnerable to its effects. The 
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sale of individual self-building plots went ahead in relatively uninterrupted 

pace, accounting for more than half of Almere’s land revenue (Gemeente 

Almere, 2012, 2013, 2017). A quantitative survey of individual self-builders 

scheme found high rates of satisfaction, with nearly 80% of individual self-

builders saying that would commit to building again processes (Van der Vegt 

et al., 2014). In terms of obstacles encountered, the survey cites lengthy permit 

procedures, lack of knowledge and experience in relation to building. Unlike 

Germany or Belgium, employing an architect is not legally required and only 

23% of self-builders chose to do so, frequently preferring to organize it with 

help of catalogue-builder or contractor. Although there is limited qualitative 

understanding of self-builders’ experiences and rationales across different 

configurations, it appears living, financial and aesthetic considerations are 

important to individual self-builders (Eckardt et al, 2013; Koole & Kämena, 

2014)

Collective self-build and resident-initiated shops and neighborhood facilities 

were initially foreseen for the centre of the Homeruskwartier (Homeruskwartier 

Centrum. Zelf bouwen. 2010). Building collectively would make it possible to 

build in a higher density and include shops or facilities at ground-level. As 

these collective plots did not sell, the municipality eventually abandoned 

this plan in favor of more plots for individual self-builders and commercial 

developers. In 2012, the new municipal coalition adopted the ‘Ik bouw voor 

een ander’ [I build for another] programme. Vacant plots could now be bought 

and developed by private developers or architects. (Gemeente Almere 2016). 

Apparently, political considerations of market fluctuations are a critical factor. 

The continuation of resident-led development strategies is not safeguarded 

under changing economic and political conditions. Legally this meant that the 

residency requirement which applied to such plots was cancelled (Beumer and 

Mannsur 2016).

Within our analysis, the co-commisisoning plots are strongly indicative 

of the tensions between the institutional routines of housing provisions 

and expectations of (prospective) resident action. To stimulate developers 

and housing associations in developing resident-led housing strategies, the 

municipality set up a co-commissioning competition. Developers were 

requested to submit a formal proposal on co-commissioning in relation to a 

particular target group, sustainability and urban design potential. Proposals 
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stressed the importance of resident control, yet developers found it difficult 

to promote their projects without preconceived end visions. This stood in 

contrast to the idea that built form ought to be outcome of a deliberation 

processes involving residents. Clear tensions existed between the request 

within the context of the competition for developers to deliver a design vision 

on the one hand and the call for ideas on resident co-commissioning on the 

other; for instance, developers, in trying to promote their proposed scheme, 

found it difficult to avoid producing images of an end result before the resident 

consultation had actually taken place. Though there was high initial demand 

for the competition, this quickly withered and eventually all prospective 

residents turned their backs on the project before any purchase agreements 

had been signed. In the end, it was decided to develop large tracts of land in the 

‘traditional’ way, with small degrees of post-hoc customization. 

Figure 5: The Homeruskwartier, Almere. Varieties of self-build.

Co-commissioning Facilities Self-build
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The process of co-commissioning was troubled by concerns over efficiency 

and mutual mistrust, indicating at cultural obstacles to resident-led housing 

development strategies in the Netherlands (Foeken and Van der Wouden 

2009). First, in terms of efficacy, developers felt that resident participation is 

time-intensive and cost-intensive and negatively impacts their performance 

in delivering housing. Participating developers felt they had to actively market 

their proposal in order to be considered eligible for the competition in the first 

place, something that in the process undermined the notion of resident co-

commissioning. Second, authorities and market parties doubt citizens’ capacity 

to organize and develop housing proposals, accusing them of being NIMBY-

ist. In this context, institutional parties arrived at the pessimistic conclusion 

that “people are only interested in their own house – not so much in building 

a city together” (Foeken and Van der Wouden 2009, p. 17). 

The self-build scheme deployed in Almere is the largest of its sort in the 

Netherlands and may provide strategic lessons for resident-led urban 

development schemes, as well as transition processes in institutionalized 

housebuilding patterns. As demonstrated by our analysis, we witness institutional 

arrangements are primarily focused on financiers and professional production, 

not prohibiting self-building initiatives directly. However, fundamental change 

in the enablement of self-building presupposes a commitment on the side of 

local authorities with respect to fostering the right to build for citizens. Local 

governments in the Netherlands play a key role in land release, servicing land 

for building processes. In the case of land ownership, municipalities are free 

to cooperate with any type of actor including residents. Political leadership 

can choose to enable and facilitate the commissioning role of residents in 

land development. Similarly, it has a large degree of freedom with respect to 

varying the intensity of legal rules regarding building process and form. This 

requires a certain degree of sensibility to balance the autonomy to build, while 

guaranteeing the spatial quality of a neighborhood. Crucial here is that self-

building is not identical to the absence of regulation or deregulation, rather it 

depends on guiding and supportive policies as well as political commitment to 

a change in practices. 
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2.5 Discussion: Constraints and opportunities to self-building 

The paper engaged with how viable self-build housing can be as a means of 

housing to low- and middle-incomes in urban areas in the Netherlands. We 

investigated this by scrutinizing the institutional and regulatory arrangements 

that exist with respect to self-build housing and how these affect constraints and 

opportunities in self-building practices. Legislation is not a strong obstacle. In 

principle, building permission for self-builders cannot be refused if a building 

plan complies with the national building regulations, the land use plan and 

(potentially) aesthetic requirements in the Netherlands. As municipalities may 

neglect opportunities for civic commisisoning, some advocates have plead for 

the creation of a legal standard that requires municipalities to designate land 

to self-building (Rodermans 2018, Tellinga 2018). It is not in the regulation of 

the housebuilding process that the primary obstacles to self-building lie, but 

rather in policies on land supply, and the political commitment to enabling 

land access to civic housebuilders. 

Access to land is essential to housebuilding practices and the customary ways 

of land exchange among municipalities, developers and housing associations 

is powerful inhibitor to the commissioning role of citizens. For most of the 20th 

century, house building has taken place on land supplied by the municipality 

and subsequently disposed to building developers (Needham 1997). This is 

not legally required, but municipalities do so as it enlarges public control over 

physical development. Land value capture is used to finance public goods and 

municipalities can demand and impose additional obligations on the side 

of private actors. In recent years, increased private actor involvement and 

European rules on public procurement and state-aid have made this policy 

less common (Buitelaar, 2010; Taşan-Kok & Korthals Altes, 2012). Yet, open 

tenders are too costly and comprehensive for residents to access. Restrictive 

land-use planning and high competition in land market severely restricts the 

scope of opportunities for citizens as property developers. In practice, we 

see that a dominant municipal position in land development can be both a 

blessing and a curse for self-building practices. On one hand, municipal land 

ownership gives the opportunity to enable large-scale self-build schemes such 

as the Homeruskwartier. On the other hand, municipalities still often prefer 

cooperation with professional parties through established networks as they 

feel it gives a better opportunity to achieve certain criteria of spatial quality.
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The active involvement of residents in housing procurement generates a 

diversification in housing stock as commissioners pursue specific qualitative 

use values. At the neighborhood level this diversification generates variation 

in terms of built form, which may generate tension with the cultural desire 

for spatial order characteristic to Dutch planning practice (Faludi & van der 

Valk, 1994) In public-led residential land development municipalities can 

influence built form through aesthetic control plans and deliberation in 

the bargaining process. In self-build housing, desired end-forms have to be 

considered in a preparatory phase and stipulated in general codes and rules to 

residents. Limits on desirable built qualities are thought out beforehand and 

formulated in the deed of conveyancing. In Almere, binding conditions are 

included in the deeds of conveyance for individual plots. This model is called 

‘plot passports’ in the Netherlands and as translation of statutory regulations 

and additional morphological limits into a single communicative document. 

While an architect is not needed to apply for a building permit, municipalities 

could include the demand for the use of certified selected architects in the 

deed of conveyance (VNG et al., 2006, p. 44). In Almere, the governance of 

self-build housing required planners here to engage with normative principles 

of aesthetic organization. Here, the political intention to showcase and display 

different forms of self-build housing resulted in a diverse variety of plot-based 

rules.

Transitional processes have to overcome the routines and expectations that 

have grown over many decades between the organized agencies in housing 

provision. The plot-based land development associated with self-building 

requires a procedurally different way of working: an uneven distribution of 

plots may generate temporal differentiation in land revenue, requiring public 

budgets to be set up accordingly (Savini 2017b). Project offices that normally 

deal with bargaining over content and scope of public-private contracts have to 

reposition themselves towards dealing with citizens directly. Co-commissioning 

requires capacity-building and creating trust among involved agencies and 

subjects. This includes governmental agencies, the organized builders and 

financers but also the social initiators themselves. The impediments faced by 

self-build housing development schemes demonstrate the social constraints 

to institutional change. All involved actors must play new roles and it takes 

new social customization to become successful, in particular in cases of co-

commissioning of institutional agencies.



60

2.6 Conclusion: reconfiguring positions in housing provision

The entrenchment of a corporatist regime of housing provision has suppressed 

the commisisoning role of citizens in the Netherlands. Close relations between 

state, housing associations and large private developers have resulted in effective 

supply-led coalition of housing provision but have structurally weakened the 

opportunity for residents to exercise control over the production of their 

own living environment. While the Dutch norm of an active land policy can 

potentially enable small-scale resident-led house building, it has been used 

to facilitate cooperation with professional house building actors, as this is felt 

to contribute to conditions of spatial quality and land revenue. Considerable 

path dependency marks the constituting social relations, norms and rules of 

housing provision over the course of the 20th century. Notably, even more 

than twenty-five years after liberalization and privatization of housing policy, 

a comprehensive supply-led system of housebuilding persists. At the level of 

municipalities, there is a key role for political agency in enabling the potential 

of self-build to contribute to supply and quality of housing. 

The pilot study has revealed the difficulties of stimulating civic commissioning 

in the light of strongly institutionalized housing practices. To enhance self-

building as the cornerstone of a resident-led land development strategy, in 

particular for low- and middle-incomes, a reconfiguration of the actors’ 

positions in housing provision is needed. This entails a commissioning role for 

residents in the institutional domain of social and commercial developers. The 

Homeruskwartier in Almere is aptly illustrative of the diversity of available 

options in terms of commissioning. Opportunities for co-commissioning 

exist in terms of creating innovative forms of collective action and lowering 

transaction costs in collective forms of self-building

Enabling self-build housing does not depend on the removal formal legal 

constraints, but rather on strengthening the commissioning position of 

citizens as highlighted by the case of Almere. On the one hand this requires 

political commitment on the side of public authorities, on the other hand 

this necessitates a social commitment to develop a public claim for self-

building. The under-institutionalized position of residents in a supply-led 

system of housing provision appears increasingly at odds with processes of 

individualization and liberalization. However, the public claim of self-build for 
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low- and middle-incomes transcends the individual interest. It also concerns 

the political recognition of social use values in housing practices in the light of 

the commercial absorption of increasingly exclusive urban spaces.

Juxtaposing the statements from this research with the growing literature 

on self-organized housing initiatives highlights the need for more in-depth 

qualitative research into how self-builders respond to regulatory and financial 

challenges and, how the commisisoning capacity of households may be 

fostered (Mullins and Moore 2018). The continuous proliferation of self-

building initiatives renders the investigation of the themes of regulation and 

residents’ experiences increasingly salient. 
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3
The value of self-build 
Understanding the aspirations and strategies of 
owner-builders in the Homeruskwartier, Almere
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This paper investigates the aspirations and strategies of 
self-builders of owner-occupied homes in a facilitated 
self-build scheme. It draws on a qualitative case-study of 
the Homeruskwartier in Almere, the Netherlands, one the 
largest assisted self-build schemes in present-day Europe, 
which caters to lower- and middle-income households. 
The study problematizes the notion that self-building 
necessarily leads to the pursuit of use values over exchange 
values. This questions the positive benefits attributed to 
self-building. The aspirations of self-builders are not only 
framed by social and material conditions, but are also 
being reframed in the action process. The paper stresses 
the contingent nature of aspirations and strategies and 
emphasizes the experimental nature of the self-building 
process. 

Published as : Bossuyt, D. M. (2020). The value of self-build: Understanding the 
aspirations and strategies of owner-builders in the Homeruskwartier, Almere. 
Housing Studies, 0(0), 1–18. 
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3.1 Introduction

Self-build housing is increasingly celebrated as a positive means of increasing 

citizens’ influence over the production of urban space. For most households, 

self-building represents a substantial material and social commitment. Self-

builders take key design and development decisions under conditions of 

uncertainty and complexity. This raises questions on why people aspire to self-

build and how self-builders select building strategies.

Throughout Europe, self-build housing is actively promoted as a means of 

addressing issues related to housing quality, affordability and sustainability 

(Carmon 2002, Fromm 2010, Chatterton 2013, Moore 2014, Lloyd et al. 2015, 

Lang and Stoeger 2017, Bossuyt et al. 2018, Lang et al. 2018, Mullins and Moore 

2018). Researchers and policy-makers frequently depart from the positive 

assumption that self-building contributes to the active appropriation of urban 

space to serve human use values over economic values, stimulating individual 

and social well-being (Turner 1972, Ambrose 1994, Carmon 2002, Gemeente 

Almere 2009b, Parvin et al. 2011, Bower 2016, Scheller and Thörn 2018). This 

proposition harkens back to the theoretical distinction between use value and 

exchange value (Harvey 2006). Use value refers to what one gains by using a 

good, while exchange value refers to the monetary gain that can be realized 

with a good. 

Despite the general optimism about self-building, we have only limited 

understanding of why people engage in self-building and how residents couple 

aspirations to concrete strategies in the process, particularly so in the context of 

aided self-build schemes in Europe. Existing research on the social dynamics 

of self-building in Europe tends to depart from a subjectivist conception of 

an autonomous self-builder in pursuit of customization, reduced costs or self-

expression (Clapham et al. 1993, Barlow et al. 2001, Brown 2007, Wallace et al. 

2013). This image has been bolstered by popular depictions of self-builders 

and the prominence of the behavioral paradigm in housing choice. It remains 

unclear how aspirations are formulated and coupled to concrete strategies in 

the self-building process. 

This paper sets out to analyze why people engage in the self-building of 

owner-occupied housing, what strategies they utilize, and how they interact 
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with the regulatory framework in the context of an aided self-build scheme. By 

explicitly addressing the process of self-building, the paper contributes to the 

study of the social dynamics of self-build housing (Soaita 2013, Benson 2015, 

Hamiduddin and Gallent 2015, Benson and Hamiduddin 2018) and housing 

aspirations and choice (Smith and Munro 2008, Clapham 2011, Marsh and Gibb 

2011, Preece et al. 2019). This paper challenges the dominant view of self-build 

as an expression of an individual’s subjective desires. It demonstrates that self-

builders’ aspirations and strategies are not only contingent upon contextual 

material conditions and social norms but are actively reframed through 

the action process. This questions the prevailing teleological and sequential 

understanding of housing choice and property development processes in 

which actors optimize strategies to match pre-given functional or symbolic 

ends. The paper also demonstrates that use and exchange values co-exist and 

interrelate in the self-building process, challenging the view that these values 

stand in binary opposition. 

Empirically, the paper draws on the case of the Homeruskwartier in Almere, 

which is in the Amsterdam Metropolitan Area in the Netherlands. With over 

1600 plots, it is one of the largest contemporary self-building schemes in 

Europe. Accordingly, the Homeruskwartier has been referred to as the ‘leader 

in Europe’ in terms of self-building (Collinson 2018). The case forms the 

principal source of inspiration for other large European self-build schemes, 

such as Graven Hill in the United Kingdom (Dobbins 2018). Moreover, the 

Homeruskwartier caters specifically to a wide range of lower- and middle-

income households, including households that would otherwise depend 

on social housing. Here, the author has conducted 22 in-depth qualitative 

interviews with self-building households in the Homeruskwartier.

The paper starts off by exploring literature on the social dynamics of 

self-build housing. Existing approaches are shown to be subjectivist and 

teleological, taking the process for granted and sidelining role of contextual 

logics in shaping aspirations and strategies. Qualitative methodology was 

developed to investigate self-builders’ aspirations, strategies and relation to 

the regulatory framework in the Homeruskwartier in Almere. The case of the 

Homeruskwartier is contextualized against the wider European (re)emergence 

of self-build housing. The paper then empirically analyzes the constitution of 

aspirations and strategies in self-building practices. Finally, the paper concludes 
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by making a call for more research on the social dynamics of different self-

building models and property regimes in different contexts.  

3.2 Understanding the social dynamics of self-build housing
 
Building one’s own house is a complex process that involves decisions in terms 

of housing production, consumption and investment. Self-builders make 

crucial design and development decisions on top of the regular concerns that 

come into play when one buys a house, such as income, job security, living 

conditions and the housing market. Existing accounts tend to understand self-

build as an individual consumption choice. Two forms of explanations exist. 

Rationalist explanations explain the decision to self-build in terms of goals 

such as customization and costs (Clapham et al. 1993, Duncan and Rowe 1993, 

Barlow et al. 2001, Wallace et al. 2013). Symbolic explanations understand self-

build as a means for self-expression (Brown 2007, 2008, Samuel 2008, Mackay 

and Perkins 2017). 

The rationalist view conceptualizes self-building as a decision made by a 

utility-maximizing individual (Duncan and Rowe 1993, Barlow et al. 2001, 

Wallace et al. 2013). Self-build offers increased control over design and layout, 

allowing people to attain customized dwellings at a lower cost (Barlow et al. 

2001). Symbolic explanations, drawing upon studies of material culture, 

emphasize what self-build offers in terms of self-expression and identity 

formation (Brown 2007, 2008, Samuel 2008, Rosenberg 2011, Mackay and 

Perkins 2017). Building one’s own home may provide people with feelings 

of accomplishment and satisfaction. There is evidence that these goals may 

stand at odds with one another. Rosenberg (2011, p.16) suggests that self-

expression may be compromised by fears of having a house that trades less 

favorably. Similarly, Brown (2008) observes English self-builders generally 

opt for conservative housing designs. Yet, the latent tension between different 

aspirations and strategies has not much been investigated in-depth empirically. 

Both rationalist and symbolic explanations start from a teleological and 

subjectivist perspective on self-building. It remains unclear how aspirations 

are formulated and how these interact with strategies. Current explanations 

conceive the building process a sequence of clearly defined stages, in which pre-
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defined goals precede means-selection (Parvin et al. 2011). Ends are causative 

of action, matching the event-sequence model that is prevalent in studies of 

property development (Healey and Barrett 1990, Guy and Henneberry 2000). 

The subjectivist lens foregrounds individual preferences at the expense of the 

conditions that render particular outcomes possible. Moreover, rationalist 

and symbolic explanations emphasize a home’s value in functional terms 

or as a creative project. Crucially, self-building is seen as a form of housing 

consumption rather than production or investment. Benson (2018) situates 

self-building in relation to homemaking, opening up questions about the 

multi-dimensionality of the self-build home. This paper builds on this move 

by further considering the value of self-building in economic and material 

terms. 

Central to self-building practices stands the tension between use and exchange 

value. Scholars expect that self-builders pursue use values over exchange value 

(Ambrose 1994, Carmon 2002, Parvin et al. 2011). Use value refers to the qualities 

derived from using a good and the extent to which it satisfies wants. Exchange 

value refers to the expectation of a future realized monetary gain (Harvey 

2006). Resident control over housebuilding allegedly results in improved 

housing quality (Turner 1972, Parvin et al. 2011). According to Duncan & Rowe 

(1993, p. 1345) self-builders are ‘primarily interested in producing for personal 

use values’. This allows housing to ‘extend beyond mere economic rationalities’ 

Benson & Hamiduddin (2018, p. 268-269). Both use and exchange value are 

relational (Beckert and Aspers 2011). Their meaning is not intrinsic to bricks 

or mortar, but lies in the meaning it has to specific actors. This opens up the 

issue of interpretation. Self-builders must understand and interpret use and 

exchange value as fulfilling a particular desire. 

The expected prioritization of use value by self-builders conflicts with the 

increased commodification of housing in Western homeownership societies. 

While the general expectation is that self-builders prioritize use values, 

the literature on housing commodification demonstrates how economic 

rationalities increasingly penetrate dwelling practices (Forrest and Williams 

1984, Ronald 2008, Forrest and Hirayama 2015). On the one hand, this 

complements the subjectivist lens by showing that aspirations, understood as 

use and exchange value are dialectically situated between social norms and 

material realities (Crawford and McKee 2018). On the other hand, it raises the 
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question of how self-builders deal with use and exchange values in the building 

process. Use value could be associated with strategies aimed at improving 

energy efficiency or spatial quality. Meanwhile, exchange value could be related 

to strategies set at increasing the future market value of the home. Crucially, 

self-builders’ agency is framed according to the economic and social logics of 

a housing system. 

Reviewing the literature on the social dynamics of self-build housing reveals 

a gap in terms of understanding the aspirations and strategies of owner-

occupied housing. Existing explanations tend to explain self-builders in terms 

of individual goals and expect self-builders’ to prioritize use values. This 

overlooks two aspects. The first is how aspirations are conditioned socially, 

economically and materially. The second aspect concerns the selection of 

concrete strategies in the self-building process under conditions of uncertainty 

and complexity, for which it offers no framework. Structural changes in 

housing systems point to the increased importance of housing in financial 

terms. Yet, this is barely reflected in the literature on the social dynamics of 

self-building, which tends to focus on the positive capacity of self-building in 

terms of self-expression and customization. The apparent conflict between 

these explanations necessitate a more grounded qualitative understanding of 

self-builders. The point thus becomes to evaluate the relevance of competing 

theorizations for understanding why people self-build in an aided self-build 

scheme in Europe and how self-builders navigate the tension between use and 

exchange values. 

3.3 Methodology

The aim of this paper suited a qualitative case-study design. It adopted a 

hermeneutic ontology which understands social reality as existing out of 

people’s experiences and the external world (Patterson and Williams 2002). 

The author conducted 22 qualitative semi-structured in-depth interviews with 

self-building households of owner-occupied housing in the Homeruskwartier 

in Almere in the Netherlands. Households were approached by the author 

between March and October 2018 through door-to-door contact. Plots in 

the Homeruskwartier vary in terms of size, target group and design codes. 

A purposeful sampling strategy was adopted that sought to cover the variety 
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in terms of plots and self-building processes. This is in line with the aim of 

the paper, which was not to develop generalizable claims but to contribute 

knowledge at an idiographic level. Interviews were conducted with one or 

two members of the household and lasted ninety minutes on average. In the 

interviews, households were invited to narratively recollect the process of 

building their own homes, covering goals and decisions throughout.

In order to gain as rich an understanding as possible of the building process, 

all interviews were recorded, transcribed and anonymized. The interviews 

were post-coded with use of atlas.ti and subjected to a directed thematic 

content analysis (Assarroudi et al. 2018). A formative matrix was developed 

on categories deductively derived from existing research. These categories 

related to motivations, building strategies, experiences with respect to the plot 

passport and relations to other actors. The aim here was to draw out common 

themes, regularities and contrasts between different building strategies and 

aspirations. Coding also paid attention how residents reason for the decisions 

(Neuendorf 2017). 

Four types of self-builders can be discerned in the Homeruskwartier. The 

DIY-builder principally makes use of their own labor, arranging design and 

coordinating building activities. They may consult an architect and could utilize 

specialized labor for particular construction activities. The second category 

employs a catalogue-builder, who then builds the house according to their 

demands. The third category contracts an architect who designs the house, 

oversees the building process and employs (sub)contractors on behalf of the 

resident.  The fourth category concerns residents in the affordable self-build 

programme. These people were restricted to employing catalogue-builders 

and building in row housing. These four forms are analytically distinct but 

may sometimes overlap or mix in concrete practices. Van der Vegt et al. (2014) 

found that most self-builders in all of Almere opt for building with a catalogue-

builder (42%) or an architect (39%), DIY-building being the least popular option 

(19%). While their survey may not be representative for the Homeruskwartier, 

the distribution of interviewees in this paper approximates that of the survey 

as demonstrated by Appendix A.

The affordable self-build scheme uniquely allowed people who normally 

depend on social rent to build their own house. These self-builders could 
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make use an interest-free loan of 40% on top of their regular mortgage. In the 

case of negative income growth, affordable self-builders are required to only 

pay interest without repaying the loan (Expertteam Eigenbouw 2014). With 

the exception of affordable self-builders, residents were free to arrange the 

building process as they saw fit. Unlike neighboring Germany or Belgium, the 

use of an architect is completely optional as anyone can formally apply for a 

building permit. In the following section, the position of the Homeruskwartier 

is contextualized within the Dutch housing system and the wider European (re)

emergence of self-build housing.

3.4 The case of the Homeruskwartier in Almere, the Netherlands

On reclaimed land, 25 kilometers east of Amsterdam’s historical canal belt, lies 

the new town of Almere. Counting over 200.000 residents, Almere has made 

self-build the cornerstone of its development strategy for a neighborhood of 

106 hectares. Almere cites an intrinsic and consequentialist argument for its 

self-build scheme (Gemeente Almere 2009b). On the one hand, self-building 

is considered a ‘democratic right’. On the other hand, the municipality expects 

self-building to lead to the maximization of ‘living satisfaction over profit 

maximization and an increase in housing quality’, echoing the arguments 

outlined by self-building advocates. The Homeruskwartier is significant from 

a European point of view as it epitomizes a broader mode of urban governance 

that responsibilizes citizens for the production of urban space (Davoudi and 

Madanipour 2015, Savini 2017a, Scheller and Thörn 2018). 

In the Netherlands, municipalities generally play an active role in land 

development, Almere is no exception to this. Being a new municipality on 

reclaimed land, the municipality owned all land in the Homeruskwartier. This 

enabled it to draw up an extensive plan consisting out of serviced plots and 

infrastructure. Building guidelines were stipulated for particular bundles of 

plots, determining items such as building lines, building height, minimum 

and maximum building area and even materials in some cases. So-called plot 

passports communicated these building guidelines to prospective self-builders.

Residents generally have little scope to exert control over new housing 

production in the Netherlands. Housing provision in the Netherlands is 
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arranged through densely organized consortia of housing associations, large 

developers and municipalities (Bossuyt et al. 2018). In a critical moment of 

self-reflection, the national government put choice and control on the national 

house agenda in the late nineties (Ministry of Housing Spatial Planning and 

the Environment [MVROM] 2001). Self-building and homeownership were 

two means through which choice and control were to be realized. Although 

privatization and liberalization have created a larger scope for homeownership 

this has not coincided with higher self-building rates. Meanwhile, social 

housing tenants continue to have restricted scope for exerting control over their 

living spaces. Consequently, Dutch self-building rates are among the lowest in 

Europe. For the entire Netherlands in 2017, only 14.75% of newly built housing 

was commissioned by residents. In the more densely urbanized areas of the 

Randstad this is often even lower. For example, in the Amsterdam Metropolitan 

Area, the percentage was 8.6% for 2017 (CBS 2018). The standardization of 

housing generates tensions with the aimed diversity and spatial quality of the 

built environment. 

3.5 Contextualizing the (re)emergence of self-build housing in Europe

The dynamics of land and housing markets are essential to understanding 

the position of self-build housing. People may be prompted to provide their 

own housing when state and market actors are reluctant or incapable to do so 

(Dingle 1999, Pasternak and D’Ottaviano 2018). It is in this respect that self-

build can constitute an alternative means of housing based on the initiative 

of residents. Some researchers thus argue self-build provides an alternative 

to capitalist housing production (Ambrose 1994, Carmon 2002). However, 

self-building is frequently well embedded into mainstream housing markets, 

as exemplified by countries such as France, Belgium, Germany, Finland or 

Sweden (Barlow 1993). Cross-national differences can be attributed to factors 

such as welfare regimes, planning systems, land development arrangements, 

and path dependency mechanisms as indicated by the case of the Netherlands 

(Bossuyt and van der Horst 2018). Self-building is particularly prominent in 

countries with more static housing markets. Here, it can contribute to the 

economic stability of housing markets in the face of external shocks (van 

der Heijden et al. 2011, Dol et al. 2012). In countries with smaller self-building 

sectors, self-building may threaten the positions of established commercial 
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developers. For example, in the United Kingdom or the Netherlands, self-

builders threaten the monopoly of housebuilders on land development profits 

(Duncan and Rowe 1993). Although self-building has contributed significantly 

to the production of urban space, scholars have generally left its quantitative 

and qualitative importance unacknowledged (Duncan and Rowe 1993, Harris 

1999, Dol et al. 2012). 

The last two decades have witnessed somewhat of a (re)emergence of self-

build housing. This has followed in the wake of structural changes that have 

swept over Europe, pertaining to welfare state restructuring, emergent localist 

political agendas and notions of entrepreneurial citizenship (Davoudi and 

Madanipour 2015, Savini 2017a). Central here is a mode of urban governance 

that privileges ideas of liberal individualism and autonomy. Political duties 

previously associated with the welfare state, such as housing, are now allocated 

to civil society through a logic of responsibilization (McKee 2015, Scheller and 

Thörn 2018). 

Planners, policymakers and politicians find self-build housing appealing for 

numerous reasons. Notable is its capacity to realize use and cultural values in 

the production of urban space (Gemeente Almere 2009b). It is argued that 

people are in the best position to design and develop housing according to their 

own needs, as needs are infinitely complex (Scott 2012). On an aggregate scale, 

this could help achieve goals related to social and environmental sustainability 

(Bronzini 2016). Equally attractive is the flexibility self-build offers in terms 

of urban development, offering a mode of incremental development that 

potentially can mismatches between demand and supply (Madanipour 2017, 

van Karnenbeek and Janssen-Jansen 2018). Paradoxically, while self-building is 

associated with a discourse of do-it-yourself urbanism and libertarianism, its 

implementation appears to frequently depend on successful master planning, 

design guidance and building regulations (Lloyd et al. 2015, Savini 2017a). 

Policy-makers depart from the assumption that self-providing citizens will 

contribute to the diversification, quality and flexibility of the built environment. 

These assumptions underpin the implementation of self-building schemes 

in countries such as Netherlands, United Kingdom, France and Germany 

(Hamiduddin 2015, Lloyd et al. 2015, Mullins and Moore 2018).  Yet, as has 

been demonstrated in the literature review, there are competing explanations 

for understanding the behavior of self-builders. Active attempts by city 
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governments to foster self-building necessitate a qualitative understanding of 

self-building practices.

3.6 Analysis of the social dynamics of self-build housing in the 
Homeruskwartier 

The analysis focuses on the social dynamics of self-build housing in the 

Homeruskwartier in Almere. It considers the aspirations of residents, the 

strategies they utilize and their relation to the regulatory framework. 

3.6.1 The aspiration to build 
For many households, self-building did not necessarily respond to a long-

held dream or wish. Instead it was considered a logical step following up on an 

initial reflection to move. Such reflections were induced by changes in family 

make-up or employment. This had led households to reassess the qualities of 

their previous homes and prompted a process of housing search. In doing so, 

self-builders reported that they frequently relied on trusted ways of looking 

for a house, asking friends and family, looking around the neighbourhood, 

browsing the internet or local news sources. In many cases, it was only after 

stumbling upon the Homeruskwartier that households had considered self-

building for the first time in their lives. 

In the Netherlands, lower- and middle-income households largely depend on 

ready-made housing. Building one’s own house is quite rare, and considered 

exclusive to higher incomes in affluent, peripheral municipalities. The 

development of the Homeruskwartier was the first time, for many people, to 

consider building one’s own house as a realistic option. For these groups, The 

Homeruskwartier offered an opportunity to self-build one’s own home, an 

opportunity not offered elsewhere or by ready-built options.

‘We just wanted our own home. Where we lived before that is almost 

impossible, not for the amount we paid here. […] So this was a really 

nice opportunity. To do it this way [by self-building]’ (Frank & Carola).
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‘We wanted to live here [Almere Poort], but there weren’t a lot of 

options at that time, so we had to build ourselves’ (Patty & Maurice).

This underlined the feeling that the Homeruskwartier was a unique opportunity 

people had come across. The idea of a unique opportunity extended to the 

financial register. Interviewees frequently emphasized that they had struck 

a particularly good value-for-money deal. As of 2018, housing prices in the 

Homeruskwartier had increased by 6,3% compared to 2012, the date for 

which real estate value had first been estimated for the neighbourhood (CBS 

2019). Households stressed the benefits in terms of rising housing prices, 

low mortgage interest, and - equally important - low building costs. Land in 

Almere was relatively inexpensive and considered one of the only options to 

build one’s own home. This highlights the importance of market dynamics in 

affecting the experience of self-building.

 ‘Actually, you’re crazy if you don’t do it! At that time the housing 

prices were already on the rise. And building costs were much lower 

back then. No sooner said than done, we decided to start building’ 

(Willem).

‘Either it’s affordable self-build or you need to have a lot of money. We 

could forget about the last part, so this was an [excellent] opportunity’ 

(Patty & Maurice).

In this respect, the decision to build and invest in the construction of housing 

for one’s own use was motivated by the expectation that housing prices would 

rise. Participants of the affordable self-build scheme frequently referred to 

the opportunity to become a homeowner, as enabled by self-building. The 

affordable self-build scheme was a unique opportunity to finally realize one’s 

‘own place’, as opposed to renting.  The customization potential was welcomed 

by these affordable owner-builders, but this factor was often cited in strong 

conjunction with the unique avenue to homeownership that was provided 

through the affordable self-build scheme. Owning a house was a necessary step 

to advance in life.

‘Now that we owned a real house, we could finally marry’ (Lisette).

‘Before, we lived in a 40m2 apartment […]. Now we have our own 
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home with a garden, balcony and three bedrooms for 190,000 Euros’ 

(Yvonne & Sam).

On the one hand, this scheme allowed people who had previously been tenants 

to access homeownership. Yet it also limited the degree to which they could 

become the owner of their self-build house, depending on the amount of money 

they had mortgaged or put in themselves. Real estate value increases were used 

to justify the soundness of their decisions. At a time when lower-middle income 

households and young people in particular are facing increasing difficulties 

in attaining owner-occupancy, the affordable self-build scheme seemed an 

affordable alternative with a large degree of customization opportunities to 

boot.  The Homeruskwartier represented a unique opportunity to build for 

incomes that otherwise would not have had the opportunity to do so. The act 

of self-building prompted a reflective attitude towards the arrangement of 

housing in Dutch society.

 ‘I find it important that other people start thinking – ‘How would I 

like to live?’ ( Jos).

Self-builders valued their home using different registers. The increased market 

value of housing in the neighbourhood was frequently cited. In other cases, 

residents stressed the qualitative physical attributes in terms of ecology or 

architectural quality. Frequently, residents invoked the material properties of 

a house, in terms of wood, steel or building technologies. The market value of 

self-builders’ homes was often directly expressed in terms of the amount of 

indoor space in square meters. For many self-builders, this had been a central 

consideration in their design strategies, in addition to the other considerations 

which they may have had. 

When asked to justify their design decisions, residents often made claims 

in which costs and square meters conjoined. Here again, this appeared 

most strongly the case for catalogue builders and affordable self-builders. 

These different registers did not necessarily exclude one another, use value 

considerations over location or layout could conjoin with financial arguments 

in terms of budget or future sale value. The wish to build’s one’s own house 

responded to feelings of making something by one’s own hands or leaving 

one’s mark. Even among households that had employed a catalogue-builder 
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or put in less physical work, the act of self-building evoked a symbolic sense of 

autonomy or personal achievement.

3.6.2 Selecting a building strategy 
Working out design and development strategies, self-builders emphasized 

starting out from broad parameters. These could relate to one element of 

the housing layout, a specific aesthetic style, or to the desire to work with a 

particular material such as wood or steel, which provided the starting point 

for the design process. The design process was characterized by iterative going 

back-and-forth between different options and material choices, exemplifying 

the contingency of strategies and goals.

‘We first wanted to see for yourself, what are the parameters within 

we would like to build. And then I thought really quickly, I would like 

to have a bungalow. Everything’s on the same floor. Then we started 

working from there’ (Gregory).

‘Well, not much is left from the original plans for the exterior. […] 

the canopy’s still there. Originally we wanted white masonry. But I’ve 

seen that elsewhere and after two years it’s not white anymore. So, I 

started looking what fits with Western Red Cedar bricks and started 

going from there [...] to keep that element of wood. Only the backside 

would be left fully in wood, and even that I left out. But some things 

are a matter of costs of course’ ( Jacob).

Selecting an appropriate building strategy is tied to a process of assessment 

and judgment in relation to a plot’s conditions. In this perspective, building 

guidelines constituted a device that helped reduce complexity in choices. Use 

value considerations related to sustainability or energy efficiency, which are 

often cited by self-building advocates, were not goals residents pursued from 

the start on. Instead, use value considerations pertaining to energy efficiency 

and sustainability often emerged ‘logically’ throughout the process, even when 

self-builders had never considered this before embarking on the process. 
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‘It is just better for the future [..] We had the chance to build our own 

home so we started investigating that. How we can do it as well as 

possible for the environment. We would have liked to do more but it 

just did not fit in the budget’ (Yvonne & Sam).

‘If you start thinking about how everything should be build, I think 

it is important you do it well and do it green. Don’t just think about 

yourself, also think about the environment’ (Wendy & Klaas). 

‘A house should be built to match decent standards. […] if you want to 

do it, make sure to do it properly. Put solar panels on the roof, put a 

warm water thing [sic] in it – covering heating’ (Willem).

Particularly in the case of catalogue-builders, financial considerations were 

expressed through a maximization rationale. In the perspective of these 

self-builders, increased indoor living space stood equal to increased future 

exchange value. This created a particular dynamic in which self-builders 

frequently aimed to cover the maximum allowed built-up area, sometimes 

forsaking outdoor space.

‘OK, tell me, what are the rules? Alright, I’ll build as much as possible. 

Who needs a garden anyway?’ (Betty). 

Residents came up with creative means to maximize indoor living space. In 

one set of plots, building guidelines specified there could only be one floor. 

However, there was no mention of sub-ground construction. As a result, some 

residents proceeded to build large multi-bedroom basements to increase their 

living space. Anticipating the consequences of the maximization rationale, 

certain residents opted for row housing with free views at the back and front 

instead of having a freestanding house with little space in between. Since there 

were no strong requirements regarding architectural quality, some DIY builders 

who had spent a lot of resources and time on unique designs expressed a sense 

of disappointment in the overall spatial quality of the neighborhood.
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3.6.3 Dealing with plot passports 
Plot passports constituted an important structuring device. Not only did these 

stipulate design rules, they also communicated a sense of what was feasible 

and possible on a piece of land. In this respect, they were not experienced 

as constraining, but rather as a source of inspiration or creativity. Finding a 

suitable plot was considered to be a particularly influential step. Some residents 

started with a particular housing typology in mind and had to find a suitable 

plot. Other self-builders started with a dream plot in mind, influencing the 

type of housing they could build. 

 ‘The first step was to find a suitable plot. […] Sometimes you have to 

build up till 3-stories even when it’s free-standing. So we wanted a 

free-standing bungalow-type house, so those were the conditions we 

started with for yourself in terms of looking for a plot’ (Willem).

‘The plot has this shape so we had to choose this shape of the house 

[…] Look at that body of water. It is very narrow and ends over there. 

So we thought, we would like to have a free view on this side, so our 

house should be in this L-shape’ (Paul & Emma).

Of central concern was the question how residents would interact with the 

regulatory framework and manage the uncertainty associated with assuming 

the responsibility for building one’s own home. Participants indicated that 

they did not feel uneasy about the general idea of assuming development 

risk, hiring contractors and overseeing the building process. At the same time, 

participants stressed the importance of having a strong eye on the construction 

process. They made sure to pay frequent visits to the construction site or to 

ensure they had a good trust relationship with the person(s) overseeing the 

work.  Architects, contracts or catalogue-builders were often selected on the 

basis of intuition. 

 ‘I met an architect, that I had also seen in the [municipally provided 

list of architects] booklet, and that was the click to say – we’ll continue 

with that architect’ (Umut & Wietske).
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As most self-builders in the Homeruskwartier had started building during 

or shortly after the Global Financial Crisis, they expressed having profited 

from a large supply of architects and contractors that were short of work. The 

municipality of Almere had intended to showcase different varieties of self-

building. It therefore created a plan that included different building typologies 

and plot sizes. Although all self-builders were required to comply with national 

building regulations, they also faced additional plot-based rules. Residents 

frequently described their experiences in relation to these plot passports 

positively. While plot passports imposed restrictions in terms of what one 

could built, they were not experienced as a constraint. Rather, plot passports 

formed a source of creativity and imagination by invoking an image of what 

was possible and feasible. In this respect, the regulatory framework exerted a 

positive feeling of certainty. Self-builders felt that they had had a large degree 

of liberty during construction, which went against their expectations at times.

 

‘The municipality didn’t make themselves noticed during the 

construction process. Not that I disliked that, but I found it aggravating 

[…] They never asked if I was able to [build a house]. All they said is 

‘Here is your permit and do your thing.’ Now I know how to build a 

home, but I can imagine there are plenty of people that do not know 

how to do so, and the result may be bad’ ( Jos).  

Catalogue builders often did not have to deal with regulatory compliance 

directly and more frequently cited the advantages of building regulation. 

Formal building regulations gave residents a sense of security and control.
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3.7 Discussion 

The empirical analysis reveals the creative, experimental and indeterminate 

logic of the self-building process. Epistemologically, it is impossible for 

residents to calculate an optimal strategy. Multiple strategies can be seen as 

rational and sound. This shifts attention from a conception of fixed ends to the 

contingent nature of aspirations throughout the building process. 

The analysis demonstrates that aspirations are not always clearly crystalized 

at the onset of the building trajectory. Aspirations may be recalibrated as self-

builders confront problems. People may start self-building out of a broader 

desire to own a home, yet the freedom and creativity granted by the process 

may lead to a reassessment of aspirations, prompting a reconsideration of 

sustainable or spatial qualities. 

This reassessment may work both ways. Ambitious architectural aspirations can 

be recalibrated in the face of material limits. Vice-versa, aspiring homeowners 

begin to reflect on concerns over sustainability through the building process. 

This implies that the relationship between use value, exchange value and 

building strategies cannot be understood in linear terms. Moreover, use and 

exchange value are not necessarily antithetical in the building process.  

To make sense of the building process it may be useful to draw upon the 

pragmatist notion of ‘ends-in-view’ (Dewey 1922). In this respect, action is a 

process in which means and ends are constituted and revised through an actor’s 

interpretation as the situation unfolds. This contrasts with the given definition 

of aspirations assumed by existing understandings of property development 

and housing choice (Healey and Barrett 1990, Davidson and Leather 2000, 

Dunning 2017) Strategies and aspirations shift as the building process unfolds. 

Self-builders cannot simply transpose their aspirations into an optimal strategy. 

This is, in part, an epistemological issue. Residents may wish to pursue their 

own interest, but do not always know the best way for doing so ( Joas 1996, 

Beckert 2003). Both symbolist and rationalist explanations have insufficiently 

explained the iterative relationship of the building process. The experimental 

logic of self-building practices challenges the conventional rational means-

selection. The analysis implies that self-builders rely on interpretation and 
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evaluation to select building strategies.

Interpretation and evaluation socially and materially mediated. Households 

make assessments based on expectations regarding future housing value or 

living satisfaction. This ties into the insight that aspirations are aspirations are 

dialectically constituted by social conditions and material reality indicated 

by existing housing research (Crawford and McKee 2018, Preece et al. 2019). 

Social imaginaries around homeownership, autonomy and self-sufficiency are 

influential in shaping self-building practices (Soaita 2015). This self-sufficiency 

is ameliorated by a logic of responsibilization  These conditions can be 

seen as a form of ‘constitutive expectancies’, which pattern a cognitive and 

practical background for decisions (Mead, 1974). Interpretation is thus socially 

conditioned, but not totally predetermined.

The material dynamics of land and housing markets impinge upon the tension 

between use and exchange value. The Dutch owner-occupied housing market 

is highly dynamic (van der Heijden et al. 2011). A consequence is the tension 

between use and exchange value, which frequently tends to be resolved in 

favour of the latter. Self-building is generally associated with static housing 

markets. These are more resistant to the influence of economic trends (Barlow 

and King 1992). Interestingly, self-builders in Almere demonstrate a strong 

concern with the asset and speculative value of the self-build home. In some 

cases, self-builders exhibit characteristics of small property developers, 

seeking to maximize square meters and building additional housing in the 

Homeruskwartier. In addition, many of Almere’s self-builders have started 

building during growing land and house prices. The decision to build was often 

justified drawing upon an economic repertoire. This economic repertoire is 

often directly linked directly to the number of square meters they have been 

able to achieve through maximizing building strategies. This counters the claim 

that self-building necessarily offers a ‘critique of the workings of housing under 

capitalism’ (Benson and Hamiduddin 2018, p. 268). This paper demonstrates 

that aspirations are also reframed in the action process. What people want 

in terms of use and exchange value, framed by what is socially desirable and 

materially feasible, also continuously shifts in the building process. 

The analysis conceptually enriches existing understandings of the social 

dynamics of the self-build housing by exposing a contextual and an 
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experimental logic of self-building practices. The constitution of aspirations 

is not exclusively framed by the interaction between social conditions and 

material reality. The experimental nature of self-building adds a processual 

dimension to the dialectical constitution of residents’ aspirations, as had been 

established by Preece et al. (2018). This adds an element of contingency into 

the relation between conditions and aspirations. Material and social conditions 

are elements of the building process which actors sometimes may creatively 

interpret or avoid. In this respect, conditions performative and exist only in 

action (Salet 2018). Self-building is a creative and indeterminate process in 

which multiple strategies can be seen as sound or rational. 

3.8 Conclusion

This paper dealt with the self-building of owner-occupied housing by 

households in the Homeruskwartier in Almere, the Netherlands. Past studies 

on the social dynamics of self-build housing have commonly understood 

self-builders as autonomous individuals, with clear goals they seek to pursue 

through a rational strategy (Duncan and Rowe 1993, Barlow et al. 2001, Wallace 

et al. 2013). Goals may vary from self-expression to customization (Brown 

2007, 2008, Samuel 2008, Rosenberg 2011, Mackay and Perkins 2017). 

A common perception is that self-builders are principally interested in 

building for personal use values rather than economic exchange values. 

Existing self-building literature often focuses on the positive spatial effects 

(Carmon 2002, Parvin et al. 2011, Scheller and Thörn 2018). This view is at 

odds with the growing importance of economic rationalities in in housing 

consumption and production caused by processes of commodification and 

marketization (Forrest & Williams, 1984; Forrest & Hirayama, 2015; Ronald, 

2008). Previous studies of self-build housing have focused one-sidedly on 

the owner-built home as a creative project or shelter, overlooking its role as 

commodity and asset. Moreover, these studies did not deal with the building 

process specifically, considering how aspirations are formulated and relate to 

particular building strategies. 

This paper argues that self-builders do not necessarily prioritize use values over 

exchange values. This runs counter to the characterization of self-build housing 
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as a challenge to normative understandings of housing. While self-building 

can be an avenue for self-expression and for obtaining a customized dwelling, 

it may also provide a unique opportunity for attaining homeownership at 

reduced costs. The actions of self-builders of owner-occupied housing in the 

Homeruskwartier are embedded in social norms around homeownership, self-

sufficiency, and the dynamism of the Dutch housing market. As a consequence, 

economic rationales permeate consumption and production choices. Use 

and exchange values should not be understood in binary opposition, they 

may overlap or crosscut in the decisions made by residents. We need this 

entanglement of values to make sense of self-builders’ actions. 

Conceptually, this paper challenges the teleological and subjectivist conception 

of self-building practices. It posits that aspirations of self-builders are not 

only mediated by socio-economic conditions, but also reframed in the action 

process. This puts into question the sequential and rational division between 

means and ends.

Future research could develop a more sophisticated understanding of the 

tension between use and exchange values in self-build housing practices. 

This could be done by scrutinizing other forms of self-building in a broader 

range of contexts. The intersection between individual owner-building and a 

dynamic housing market are particularly salient in the case investigated in this 

paper. This raises the issue of how the social dynamics of self-build interact 

with different building arrangements and property regimes.

Ultimately, self-building in all its richness constitutes a valuable phenomenon 

for investigating economic action in housing choice, as it represents a domain 

in which housing provision intersects with economic changes, shifting 

responsibilities in urban development, and displays the fascinating creativity 

of people in their everyday lives.
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4
Who owns collaborative 
housing?
A conceptual typology of property regimes
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Tenure in collaborative housing remains under 
contextualized. Unpacking tenure contributes to internal 
differentiation of collaborative housing, its comparison 
to other modes of housing provision and the evaluation 
of potential benefits. This paper develops an ideal-typical 
typology of tenure through property regimes. These 
constitute social arrangements regarding the allocation of 
rights, rules and roles with respect to a resource. In terms 
of organizational characteristics, collaborative housing is 
based on limited common property, self-governance and 
sets of internal rules. While sharing these characteristics 
with other residential communities, collaborative housing 
can be differentiated by virtue of collectively held 
management and commissioning rights. Property regimes 
are a mediating variable for both positive and negative 
effects attributed to collaborative housing. 

Published as : Bossuyt, D. M. (2021). Who owns collaborative housing? A 
conceptual typology of property regimes. Housing Theory and Society.
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4.1 Introduction 

Tenure matters in collaborative housing as it concerns fundamental issues of 

control, exclusion and power. Still the dimension of tenure in collaborative 

housing has remained under contextualized. This article sets out to analyze 

and understand collaborative housing forms through tenure. It scrutinizes the 

constitutive characteristics of collaborative housing and delineates three ideal-

typical property regimes. 

Research on collaborative housing has proliferated in recent years (Chatterton, 

2013; Chiodelli, 2015; Czischke et al., 2020; Hagbert, 2020; Lang et al., 2018; 

Salet et al., 2020). Scholars and policy-makers alike have expressed interest 

in collaborative housing as a way to realize more affordable, sustainable and 

inclusive housing. It encompasses a variety of housing forms characterized by 

collective resident control over conception, development and management 

(Lang et al. 2018, Czischke et al. 2020). Examples include collective self-build, 

cohousing and resident-led cooperatives (Chatterton 2013, Hamiduddin and 

Gallent 2015, Balmer and Gerber 2018). Studies highlight a strong diversity in 

terms of ownership and organizational structure (Beck 2020, Czischke et al. 

2020). This is unsurprising in light of the methodological predominance of 

richly detailed case-studies scattered across contexts, leading to an emphasis 

on the bespoke and particular (Lang et al. 2018). Still, it begs the question of 

how one may differentiate collaborative housing internally and externally. 

Tenure is an expression of property relations and constitutes a central 

institutional dimension of housing yet underexplored in relation to 

collaborative housing. Existing accounts may rely on implicit essentialism, 

limit themselves to single jurisdictions or do not discuss tenure altogether  

(Fromm 2012, Carriou 2014, Ruiu 2014, Beck 2020). A deeper engagement with 

tenure can be productive as it captures questions such as who may access or 

sell housing. It is also crucial for the assessment and evaluation of collaborative 

housing forms (Larsen 2019, Hagbert 2020).

This paper dissects tenure by adopting a property regime theoretic perspective. 

This understands tenure as sets of social relations between people with respect 

to housing. The totality of these relations constitute bundles of rights, variations 

of these bundles are property regimes (Schlager and Ostrom 1992, Von Benda-
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Beckmann 1995, Ostrom & Hess 2007). This approach has found widespread 

application in the study of natural resources, but only limited application 

with respect to housing studies. The paper contends collaborative housing is 

constitutively defined by limited-common property, self-governance, internal 

rules and resident control over conception, development, and management. 

While it shares certain features with regular multi-owned housing, collaborative 

housing is externally differentiated by management and commissioning rights 

which are held in common. Internally, differences can be understood through 

income rights. These concern the capacity to earn money through sale or lease 

(Christman 1994).

The first section of this paper discusses the concept of tenure in relation to 

collaborative housing. Noting its heterogeneity and complexity, the paper 

proposes to conceptualize tenure as a bundle of rights. The second section 

unpacks the necessary socio-legal parameters of collaborative housing in 

relation to other forms of residential communities. The third section departs 

from a baseline planned market regime to delineate three ideal-typical 

property regimes in collaborative housing: the intentional market regime, the 

common regime and the self-management regime. Finally, the paper explores 

how tenure mediates affordability and accessibility in collaborative housing.

This paper is based on a combination of literature review, policy review and 

empirical research. The author(s) started off with an exploratory research 

aimed at mapping the socio-legal parameters of collaborative housing in the 

Netherlands. To this end, the author(s) conducted an institutional analysis of the 

regulatory, planning and legal frameworks existing with respect to collaborative 

housing in the Netherlands. This was complemented by ten semi-structured 

qualitative interviews conducted between April 2019 and February 2020. 

These were conducted with residents, elected officials, policymakers and policy 

advisors. These were complemented by a study of statutes and bylaws. The 

author(s) subsequently developed a tentative overview of forms. The emergent 

forms were subsequently juxtaposed and compared with international cases of 

collaborative housing through a literature study. 
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4.2 What is collaborative housing? 

Collaborative housing covers a broad range of collective self-organized 

housing forms, defined by resident control over production, conception 

and management (Lang et al. 2018). Forms vary in terms of goals, values or 

spatial features. Some prioritize solidarity and care, while others pursue 

environmental goals or affordability. Depending on the degree of collectivism, 

developments may include shared spaces such as gardens, laundry rooms, bike 

sheds or even kitchens (Czischke et al. 2020, p. 7). This paper sees merit in 

using collaborative housing as a catch-all term but underlines the importance 

of asking what sets apart collaborative housing forms internally and vis-à-vis 

other forms of housing. 

Tenure is a central expression of institutional arrangements concerning use, 

possession and ownership. It regulates how collaborative housing is produced 

and consumed, mediating potential positive and negative effects. This is 

essential given the normative premise that collaborative housing is desirable, 

because it offers all sorts of positive benefits if done well  (Scheller and Thörn 

2018). Positive effects attributed to collaborative housing include democratic 

empowerment (Thompson 2018), affordability, social interaction (Williams 

2005, Fromm 2012), or low-carbon lifestyles (Chatterton 2013, Revilla 2020). 

Vice-versa, critiques have addressed potential negative effects such as exclusion 

and segregation. For example, Chiodelli (2015) argues co-housing groups may 

not be that dissimilar from gated communities. Notable is Jane Jacobs’ (1961) 

dismissal of Chatham Village in Pittsburgh, a collective housing development 

that was inspired by the garden city movement. Jacobs (1961, 65) argues such 

‘colonies’ work narrowly for ‘self- selected upper-middle-class people’, leading 

to ‘insularity and homogeneity’. The benefits of togetherness may only work 

for a narrowly defined group.

Improving our understanding of the socio-legal parameters of collaborative 

housing matters for the evaluation of collaborative housing. For example, 

Sørvoll and Bengtsson (2018) point out that an ownership structure based 

on individually tradable shares may be more susceptible to marketization. 

Similarly, Hagbert et al. (2020) argue that the degree of autonomy may 

positively impact the capacity to achieve sustainable values. Tenure may also 

help us understand regulatory change (Larsen 2019). These contributions 
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suggest tenure can act as a mediating variable for the effects of collaborative 

housing. Exploring these conditions facilitates an internal differentiation of 

the collaborative housing sector, positions collaborative housing vis-à-vis 

other modes of housing and helps formulate hypotheses on the effects of 

collaborative housing.

4.3 Tenure in collaborative housing 

Dimensions of property, ownership and tenure have remained generally under 

contextualized in collaborative housing scholarship. The methodological 

predisposition for single-case studies has resulted in an emphasis on the 

particular. As a catch-all term, collaborative housing may refer to anything 

from socio-spatial living practices (cohousing)  to particular legal forms 

(cooperative). In housing studies, tenure ontologies have shifted over time 

from realist to more constructivist ontologies (Ruonavaara 1993, 2012, Blandy 

and Goodchild 1999, Doling 1999, Hulse 2008, Wallace 2012). The emergence 

of comparative research in particular has demonstrated how poorly tenure 

categories carry across space and time, prompting a reconsideration of tenure 

as an immutable category. Housing scholars generally acknowledge tenure is 

socially produced, yet this premise holds two major variations.   

The critical realist viewpoint asserts tenure contains both essential and 

contingent components (Kemp 1987; Doling 1999). Ruonavaara (1993, 2012) 

argues that modern societies now to fundamental tenure types: rent and owner-

occupancy. These can be differentiated in terms of the rights of exclusive use, 

control and disposal, which owner-occupiers generally hold but renters do not. 

These two tenure types may be further impacted by institutionally contingent 

characteristics associated with tenure forms. The critical realist stance has 

been challenged by a constructionist perspective. The latter emphasizes the 

fundamental contingency of tenure categorizations (Hulse 2008, Wallace 

2012). These studies do not define tenure as such, but ask what tenure means 

in a particular setting. Influenced by critical property scholars, these authors 

understand property discursively (Davies 1999, Rose 2006). This challenges 

the tenure binary and dispels particular certain myths associated with rent 

or homeownership. As homeownership becomes a heterogeneous category, 

benefits may not appear consistently. For example, condominium homeowners 
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have to negotiate with neighbors over management and maintenance, 

impacting their rights of exclusive use and control (Yip and Forrest 2002).

The constructionist emphasis on contingency contrasts with the premise that 

tenure holds a fundamental core. Still both ontologies been strongly influenced 

by a legal realist perspective on property. This holds that property comprises 

a discrete group of rights which can be allocated to different actors. The 

legal realist viewpoint explicitly contrasts with the classic ownership model 

of property, which puts analytical focus on a single owner with consolidated 

rights identifiable as the title holder (Merrill 1998, Singer 2000b). The image 

of a home-owner who is easily identified is difficult to translate to collaborative 

housing practice. In practice, many housing developments combine individual 

and joint elements of ownership. Singer (2000, 87) notes that the ‘classical 

ownership model is ill-suited to describe or analyze these widely varied 

property arrangements or the social relations they entail’. Applying a legal 

realist perspective on property to housing tenure is particularly useful for the 

analysis of multi-owned residential development (Blandy et al. 2006). In these 

cases, multiple actors may hold claims to the same housing development. 

Collaborative housing cannot be reduced to one tenure alone and is often based 

on hybrid arrangements, featuring elements of private and common property 

(Fromm 1991, Lang et al. 2018, Czischke et al. 2020). Still, authors tend to rely on 

an implicit essentialism that assumes tenure as a relatively stable concept. This 

contrasts with the constructionist and critical realist insight that tenure labels 

do not mean the same consistently. For example, in a five-case comparison 

Fromm (2012) distinguishes social and physical dimensions, but leaves tenure 

unpacked beyond the remark that there exists a variety of ‘ownership types 

from those instigated by a group of future residents who own individual units 

to those created as rentals by non-profit developers’ (Fromm 2012, 364). Tenure 

is often discussed with reference to title in a single jurisdiction. For instance, 

Williams (2005) notes co-housing communities are either ‘owner-occupied’ or 

‘rental and affordable’. Beck (2020) differentiates between four tenures: private, 

cooperative, rented and mixed tenure without specifying these further. In other 

cases property relations are not mentioned explicitly. Carriou (2014) discusses 

the example of the ‘Hoche cooperative’ in Nanterre. While low-cost access 

to homeownership is listed as a prime motivation for residents, it is unclear 

what concrete rights residents hold with respect to their housing unit. When 
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studies discuss single jurisdictional contexts, they can easily void the issue of 

comparing or translating tenures. Still, the tenure debate has emphasized that 

the content of such labels is spatio-temporally contingent, making it necessary 

to spell out their content.  

Above examples showcase a tendency in some of the collaborative housing 

literature to analyze tenure in terms of labels or formal title alone. Formal 

title undeniably constitutes an important component of property relations as 

it affects the allocation of rights to different actors. However, paying attention 

to title alone may not suffice in more complex property arrangements (Blandy 

and Goodchild 1999, Singer 2000b, Blandy et al. 2006). Moreover, the formal 

owner of a building may change throughout a building’s life cycle as Blandy 

& Goodchild (1999) demonstrate. The paper thus asks the question of ‘who 

is entitled to do what?’ in relation to collaborative housing, responding to a 

disaggregated conception of tenure. Tenure does not exclusively imply holding 

a home in possession, but also holding particular rights with respect to housing. 

In the following section the article first delineates the necessary organizational 

characteristics of collaborative housing, some of which are shared with other 

housing developments. Second, the paper delineates rights in collaborative 

housing and uses these to tease out three ideal-typical property regimes.

4.4 The socio-legal parameters of collaborative housing 

Collaborative housing can be compared to common-interest housing. This 

concept denotes member-based residential communities that provide services 

and/or infrastructure (Fenster 1999, McKenzie 2003, 2006, Manzi and Bill 2005, 

Lehavi 2008, 2016). The comparison is useful for illuminating the institutional 

architecture of collaborative housing. It reveals that limited common property, 

self-governance and internal rules are necessary, though not exclusive, 

characteristics of collaborative housing. This section finds collaborative 

housing is differentiated by resident control over conception, development 

and management as expressed by commonly held commissioning and 

management rights. These allow residents to set the terms of self-governance 

and spatial design. 

Limited common property denotes that certain elements are held in common 
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by members of a group, but exclusively so versus others (Rose 2000, Blomley 

2008, Page 2010). Member-residents jointly use certain elements, while non-

members may be excluded from use (Rose, 2000, 335). Even though common 

property may assume a private shell, it does necessarily constitute private 

property as some would claim (Chiodelli 2015, 2572). Instead, the common 

element is open to the outside world under particular conditions of access and 

membership defined by member-residents. The private legal title may obscure 

the common element. Collaborative housing shares this limited common 

element with multi-unit market housing, such as the condominium. 

Collaboration among residents, as well as between residents and other 

stakeholders is a defining characteristic of collaborative housing (Czischke et 

al. 2020). This collaboration presupposes a form of social organization. On the 

one hand, residents must be represented themselves vis-à-vis other housing 

stakeholders. On the other hand, they arrange their internal affairs through 

self-governance and democratic management. A self-managed body acts as 

legal entity and governs residents individual behavior, representing residents 

as a form of private government versus other parties (McKenzie 2003). The 

legal form of this organization varies per jurisdictional context and case. 

Membership of this entity confers use rights to residents, underlining the 

importance of membership criteria. 

Collaborative housing developments are governed by an internal set of rules. 

These rules may exist as implicit shared understandings, or can be derived from 

formal documents such as deeds, statutes and bylaws. The genesis of these rules 

differs in planned versus intentional residential communities (Lehavi 2008). 

In planned residential communities, rules originate as pragmatic solutions to 

particular collective-action problems. The initiating developer drafts bylaws 

and statutes, as is the case in master-planned condominiums. Developers 

draft rules with sale in mind (McCabe 2011). In contrast, intentional residential 

communities, such as co-housing groups, are formed by residents around a 

common idea or set of social values. When residents draft their own rules, 

these can be expected to be more adaptable and legitimate. In collaborative 

housing the constitution of internal rules is subject to resident deliberation. 

The previous three characteristics can also be found in non-collaborative 

forms of common-interest housing. Resident control over production, 
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conception and management sets collaborative housing apart. This ties in to 

the Lefebvrian notion of autogestion. Often translated as self-management, 

autogestion proposes citizens should have direct control over the production 

of urban space and political decision-making processes (Purcell 2003, p. 578, 

Salet et al. 2020). It implies a social principle of self-governance. These abstract 

rights translate into commonly held commissioning and management rights 

in operational and constitutional phases of housing developments. 

4.5 Property regimes and ideal-types in housing 

This section develops a conceptual framework for the analysis of collaborative 

housing in terms of property regimes. Schlager & Ostrom (1992) use property 

regime to refer to the social arrangements regarding the production, 

maintenance and consumption of a resource. Applied to the study of housing, 

it disaggregates tenure into different bundles of rights. Property regimes 

consists out of subjects who hold rights with respect to specific objects (Von 

Benda-Beckmann 1995). 

In terms of subjects, the paper differentiates between three options. Rights 

can be held by private individuals, a limited community or an external party. 

Private refers to rights held by an individual resident. The supra-individual 

level of the self-governed organization is described as common ownership. 

External is used to refer to incidents where an external party such as developer, 

company or public actor holds rights. Supra-individually held rights give way 

to two varieties of property relations, among residents on the one hand, and 

between residents and outsiders on the other hand (Von Benda Beckmann 1995, 

314). Group deliberation determines how these collective rights are exercised. 

Externally held rights are beyond resident control. This includes rights held 

by developer, state actor or other type of third party. The object covers what 

is being owned in a property regime. Note that housing developments can 

potentially be infinitesimally subdivided into units, apartments, corridors, 

hallways, air and so forth. Similarly, the allocation of rights may be temporally 

delimited. For example, contracts can allocate rights on the basis of perpetuity 

or a limited period of time. At the analytical level the temporal dimension 

can be necessary to understand the capacity of specific property regimes to 

contribute to affordability on the long-run. Given the degree of abstraction 
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presupposed by the a typology, these dimensions have been collapsed into 

one. Rights exist at three levels: formal ownership, collective-choice rights 

and operational rights. Formal ownership or title affects the articulation of 

the second and third level, though not unilaterally so. Collective-choice rights 

concern the right to decide what happens to a resource. Operational rights 

concern day-to-day actual use (Ostrom 1990).

Schlager & Ostrom (1992) developed their original scheme for the analysis of 

common-pool resources. Some authors have studied housing as a common-

pool resource and copied this scheme accordingly (Brandsen and Helderman 

2012, Donoso and Elsinga 2018). However, even from an institutional 

economists’ point of view, collaborative housing does not constitute a common-

pool resource strictly speaking as it is not a resource in which it is costly, but 

not difficult to exclude others from use. In fact, others can easily excluded and 

one’s consumption does not necessarily exhaust use by others, rendering it 

excludable but not rivalrous. Boundaries ensure a degree of exclusion, making 

overuse not a direct threat. Ostrom & Hess (2007) argue different rights may 

be analytically relevant depending on the properties of a resource and the 

existing real-life arrangements. 

The typology here is based on ideal-types. These are abstractions of empirical 

reality into categorical types (Kuckartz 1991). Ideal-types need not necessarily 

correspond with real-life empirical cases. The cases discussed next serve as 

illustrations of particular characteristics. The principal aim of this typology 

is to explore different dimensions of tenure in collaborative housing. Tenure 

categories are firmly rooted in particular political, legal, economic contexts it 

Is not straightforward to develop a universally generalizable classification. The 

analytic ideal-types developed here may serve as a conceptual bridge between 

different settings (Bengtsson and Hertting 2014). The contention is that these 

rights help shed light on constitutive differences in terms of ownership 

structure in collaborative housing. Using the bundle of rights analogy, we 

may differentiate between three property regimes in collaborative housing as 
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demonstrated by Table 1. Since collaborative housing principally has been used 

to understand housing forms in north-western European housing systems this 

colors the analytical dimensions developed here. The typology identifies the 

following six rights at operational and collective-choice levels. 

The operational level of action concerns day-to-day activities with respect 
to a resource. 

Access. 

The right to enter and use a building’s shared spaces and facilities. 

Possession. 

The right to possess a housing unit

The collective-choice level of action determines and constrains operational 
rights. 

Commissioning. 

The right to decide and control the spatial characteristics of the 

building, units and joint facilities during conception and development 

stages.  

Management. 

The right to decide over how a building is used during its operational 

phase. This includes decisions in relation to when and how 

maintenance is taken out, or what improvements are made to the 

building and any facilities. It also entails the rules regarding the use 

of shared spaces by non-residents. 

Exclusion. 

The right to determine who has access and possession rights and 

how these may be transferred. This concerns deciding on who can 

become a member.

Income. 

This right permits one to transfer collective-choice rights to others 

in exchange for money. This includes lease and sale and whether 

residents may do so without reference to others. 
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Table 1: Ideal-types of property regimes in collaborative housing 
according to six rights. 

The cells refer to the subject and right-holder. This includes the ‘private’ 

individuals, residents in ‘common’, or an ‘external’ party beyond residents’ 

control. The planned market ideal-type serves as baseline comparison for three 

collaborative housing ideal-types: self-management, common and intentional 

market.

4.5.1 The planned market regime
The baseline for our comparison is the planned market regime. This denotes any 

multi-unit housing development built by a market actor, including developer-

built market cooperatives or condominiums. Condominiums and homeowner 

associations favor minimally held common elements and individual apartment 

ownership. Meanwhile, in market cooperatives a housing organization owns all 

of the property and issues leases to tenant-stockholders. As socio-legal form, 

condominiums combine individual apartment ownership with co-ownership 

of elements of a building. Individual housing units are freely tradable. Residents 

having voting rights in an association. The condominium association assumes 

the obligation to manage the property. The developer may take part in this 

board (Yip & Forrest 2010). This may differ from a cooperative model, in 

which residents lease jointly from a self-owned cooperative. Condominiums 

favor minimally held common elements and individualism versus more group 
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carried risks in cooperatives.  In both cases, members are part of an association 

that decides on maintenance duties. Members are part of an association that 

holds responsibility for maintenance. If we break down these forms into what 

this means for residents, we see that both are essentially based on individually 

marketable income rights. In the case of market cooperatives this is a tradable 

share, whereas in condominiums this is a title to an apartment. 

The planned market regime forms our baseline principally with respect to 

the commisisoning and management rights. The type is used for economic 

reasons in high density urban environments, but may fall short in terms of 

offering people control over housing circumstances (Blandy et al. 2006). 

Residents do not hold any commissioning rights. They do not determine 

spatial characteristics, nor the administrative structure of their building 

complex. Developers determine spatial characteristics, design, unit allocation 

and the governing structure, which may negatively affect legitimacy (McCabe 

2011). Vogel et al. (2016) illustrate how most cooperatives in Sweden are built 

by developers, excluding residents from planning and production. As a result 

‘future building owners are not involved in the actual forming of the housing 

cooperatives, hence not able to make any substantial impact on how the 

buildings are to be produced’ (Vogel 2016, 438). The consequence, they note, 

is that these actors have little incentive to invest in energy efficient or energy 

neutral measures. Looking at ownership title is misleading as developers 

may create the cooperative and assume positions on the governing board. 

In addition, they hold commissioning and management rights, setting the 

parameters of design, use and governance. The board of a market cooperative 

or condominium may be dominated by external market parties alongside 

residents, potentially impeding long-term maintenance in response to cultural 

or demographic change (Webb and Webber 2017).

4.5.2 The self-management regime
The self-management regime denotes collaborative housing forms where 

commissioning, management and exclusion rights are held in common, 

while income rights are held by an external party. This means that residents 

collectively decide on issues pertaining to the spatial characteristics of the 

building, units and joint facilities in the conception and development of the 

building. After completion, they also collectively decide and deliberate over 

what improvements are made. Residents also set criteria pertaining who gets to 
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become a member of their housing complex but may not sell their apartment. 

Another actor may confer these rights to residents. This actor holds income 

rights and may thus decide upon sale or lease of the building and its units. 

One example of a self-management regime is the Teilingerstraat Residents’ 

Association, known as ‘De Teil’. This concerns 32 housing units and 2 

workspaces in an early 19th century housing block just north of the city-center 

of Rotterdam in the Netherlands. In the 1980s, the complex became property 

of the municipality after squatters had made a case against the former 

owner. The former owner planned to demolish the building citing its poor 

foundations. The residents successfully protested the demolition and signed 

an agreement with the municipality in 1994 (Beheerovereenkomst Teilingerstraat 

1995, De Teil 2011). The agreement stipulated that residents could continue 

to use housing on the basis that they would take out their own management 

duties. Subsequently the residents formed a foundation, which later would 

become an association. This association selects its own members and holds 

responsibility for maintenance, sets its own rents, collects rent revenue 

towards a maintenance fund. Internal self-determined rules govern the use of 

internal spaces.  The rental contract stipulates residents to commit time to self-

management. Revenue is used towards a maintenance fund. De Teil reports to 

the municipality, who holds formal title over plot and buildings. Transfer of 

title would have been costly. Residents’ autonomy is compromised to a certain 

degree as they do not all rights in common. At the same time, external support 

facilitates the overcoming of obstacles in terms of land or finance. These can 

provide major obstacles in the conception of collaborative housing projects. 

Another illustration of this type is made by Stäwog in Bremerhaven, Germany 

(Fromm 2012). 

4.5.3 The common regime
The common regime represents instances where commissioning, management, 

exclusion and income rights are all held in common. Residents still hold 

individual possession rights to their housing unit. Resident-led housing 

cooperatives represent this type. Here, residents form a collective legal entity 

that is jointly owned and governed, becoming their own landlords. This 

regime allows for a large degree of autonomy, which can guarantee democratic 

control or long-term affordability (Chatterton 2013, Thompson 2015, Aernouts 

and Ryckewaert 2017, Balmer and Gerber 2018). Examples in the Netherlands 
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include De Nieuwe Meent and de Warren in Amsterdam, or Het Rotterdams 

Woongenootschap in Rotterdam (De Nieuwe Meent 2020; Het Rotterdams 

Woongenootschap 2017; Van der Zande 2018). International examples include 

the Swiss experience of Genossenschafte. These prospective cooperatives 

are all based on self-governed associations. Individual members of the 

association gain use-rights to their apartment, but the other rights are held in 

common at the supra-individual level. Note that market-rate cooperatives or 

condominiums may also belong to this category when the organization puts 

restrictions on lease or sale (Tarleton 2018). Singer (2000, 56) cites an example 

of a condominium association that holds the right of first refusal on when 

owners decide to lease or sell their property. 

Holding income rights in common can be a strategy for the decommodification 

of housing (Gerber and Gerber 2017). Still, it is not an individually sufficient 

condition as this also depends on restrictions pertaining to the marketability 

of use-rights. Moreover, rules may need to be put in place that prohibit tenure 

conversion or dissolution (Tarleton 2018). Affordability clauses are usually 

embedded in statutes. Even when income rights are held in common, the 

long-term decommodification of housing may require limiting rules regarding 

alienation and dissolution bound to the land lease contract or a second-tier 

organization. 

4.5.4 The intentional market regime
This type presupposes a property regime in which commissioning, 

management and exclusion rights are held in common, while allowing for 

privately held income rights. This means that individual residents do not need 

others’ permission to decide on sale or lease of their housing unit. Intentional 

refers to the case that these are resident-initiated development schemes. 

Residents will decide as a group on the spatial qualities during development or 

renovation. However, these housing forms do not necessarily seek to decouple 

property from market dynamics. Individual units can be owned, financed 

and traded individually. A typical example of this constitutes collective-self-

build groups (Bossuyt et al. 2018). In these groups, people may build and live 

together as neighbors and face shared management duties. However, they are 

also able to share and trade their individual units at will. Self-selection is also 

a feature of these group self-build communities. In terms of legal form they 

may adopt a condominium structure or homeowners’ association. Each unit 
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can be financed independently and is freely sold without input from other 

members of a complex. Even cohousing groups based on social interaction 

can be anchored around privately held income rights (Blandy 2013). While 

residents retain collective responsibility for shared facilities and joint spaces, 

they are free to trade their individual unit as they see fit. 

The intentional market regime is illustrated by the Wallisblok, a collective 

self-build scheme in Rotterdam. This was a privately-owned and dilapidated 

building (Boonstra and Lofvers 2017). Facing the choice between renovation 

or demolition, the municipality proposed to let people renovate it themselves. 

The municipality bought the building and sold it to an owners’ association in 

2005. The association decided over the design and planning of the renovation 

process, as well as engaged in mortgage negotiations. Collective resident 

involvement in conception and development led to highly diversified housing 

typologies.  In the end, the building was subdivided into individual apartments 

over which residents gained individual title. Parts of the building remain held 

in common, including a garden. The owners’ association retains responsibility 

for management of the collective elements. Residents are free to sell and trade 

their apartment units individually. International examples include certain 

cases of Baugruppen (Hamiduddin and Gallent 2015).

4.6 Property regimes as a mediating variable 

Property regimes act as a mediating variable for effects attributed to collaborative 

housing. Two positive qualities accredited to collaborative housing include 

affordability and accessibility ( Jarvis 2015, Czischke et al. 2020).

In order to assess the capacity of collaborative housing to achieve affordability 

in the long-run we must pay attention to commissioning and income rights. 

First, collective resident control as expressed through commonly held 

commissioning rights allows for a reduction of building costs. If residents 

work from a non-profit ethos they can potentially reduce development costs 

as there are no profit margins (Hamiduddin and Gallent 2015; Bossuyt 2020). 

Granting residents control over conception and production allows them 

to realize housing that is tailored to their own needs. This is possible for all 

three ideal-types identified in the typology here. Second, affordability may be 
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achieved on the long-run by limiting residents’ capacity to capitalize upon the 

exchange value of their housing units. The degree of decommodification can 

be analyzed through the dimension of income rights. On the one hand, income 

rights can be vested in an external actor with a non-profit ethos as illustrated by 

the self-management property regime. Examples include a state or municipal 

housing association or a second-tier organization. On the other hand, income 

rights can be held in common, as we see with limited-equity cooperatives. 

In the scenario were income rights are held by private individuals, residents 

face no limitations regarding sale and speculation. Still, both commonly or 

externally vested income rights are not individually sufficient conditions 

for the decommodification of housing on the long-run. A limited-equity 

cooperative may financialize through tenure conversion (Bruun 2018). Income 

rights thus need support from a non-profit orientation and restrictions on 

marketization cemented in bylaws or statutes. Equal attention must be paid to 

the temporal dimension. For example, when restrictions on income rights are 

time-delimited, there is a strong risk that internal conflict may arise regarding 

the merits of marketization when contracts expire. Moreover, while such 

agreements or leases provide an asset lock, they may negatively impede the 

autonomy of a collaborative housing group (Tarleton 2018). A different solution 

is a nested structure in which an umbrella organization holds income rights and 

prevents individual cooperatives from marketization. It can be hypothesized 

that collaborative housing can only work towards affordability when a non-

profit ethos is combined with commonly or externally held income rights 

in perpetuity. Non-speculation can not be regarded a universally defining 

feature of collaborative housing. This is only valid for self-management and 

common regimes. Meanwhile, in the intentional market regime there are 

insufficient guarantees against real-estate appreciation, commodification 

and financialization. Even if the group holds affordability aspirations, private 

individuals hold the final say over trade and sale of housing units. 

Exclusion, commissioning and management rights are central to our 

assessment of collaborative housing in terms of accessibility. A considerable 

debate exists on whether particular forms of collaborative housing are 

different from gated communities (Ruiu 2014, Chiodelli 2015). After all, both 

are residential communities based on membership and limited common 

property. The critique holds that an elitist minority enjoys benefits through 

isolation from broader society. Empirical evidence on the privileged middle-
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class demographics of cohousing in some countries has buttressed this narrative 

( Jakobsen and Larsen 2018). Isolation, clear boundaries and homogeneity 

may foster stability, but negatively affect accessibility. Collaborative housing 

runs the risk of marginalizing itself when it turns into inward-looking 

residential enclaves. Housing always presupposes a degree of excludability. In 

collaborative housing this is no different as residents expect security of tenure 

and guaranteed use-rights. At the same time, in order to avoid marginalization 

collaborative housing needs to set conditions of open access. Exclusion rights 

are essential for understanding the socio-spatial effects of collaborative housing 

as these prefigure membership conditions, regulating access and possession. 

Internally, commissioning rights matter as these allow residents to determine 

the spatial characteristics of their building. Residents must decide whether 

the design of the building fosters internal social interaction, and whether the 

building includes spatial features that can be open to the outside world. Finally, 

management rights prefigure whether non-residents may use and enjoy these 

collective spaces. 

4.7 Conclusion 

This article has developed an ideal-typical typology which helps understand and 

analyze tenure in collaborative housing. Collaborative housing developments 

are often based on hybrid property arrangements. Simple tenure labels may 

be inadequate in capturing the complexity of these types of property relations. 

In collaborative housing, where collaboration among residents and other 

stakeholders is a defining characteristic, it is necessary to specify which rights 

are held by individual residents, by residents in common, or by other parties. A 

multi-dimensional perspective on tenure is necessary if we are to understand 

the effects of collaborative housing in terms of affordability and accessibility. 

The paper has contributed to the emergent conceptualization of collaborative 

housing by positioning it internally and externally by way of a property 

regime theoretic perspective. This understands tenure in terms of the social 

arrangements that exist between actors who hold rights with respect to a 

specific resource. In collaborative housing, commissioning, management 

and exclusion rights are generally vested in common. This sets collaborative 

housing apart from regular common-interest housing. However, collaborative 
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housing may be differentiated internally through the dimension of income 

rights which may be held privately, in common or by an external actor. The 

merit of this analytic scheme lies in how it shifts emphasis towards the actors 

and distribution of rights over formal ownership alone. The paper hypothesizes 

that vesting income rights in common or externally is a necessary, but not 

individually sufficient condition for collaborative housing to contribute to 

affordability on the long-run. 

The paper contrasts with the institutionalist economists’ conception of property 

regimes, which tend to judge bundles of rights in terms of the most efficient 

arrangements for resource management (Vogel et al. 2016; Donoso and Elsinga 

2018; Brandsen and Helderman 2012). Vesting all rights in common potentially 

grants collaborative housing groups a high degree of autonomy. However, this 

model may be susceptible to self-segregation and this requires explicit open 

membership and inclusion policies. Ultimately, the suitability of a property 

regime depends on the aspirations and considerations of the residents forming 

a collaborative housing group. 

The findings of this paper are also significant for the emergent research 

studying collaborative housing as incidents of commons and commoning 

(Hodkinson 2012, Huron 2015, Aernouts and Ryckewaert 2017, Thompson 2018, 

2020). Property arrangements may function as a normative framework and 

impinge upon commoning practices in housing. Of particular interest would 

be to investigate property regimes as a dependent variable in commoning 

practices. Rational-choice institutionalists tend to conceive property regimes 

as the result of utilitarian individuals who device collective, efficient solutions. 

However, property arrangements in collaborative housing can also be changed 

by the dynamic relationship that exists between subjects and the legal context. 

Understanding collaborative housing as potential articulations of commons 

centers their capacity to deliver an alternative to dominant, commodified 

modes of housing provision. Instead of seeing property regimes as logical 

outcomes of rational individuals, researchers could trace how commoning 

processes constitute property regimes as a dependent variable. Of particular 

interest becomes how actors contest and negotiate the bundle of rights laid out 

here, foregrounding the political dimension of collaborative housing. This is a 

particularly urgent line of research given the worsening housing crisis, which 

threatens the accessibility and affordability of housing in urban areas around 

the world.
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Maintaining housing commons
An empirical analysis of the consolidation of 
housing occupations into low-income housing in 
São Paulo, Brazil



109

This article analyzes the consolidation of occupied 
properties into low-income housing in central São 
Paulo. While past studies of self-build housing in Brazil 
emphasize the relationship between informality and 
citizenship, this analysis conceptualizes these practices 
in relation to urban commons. It explores specifically the 
practices and norms that contribute to the maintenance 
of housing as a decommodified, collectively managed and 
produced good. The paper argues that social rights-based 
discourse does not suffice for the maintenance of housing 
commons. Movements successfully mobilize state funds 
to contest and consolidate low-income housing in central 
São Paulo, challenging class-based residence patterns. Yet, 
state housing programmes bear seeds of new enclosures 
by imposing ownership leases, individualized financing 
and compartmentalized spatial form, thus inducing 
proprietary individualism. The paper draws on a combined 
methodology of participatory action research and semi-
structured interviews.

Submitted as : Bossuyt, D. M. & D’Ottaviano, C. (2021). Maintaining housing 
commons. An empirical analysis of the consolidation of housing occupations 
into low-income housing in São Paulo, Brazil. Under review 
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5.1 Introduction

The global financial crisis and its aftereffects underline the failure of the 

private market model of housing to guarantee adequate and affordable 

housing (Aalbers and Gibb 2014, Rolnik 2019). This emphasizes the urgency of 

asking what alternatives exist. The commons have emerged as a key alternative 

imaginary for living and dwelling, constituting a way of reclaiming housing in 

the face of alienating state logics and market exploitation (Hodkinson 2012).

In São Paulo, housing movements actualize the right to live in the center through 

the occupation of vacant property. The dominant frame has explained these 

occupations through a citizenship lens, scrutinizing how the urban poor claim 

social rights and negotiate citizenship (Caldeira 2009, Holston 2009, Earle 

2012, Fierro 2020). While rights-based discourse is essential to understand 

movement agency, such accounts overlook the concrete legal and economic 

conditions underpinning low-income housing provision processes in São Paulo. 

This article heeds to this gap by centering the consolidation of occupations 

into low-income housing as commons. This refers to crafting modes of living 

and dwelling that are collectively owned and managed by residents and valued 

for their use value (Harvey 2011, Morado Nascimento 2016). Commoning is 

an arduous process. Market commodification, state cooptation and internal 

marginalization constantly threaten housing commons, yet the conditions 

contributing to their stability remain empirically underexplored. 

Existing studies of housing commons tend to study specific property 

arrangements such as limited-equity cooperatives or community-land trusts 

in Anglo and European contexts. This paper acknowledges their potential to 

common housing by collectivizing ownership (title) and limiting individual 

exchange rights. While institutional and prefigurative ontologies of commons 

tend to theorize their relation to property form as indeterminate, critical 

defensive ontologies frame commons as its political antithesis (Blomley 2008, 

Gibson-Graham et al. 2016, Stavrides 2016). This raises the question of what 

property form housing commons assume in different contexts and how this 

impinges upon their maintenance.  

The paper demonstrates how the operationalization of low-income housing 

in central São Paulo through public programmes imposes the logic of private 



113

property upon collective self-management. This is reflective of a broader 

contradiction in the Brazilian urban order between the social function of 

property and the right to private property. On the one hand movements 

invoke the social function of property, appropriating and transforming vacant 

real estate according to use values. On the other hand, the realization of low-

income housing through public policy anchors around the parcellation and 

individualization of buildings through credit-subsidized private property 

titling. This contradiction potentially undermines the long-term capacity to 

realize housing as commons. The lack of common property arrangements 

in Brazilian law impedes housing commons’ robustness, underlining the 

centrality of property norms to commoning and the political necessity of legal 

reform to recognize forms of co-ownership.  

The case of São Paulo is highly suitable for studying housing commons. It is 

the largest city in a highly unequal country. Many residents face inadequate 

housing conditions, yet São Paulo is also marked by a strong legacy of housing 

activism. The paper presents two projects that have been financed through 

the Minha Casa Minha Vida-Entidades (MCMV-Entidades; My House My Life-

Entities) programme, which has enabled social movements to act as executive 

agents of low-income housing. The research is part of a longer international 

project that started in 2015. The cases, movements, and residents discussed in 

this paper were followed between 2016 and 2020.  

In the first section we engage with the literature on housing as urban commons. 

We note the centrality of property dimension to stability and describe the 

discrepancy between the empirical attention given to particular ownership 

forms and the premise that commons stand antithetical to property. The second 

section introduces São Paulo as a city marked by socio-spatial segregation 

that has driven low-income residents to self-building on peripheral land 

under ambiguous legal conditions. The third section juxtaposes the political 

principle autogestão (self-management) practiced in housing occupations with 

public programmes of low-income housing provision in central São Paulo. 

The fourth section introduces two cases of consolidated occupations. The fifth 

section concludes rights-based claims are not sufficient for the maintenance of 

housing commons.
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5.2 Housing as urban commons

Commons encompass a wealth of material resources and social practices that 

are collectively shared, produced and consumed for their use value. It can be 

conceptualized in terms of (1) non-commodified resources that are (2) governed 

by institutional arrangements and (3) reproduced through commoning 

practices (De Angelis and Stavrides 2010, Euler 2018). Institutionalist scholars 

have primarily approached commons in terms of the rules and prescriptions 

that allow communities to collectively manage resources (Ostrom 1990, Salet 

2018). These scholars forward the premise that people can successfully self-

organize, refuting the Hardinian premise that overexploitation of resources 

can only be avoided through the market or state. This work emphasizes the 

endogenous conditions contributing to efficiency of social arrangements, as 

illustrated by Ostrom’s principles. 

Over the course of the 1990s a more politicized conception emerged when social 

movements and critical scholars embraced commons as a way to oppose the 

privatization of collectively held resources (Harvey 2011, 2011, Caffentzis and 

Federici 2014). These theorizations emphasize commons as a political principle 

and alternative to capitalist urbanization. As a verb, commoning denotes post 

or anti-capitalist social and spatial relations (Linebaugh 2008, De Angelis and 

Stavrides 2010). Caffentzis & Federici (2014, p. 196) note commoning initiatives 

are both ‘dikes against the neoliberal assault on our livelihood’ as well as ‘the 

embryonic form of an alternative mode of production’, capturing the defensive 

and prefigurative dimensions of commons. 

Property and ownership are central to understanding how commons 

work by prescribing and conditioning social interaction and aspirations. 

Institutionalist and critical ontologies share a negative disposition towards the 

so-called ownership model of property. This model conceives property as an 

individual, exclusive and absolute entitlement (Singer 2000a). Institutionalists 

problematize the ownership model as an oversimplification of the social 

relations, obligations and rights underpinning common resource management 

(Schlager and Ostrom 1992). Analytic simplifications such as private or public 

property fail to do justice to the operational details of common property 

arrangements (Fennell 2011).
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An indeterminate stance towards the property form is shared by work on 

commons and diverse economies. These authors express central interest in 

how commoning contributes to the instantiation of post-capitalist social 

relations (Chatterton 2016, Gibson-Graham et al. 2016). Commons can be 

owned privately, publicly, collectively or not owned at all (Williams 2018). 

Espousing a relational ontology, the commons become fundamentally about 

‘changing access, use, benefit and care rather than any particular ownership 

form’ (Gibson-Graham et al. 2016, p. 196). Commoning is fundamentally not 

about ownership status (Stavrides 2016, p. 261). According to Gibson-Graham 

et al., (2016, pp. 131–132) ‘all forms of property can be potential commons’, 

leaving the subject of property relations undetermined.  

Critical theorists tend to focus on enclosures, the transformation of 

commonly used resources into private individual ownership (Blomley 2008). 

Enclosure subjects goods to absolute, clearly defined ownership, facilitating 

commodification. This brings forward an interesting tension, as enclosure 

necessarily involves the imposition of a particular ownership form. Hence, 

Dardot & Laval (2019) argue that commons are fundamentally incompatible 

with property. As commons presuppose unappropriability, they can never be 

object of property. Dardot & Laval (ibid.) situate commons against the liberal 

notion of possessive individualism, the notion which implies whatever one 

possesses is because of one’s own efforts with no obligation to society. State 

sovereignty stands equally antithetical to commons, as it presupposes the 

absolute appropriation of power and exclusion (ibid.: 151). Market property 

and state sovereignty are both based on the concentration of individualized, 

exclusionary power and decision-making in a single subject (Capra and 

Mattei 2015). Whereas Ostrom (1990) and Gibson-Graham et al. (2016) reason 

inductively from empirical reality, Dardot & Laval (2019) depart from legal 

genealogy and theory. This variation in argumentation results in dispute 

whether commons are compatible with property or sovereignty. 

The commons constitute a strong normative imaginary for people interested 

in progressive housing alternatives. Empirical work on housing commons 

illustrates the friction between incommensurable and indeterminate 

perspectives on property. On the one hand, researchers studying housing 

as commons have primarily focused on specific ownership models such as 

limited-equity cooperatives and community-land trusts in Anglo and European 
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contexts (Bruun 2015, Huron 2015, Bunce 2016, Thompson 2018, Vidal 2019). 

These hold commoning potential by virtue of their democratic structure and 

restrictions put into individual exchange rights. Vidal (2019) acknowledges any 

property model is only an imperfect enaction or prefiguration of commons. 

On the other hand, for housing to become commons, people must relate to 

it as such not in terms of housing’s neoclassical characteristics, but because 

it is essential to human life (Morado Nascimento 2016). Such structured 

interactions of a community of residents give shape to commoning practices 

(Chatterton 2016). Empirical examples suggest that commons do not exist 

independent of state and market logics. Considering these as antonyms 

would cause one to find ‘true commons’ only in precapitalist bucolic idylls or 

activities with little relevance to human sustenance (Susser and Tonnelat 2013). 

Any example of housing commons is analytically inseparable from urban real 

estate markets or the public powers that sanction property (Bunce 2016). For a 

limited-equity cooperative, a small crevice of financial cooperative may suffice 

for collapse into full-equity through tenure conversion and commodification 

(Bruun 2018). Similarly, local states often provide land or technical support, 

potentially leading to cooptation or expropriation (Ganapati 2010). At the level 

of human interaction, marketized and voluntary social relations may co-exist 

(Euler 2018, Bossuyt 2020). Of key interest becomes how housing commons 

relate to these logics, whether they substitute, displace or complement them 

(Hodkinson 2012). Even though Dardot & Laval (2019) theorize commons 

as antithetical to private property and state sovereignty, commoning efforts 

in practice must navigate these multiple spheres. The incomplete or partial 

nature of housing commons calls attention to the central question of how they 

are maintained. 

Housing commons require both sustained human action and institutionalized 

socio-legal arrangements. In order to explore the maintenance of housing 

commons, we scrutinize how residents relate and interact with housing, as well 

as the property form housing assumes. At the practice level it is relevant whether 

residents relate to housing in terms of solidarity and needs-satisfaction. At 

the normative level, the available set of rules is constrained by the legal order 

in which commoners find themselves. Property forms are constructed and 

sanctioned through state action (Kuyucu 2014). Understanding the maintenance 

of housing commons calls attention to the prefigurative dimension of practices 

and institutional role of property form. 
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The goals of this paper align with a qualitative research design. The empirical 

material for this paper has been collected by a research team, which engaged 

in participatory observation from 2016 to 2020. The team attended resident 

meetings at the two cases studied within this paper and conducted semi-

structured interviews with movement leaders, residents, members, architects , 

and social workers. 

In the following section we spell out the socio-spatial context of São Paulo. 

Subsequently we investigate the practices of housing movements, underlining 

autogestão as a central principle of housing occupations. We investigate how 

the tension between autogestão and public housing programmes affects the 

consolidation of housing occupations through two case studies. 

5.3 Segregation in São Paulo

São Paulo is marked by intense socio-spatial segregation and a long-standing 

housing deficit. Unable to accommodate its massive growth over the course 

of the twentieth century, São Paulo has pressured lower and middle-income 

groups into housing themselves. These people have primarily resorted 

to the self-building of privately owned housing on peripheral land under 

ambiguous legal conditions (D’Ottaviano et al. 2020). Excluded from regular 

sources, lower-income groups employ irregular or illegal strategies to access 

land, housing or credit (Gohn 1991). Self-building occurs on extra-urban 

land through clandestine subdivisions. Alternatively, occupations are a long-

standing practice to access land for the majority of poor Brazilians. 

Active state neglect has caused entrenched deficiencies in terms of housing 

quality, infrastructure, and access to services. These deficiencies primarily 

spell out a rich center-poor periphery pattern. Affluent people mostly live in 

central, well-serviced areas. Poorer people live in far-off areas that lack basic 

services, infrastructure and jobs. Variations legality, ownership and occupation 

are used by the state to justify differential treatment of citizens (Marques 2013). 

On paper, the urban poor are full citizens. In practice they are effectively 

excluded from many rights and services necessary for everyday life (Holston 

2009). Planners and ruling elites have actively driven the urban poor from the 

city, relinquishing their public responsibilities, only to incorporate informal 
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neighborhoods later through regularization (Grostein 2001). As of 2020, the 

housing deficit for the city is estimated to stand at 360.000 units. Pockets of 

poverty can also be found in central São Paulo. The inner city has undergone a 

period of decline towards the end of the millennium. Vacancy accrued as both 

residential and economic activities relocated towards the southwest. These 

juxtapositions have enkindled the political demand for the right to housing in 

the center. 

Table 2: Price per square meters of apartments sold in São Paulo per 
central district 2010-2020

 

Source: 2010 - Embraesp; 2013 - FIPEZAP; 2020 - ProprietarioDireto

* For 2010 the data is for new real state offering

  2010 2013 2020
  R$ R$ R$

Bela Vista 7,232.81 7,133.00 8,318.00

Bom Retiro 5,166.68 5,674.00 6,064.00

Brás 4,924.10 6,257.00 6,833.00

Cambuci no offering 6,124.00 7,058.00

Consolação 8,211.88 7,907.00 9,523.00

Liberdade 7,534.83 6,521.00 6,874.00

República no offering 5,366.00 8,694.00

Santa Cecília 2,511.61 6,438.00 9,783.00

Sé no offering 4,886.00 no info
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5.4. Low-income housing in central São Paulo: between occupations 
and public policy

Housing movements are among the foremost and most vocal of actors that 

champion the right to housing in São Paulo. Originating in the struggle for 

improved living conditions in the urban periphery, the movements began to 

shift their attention to the central city in the late nineties (Tatagiba and Teixeira 

2016). Through a combination of building occupations and sanctioned 

institutional participation, they operationalize their principles of autogestão 

(self-management) and mutirão (self-help).

The practices and rhetoric of housing movements have been discussed by 

researchers interested in informality and citizenship (Caldeira 2009, 2017, 

Holston 2009, Earle 2017). Holston (2009) claims how self-builders have not 

only actively contributed to São Paulo’s growth, but also developed a political 

consciousness, invoking social rights and carving out counterhegemonic spaces. 

Self-builders’ political subjectivization has disrupted inegalitarian state-society 

relations, contributed to democratization and culminated in the adoption of 

progressive public laws and urban policy (Holston 2009). The anglophone 

housing-citizenship literature is primarily based on empirical work conducted 

from the 1980s to 2000s, focusing on the progressive optimism and urban 

reform that followed democratization. Recent political developments have 

shattered the democratic optimism that characterizes these decades. Though 

we acknowledge the relationship between housing informality and citizenship, 

we see merit in studying housing movements and occupations through the 

lens of commons. 

5.4.1 Occupations as commoning 
Occupations have constituted long-standing practice for poor Brazilians to 

access land. For most of the twentieth century occupations occurred on extra-

urban land. This shifted in the late nineties, when the city was growing up 

against its natural limits, including protected forest and water areas (Grostein 

2001). At the same time, the scarce output of municipal and state housing 

companies had been primarily limited to peripheral, underserviced areas. 

Tsukumo (2007, p. 63) estimates that by 1997, only 2.6% of the 3976 units 

constructed by COHAB-SP (São Paulo Municipal Housing Company) had been 
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in central areas. Towards the late nineties, the cotrast between a vacant inner-

city and built-up periphery enkindled the emergence occupations in central 

São Paulo (Lima 2019).

Occupations of vacant real estate have persisted over more than two decades. 

A 2018 newspaper survey assessed the number of occupied buildings in central 

São Paulo alone at seventy-two. Vice-versa, around 290.000 properties in the 

entire city were found to be empty in a 2010 census. National and international 

media alike pay a lot of attention to these occupations. While vacancy is 

rampant, real estate attention to the city center has proliferated rapidly in the 

past years as Table 2 illustrates. This renders occupations, low-income housing 

and vacancy all highly contentious. 

Empty buildings in central São Paulo include former apartment buildings, 

but also hotels, offices or factories. Owners face legal issues or leave property 

vacant for speculation. Movements see vacancy, speculation, and underuse 

as a result of a local state that fails to uphold social rights. In this respect, 

occupations are explained as a way of claiming the right to housing and the 

constitutionally recognized social function of property (Rosetto Netto 2017, 

Lima 2019). Even though occupations transgress legality, they are justified 

with reference to text-based laws (Earle 2017). Occupations serve both political 

and functional purposes. Politically, the strategic occupation of buildings puts 

pressure on the state and calls attention to the persistence of vacancy. ‘Quick’ 

movements constitute a key strategy to pressure negotiation with state actors. 

This counts particularly for movements linked to the União dos Movimentos de 

Moradia (UMM,  Housing Movements Union) and the Central dos Movimentos 

Populares (CMP, Center of Popular Movements). Functionally, occupations 

provide temporary, short to long-term accommodation for households. 

Movements linked to the Frente de Luta por Moradia (FLM, Front for Housing 

Struggle) principally occupy buildings in order to realize housing. Families live 

in occupations from a couple of weeks up to several years. Living standards are 

precarious. Buildings often lack sufficient sanitary facilities, forcing families 

to share bathrooms and laundry. Housing units are sometimes divided with 

makeshift wooden dividers, impacting privacy. Cooking is done with portable 

butane stoves, resulting in fire hazards. The precariousness of these living 

conditions is underlined by the deadly fire of an occupation in May 2018. 

Analyzed through a commoning lens, occupations represent the instantiation 
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and prefiguration of modes of dwelling and living grounded on social need, 

solidarity and sharing. Movements take matters in their own hands, upholding 

the social function of property, challenging the sacrality of private property. 

In this respect they create autonomous spaces, even if only temporarily, that 

defy the dictates of market and state produced housing (Stavrides 2016, p. 97). 

Commoning ties in closely to the central movement principles of autogestão 

and mutirão. Autogestão concerns not only housing production according 

to participatory logics, but also pursuing solidarity, community and non-

marketized principles as stated by the União Nacional por Moradia Popular (UNMP, 

National Union for Popular Housing), one of the largest national movements. 

Occupations are a concretization of autogestão (Mineiro and Rodrigues 2012, p. 

21). In the words of the movements, autogestão represents more than the act 

of self-building, it extends to ‘building a vida comunitária (community life) as a 

social right rather than commodity’. Rodrigues (Rodrigues 2013, pp. 25, 31), a 

movement leader, explains how there is pedagogical element to autogestão; it 

empowers residents and prepares them for confrontation with public parties 

Autogestão thus functions as both a political tactic and a concrete housing 

strategy. Mutirão is a model for collective self-help. In the periphery it refers 

to people voluntarily working together on the weekends to aid one another 

in housebuilding. Mutirão and autogestão conjoin as a practical model of self-

build housing and prefigurative housing practice. When movements occupy 

a building, they appropriate vacant buildings for social needs according to 

self-determined rules, creating a community of solidarity (Stavrides 2016, 

p. 101). Occupations thus are not principally about the right to housing, the 

notion of autogestão also covers creating social relationships of solidarity and 

unity among residents. This is reflected in the practices that families engage in 

following occupation. After initial occupation, families self-organize themselves 

in committees per floor. They clean the hallways, paint and decorate walls and 

create waste collection systems. Residents also determine rules of access and 

use, excluding the use of drugs for example, which would negatively impact 

their respectability. Occupations can be understood as a collective practice to 

realize housing as a social right at the expense of state and market, while also 

serving as practical temporary accommodation. 
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The ownership status at occupation is essential for the prospects of 

requalification into housing (Lima 2016). Vacancy is the first criteria, signaling 

an abuse of the social function of property. Privately owned buildings may 

be targeted when movements know the owner has out-standing tax debts or 

other legal issues. Movements target public property specifically to pressure 

state bodies, as exemplified by the occupation of a federal bank, prompting 

the inclusion of residents’ organizations into the PAR-Reforma (Programa de 

Arrendamento Residencial, Residential Lease Programme)  programme and 

allowing them to apply for tenders for the renovation of vacant property 

(Tsukumo 2007, Lima 2019).

5.4.2 The social function of property and homeownership aspirations 
Social pressure culminated in the adoption of the 1988 Constitution and 

2001 City Statute. These progressive pieces of urban legislation mobilize 

occupations both discursively and functionally. These laws spell out the social 

function of property, the right to the city, and the right to housing. Bem-estar 

[well-being] is recognized as the central principle of urban policy (Lago 2017). 

They also democratize and decentralize urban governance by setting out an 

array of progressive planning tools, including progressive property taxes, 

low-income zoning clauses, use right concessions, and usucapião [adverse 

possession] (Pindell 2006). Most notably, these replace the traditional notion 

of unqualified property rights with the social function of property (Fernandes 

2014). Public actors may use these urban instruments to force property owners 

to comply with the social function. Movements navigate between illegality and 

legality, referencing the rules of the game but not in the way envisioned by 

public actors, redirecting social rights against the government.

 

The social function of property challenges the liberal conception of property 

as a subjective and absolute right. It can be traced to legal scholar Léon Duguit, 

who, following Comté, argued people are interdependent members of a 

community with obligations towards one another (Rodrigues 2003). Duguit 

argued private ownership should not be thought of as a right, but rather as a 

social obligation. To conceive property as an obligation implies putting it at 

the service of society through productive use. Only when this condition is met, 

should the state protect one’s right to property (Foster and Bonilla 2011). The 

social function of property can be traced to the 1934 Brazilian constitution, 

but did not receive widespread attention until the adoption of the City Statute, 
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which explicitly linked property rights to social ends (dos Santos Cunha 2011). 

In practice, the actualization of the social function of property depends on 

municipal planning and municipal master plans (Fernandes 2007, p. 108). The 

social function gives public actors a tool to counteract the legacy of profound 

land inequality. However, since it is directly coupled to municipal planning, 

its actualization highly depends on the local political dynamics. As Meszaros 

(2000) explains, even though the social function of property is constitutionally 

embedded, legal titles still often prevail over effective possession or use. 

The social function of property stands in contrast with the centrality of 

private property in housing policy. Homeownership has long constituted the 

central of Brazilian housing policy. The Vargas regime noted the relationship 

between social stability, productivity and housing and thus sought to boost 

homeownership through a rent freeze and saving schemes for formal sector 

employees (Pasternak and D’Ottaviano 2018). Housing policies have been 

anchored around individual asset accumulation for formal sector workers 

rather than broad social redistribution (Azevedo and Andrade 2011, Mosciaro 

and Aalbers 2020). 

Figure 6: Low-income housing production in central São Paulo 1992-
2020
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Homeownership is a central social aspiration for Brazilians. Successful efforts 

by housing movements effectively result in low-income households attaining 

a house of their own. Although the movements emulate themselves after 

Uruguayan cooperatives, there exist no formal framework for cooperative or 

joint ownership in São Paulo. In some cases, evicted residents of an occupation 

become eligible for housing built by the state or municipal housing department, 

they can do so only through public subsidized credit. Meanwhile, experiences 

of social rental housing are scarce. During the Locação Socia and l Renova Centro 

programmes the municipal administration launched several experiments, but 

these have not been received very positively both by movements and policy-

makers alike. Movements formulate housing as a social right and actualize this 

in occupations. However, the consolidation of occupations generally results in 

the transformation of families into homeowners. Social mobilization allows 

low-income households to attain security of tenure, even in central well-

serviced locations. Still, this success rests on the reproduction of the hegemonic 

model of private property. The following section demonstrates how state 

action imposes these norms in the requalification of occupied buildings. 

5.4.3 The consolidation of occupations 
The state has responded to occupations with a mix of tolerance, repression, and 

support. Occupations may exist for several years; face eviction or families can 

be rehoused through social housing schemes. Since the election of president 

Bolsonaro in 2019 the criminalization of social movements has exacerbated. 

Of key interest for our paper is the renovation or requalification of occupations 

into low-income housing.

Public policy catering low-income housing in central São Paulo is highly 

fragmented as illustrated by Table 3. The details of each specific programme 

have been covered elsewhere in rich detail (Diogo 2004, Tsukumo 2007, Kara-

José 2010, Lima 2016, 2019, Pasternak and D’Ottaviano 2016). At moments, 

programmes have incorporated elements of autogestão, central location, 

low-income housing or the renovation of vacant buildings. Considering 

the symbolic significance of São Paulo’s inner city, commercial urban 

regeneration programmes have also sought to address the last issue. Housing is 

largely a responsibility of state and municipality, who have their own housing 

departments. The federal state retains a large budget, which it uses to fund 

housing programmes. As illustrated by Figure 6, the number of low-income 
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housing units produced in central São Paulo has been scattered and piecemeal 

vis-à-vis the extent of the housing deficit. At the same time they represent the 

outcome of an arduous and long-during struggle for the right to housing. 

The consolidation of central low-income housing frequently runs up against 

the rapid appreciation of land and real estate values. During the Renova Centro 

programme in the early zeroes, real estate appreciation had already made it 

difficult for public parties to expropriate and acquire property. Rosetto Netto 

(2017, p. 71) points out that only six buildings out of fifty-three had been 

successfully expropriated. In the past, state or municipal housing companies 

would acquire or expropriate (rural) land, see for example the FUNAPS or 

Crédito Solidário programmes. MCMV-Entidades adopts a more entrepreneurial 

logic, requiring movements to compete with market parties on the land market 

(Rolnik 2019). Movements acquire subsidized credit and dispute with market 

actors. Central and well-serviced locations are more expensive and thus less 

attainable. The state finances movements to act on the formal land market, 

or movements negotiate with public stakeholders over public possession. 

While adverse possession exists on paper, it is a long and capricious process, 

and no successful examples exist in central São Paulo. Judiciaries are more 

at home with the defense of private property, rendering adverse possession 

and expropriation very difficult (Fernandes 2007). Public parties may donate 

property to residents’ organizations or opt for concessions and special use 

assignments, thus retaining formal title. In nearly all cases, public actors opt for 

donation, thus affirming the ownership model of property (Rodrigues 2013, 

p. 160). The ownership model foresees property as an exclusive and absolute 

entitlement of a single actor identifiable by title (Blomley 2008).

Movements may enter negotiations with all levels of state. Close ties with the 

Workers’ Party (PT) have allowed movement leaders to assume positions in 

municipal or national housing companies, allowing significant advances. At the 

municipal level the elections of Erundina (1988-1991), Suplicy (2001-2004) and 

Haddad (2013-2016) resulted in housing programmes addressing autogestão 

and central low-income housing to different successes. Since 2017 housing 

movements have borne the brunt of unsympathetic administration cutting 

program budgets as the presidencies of Temer (2016-2018) and Bolsonaro 

(2019-now) show. At the federal level, the presidencies of Lula (2003-2010) 

and Dilma (2011-2016) have resulted in the adoption of the FNHIS, PCS and 

notably MCMV-Entidades to which we turn next.  
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Programme Years Description

Fundo de Apoio à População Moradora de 
Habitação Social (FUNAPS, Support Fund 
for Social Housing Residents)

1979 -  
1994

provision of land, 
finance and technical  
support to mutirão 
with autogestão 

Fundo Municipal de Habitação (FMH, 
Municipal Housing Fund)

1994 -
today

funding for municipal 
housing programmes 

Programa Locação Social (Social Rent 
Programme)

2002 – 
2005

social rent for families 
up to 3 minimum 
incomes

Renova Centro (Renew Center) 2010-
2016

renovation of vacant 
real estate

Programa de Atuação em Cortiços (PAC-
BID, Tenement Action Programme)

2002-
2010

urban regeneration of 
tenement buildings 

Programa de Arrendamento Residencial 
(PAR, Social Leasing Programme)

PAR-Reforma

1999 – 
2003

provides 15-year 
leases with aim of 

homeownership

Recognizes autogestão

Fundo Nacional de Habitação de Interesse 
Social (FNHIS, National Fund for Housing 
of Social Interest)

2003 - 
today

funds national, state 
and municipal housing 
programs

Program Crédito Solidário (PCS, Solidarity 
Credit Programme)

2004 - 
2009

provides land and 
finance for autogestão 
by movements

Minha Casa Minha Vida (MCMV, My House 
My Life).

2009 - 
2020

housing construction 
and subsidized credit 
for low- and middle-
incomes

Minha Casa Minha Vida-Entidades 
(MCMV-Entidades, My House My Life-
Entities)

2009 - 
2020

subsidized credit 
for autogestão by 
residents’ organizations 
affiliated to housing 
movements

Table 3: Programs for low-income housing provision in central 
São Paulo, Brazil 

Level

Municipal

Federal

State
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Programme Years Description

Fundo de Apoio à População Moradora de 
Habitação Social (FUNAPS, Support Fund 
for Social Housing Residents)

1979 -  
1994

provision of land, 
finance and technical  
support to mutirão 
with autogestão 

Fundo Municipal de Habitação (FMH, 
Municipal Housing Fund)

1994 -
today

funding for municipal 
housing programmes 

Programa Locação Social (Social Rent 
Programme)

2002 – 
2005

social rent for families 
up to 3 minimum 
incomes

Renova Centro (Renew Center) 2010-
2016

renovation of vacant 
real estate

Programa de Atuação em Cortiços (PAC-
BID, Tenement Action Programme)

2002-
2010

urban regeneration of 
tenement buildings 

Programa de Arrendamento Residencial 
(PAR, Social Leasing Programme)

PAR-Reforma

1999 – 
2003

provides 15-year 
leases with aim of 

homeownership

Recognizes autogestão

Fundo Nacional de Habitação de Interesse 
Social (FNHIS, National Fund for Housing 
of Social Interest)

2003 - 
today

funds national, state 
and municipal housing 
programs

Program Crédito Solidário (PCS, Solidarity 
Credit Programme)

2004 - 
2009

provides land and 
finance for autogestão 
by movements

Minha Casa Minha Vida (MCMV, My House 
My Life).

2009 - 
2020

housing construction 
and subsidized credit 
for low- and middle-
incomes

Minha Casa Minha Vida-Entidades 
(MCMV-Entidades, My House My Life-
Entities)

2009 - 
2020

subsidized credit 
for autogestão by 
residents’ organizations 
affiliated to housing 
movements

5.5 The consolidation of Dandara & Marisa Letícia through Minha 
Casa Minha Vida-Entidades

In this section we analyze the consolidation of two occupations within the 

MCMV-Entidades programme, a subset of the federal Minha Casa Minha Vida 

programme which was launched in the wake of the global financial crisis in 

2009. The federal government bulldozed the just completed national housing 

strategy (PLANHAB) over in favor of an anti-cyclical economic policy with 

the by-aim of providing housing to low- and middle-income households. 

MCMV foresaw zero-interest ownership loans to households, who may acquire 

privately built housing. Tellingly, the main architects of the programme were 

the Presidents’ cabinet and the Ministry of Finances, rather than the Ministry 

of Cities (Tatagiba and Teixeira 2016). MCMV has resulted in 5.7 million 

housing units constructed as of 2020, out of which 2 million for low-income 

families, rendering it by far the largest housing programme in Brazil’s history 

(D’Ottaviano 2021). 

The MCMV-Entidades sub-programme pivoted low-income housing 

provision around autogestão. Like its predecessor Crédito Solidário, the 

program recognized residents’ organizations [entidades] as executive entities 

in housing provision, charging them with the responsibility over all stages of 

development (Lago 2012). Entidades could opt to do everything themselves 

or delegate parts of the works (Camargo 2016). Residents’ organizations 

determine their their own allocation criteria, selecting movement members. 

Residents pay 10 years of deposits capped at 10% of their income, after which 

they become a homeowner. The credit financed 60 to 90% of the housing unit’s 

value, depending on the household income. 

Even though the quantitative impact of MCMV-Entidades is small, it marked 

an unprecedented control of movements over housing funds (UNMP 2012, 

Rodrigues 2013). The funding set aside for MCMV-Entidades constituted only 

0.7% of the total MCMV budget (D’Ottaviano 2021). Yet, it has allowed a direct 

operationalization of autogestão with state funds, responding to a long-held 

dream. Compared to conventional housing programmes, this has resulted 

in improved spatial quality (Lago 2012). Yet, the programme also demanded 

movements to compete with another for public property donations or on 

the land market (Rodrigues 2013: 78). The programme was discontinued as 
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of August 2020, when the Bolsonaro-led federal government launched a new 

programme titled Programa Casa Verde e Amarela [Green and Yellow House 

Programme], excluding any form of self-management. 

In practice, MCMV-Entidades has run up against many obstacles. Movements 

lack working capital and the federal bank leases funds in instalments after 

regulatory approval, rendering construction extremely prone to delays  

(Rodrigues 2013, p. 82, Rosetto Netto 2017, p. 100). Project proposals are created 

with help of technical advisories and funded through movements’ own shallow 

pockets. Critics have argued the programme responsibilizes the urban poor for 

their own housing provision while providing insufficient auxiliary structures 

(Klink and Denaldi 2016). Whereas occupations assume an oppositional stance 

to state and market housing production, the programme requires residents’ 

organizations to adopt an entrepreneurial identity leading to a cooptation of 

housing movements.

Nowhere is this entrepreneurial logic better exemplified than in the tendering 

process MCMV-Entidades. In past housing programmes, such as FUNAPS or 

PCS (Table 3), the state would buy and donate land to movements. In MCMV-

Entidades, movements must participate in a tender. In São Paulo, calls for 

locations were published through the municipality. São Paulo’s municipal 

housing company designated thirty-seven plots in 2016. Even though these 

all received proposals, only five were approved within the programme. The 

cases that were subsequently realized within the center all depended on either 

public donations or use right agreements (Rosetto Netto 2017, p. 80). These 

include the Dandara building on Ipiranga avenue in Sé district and the Marisa 

Letícia building on Rua Maria Domitila in Brás district, both of which will be 

discussed below.

The Dandara and Marisa Letícia are emblematic cases as they demonstrate 

the consolidation of occupations into central low-income housing. Both were 

undertaken by the Unificação das Lutas de Cortiços e Moradia (ULCM) [Unification 

of the Tenements and Housing Struggles Movement] in partnership with 

technical advisory Integra. 
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5.5.1 Dandara 

The Dandara building concerned the first project undertaken in the MCMV-

Entidades programme in São Paulo’s inner city and its first Brazilian retrofit 

project (Rosetto Netto and D’Ottaviano 2019). Located on Ipiranga avenue, 

in the heart of the city, the project is a retrofit of a project from a former 

federal court into residential housing. Originally built in 1970 by the federal 

government, the building used to house a regional labor court. It subsequently 

became vacant following a relocation of the court 2000. Management was 

transferred to the Federal Heritage Secretariat in São Paulo (SPU, Secretaria do 

Patrimônio da União São Paulo). After the Lula presidency declared a law (11.481) 

designating federal patrimony for social housing, the housing movement 

entered negotiations with the federal heritage secretariat. The secretariat 

subsequently made a survey of its own properties to see which ones could be 

realized into housing through the National Housing System of Social Interest 

[SNHIS-Sistema Nacional de Habitação de Interesse Social]

The Dandara building was declared to be of public interest in 2009, establishing 

a procedure for registered residents’ organizations to apply for a call for the 

building under the SNHIS programme (Rosetto Netto 2017, p. 133). Later that 

same year, on 23th December, a federal heritage donation contract was signed, 

transferring the building to ULCM. The contract stipulated two years for the 

movement to approve financing and complete works. However, frequent 

technical issues delayed the talks, eventually surpassing the two-year deadline. 

Lacking the approval of the municipality for a retrofit, the federal bank refused 

to approve funding. The SPU subsequently extended the deadline for the 

start of the works but changed the contract from a donation of the property 

a concession of right of use (Rosetto Netto 2017, p. 140). A formal explanation 

was not given, yet it marked a significant deviation from the norm of donating 

public property. 

Contracting took place in August 2014, with work beginning later that same 

year. The building has 18 floors and 120 housing units (varying between 24.47m2 

and 46.21 m2). As the federal budget of 76000 reais per housing unit was not 

sufficient to cover project costs, the state and municipality contributed with 

2000 and 3900 reais per unit respectively. The building was inaugurated in 

March of 2017. The name Dandara was chosen as homage to the wife of Zumbi 
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dos Palmares, quilombola leader. The contract also stipulates that the property 

must constitute and remain social housing. As it is a concession for the right of 

use, residents do not gain the complete property title. The formal title to the 

building remains in the hands of the SPU.

The ULCM selected prospective residents on the basis of their participation 

within the movements’ activities and time as a member. According to federal 

rules, priority was given to families that are homeless, living in dangerous 

areas, single-mother families or family members with disabilities. The contract 

stipulates the movement is solely responsible for the construction works. This 

difference with the regular individualized MCMV procedure demanded a 

regulatory exemption. 

5.5.2 Marisa Leticia
The Marisa Leticia development [formerly known as Maria Domitila] concerns 

a new construction on land located in Brás neighborhood, immediately west 

of the historical city-center. Brás is a former industrial and working-class 

neighborhood. Following industrial restructuring, the area underwent changes. 

Even though the neighborhood is centrally located, there is remarkably little 

high-rise in the area compared to adjacent areas.

The Marisa Leticia development was constructed newly on land that formerly 

housed warehouses. Previously owned by the National Institute of Social 

Security, the ULCM first occupied this plot in 2000 (Rosetto Netto and 

D’Ottaviano 2019). It was initially investigated under the PAR-programme, a 

public call was made by Caixa but rising land values prompted abandonment 

of the project. In 2007 the land was made available through a call by the 

municipal housing company. The change from PAR-Reforma to MCMV-

Entidades made it possible to continue with the project. Residents were 

involved in the development from conception to construction. Organized 

in committees, residents could earn points that determine housing unit 

allocation. Points could be earned by attending general assemblies, committee 

meetings, or going to protests. The members with the most points would be 

the first to choose their housing unit. Unlike the Dandara building, the final 

ownership is individualized, leading to individual property titles under a 

condominium structure. Residents eventually attain full ownership of their 
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housing unit, as soon as they pay off their loan within 10 years. In interviews, 

residents frequently express tremendous feelings of satisfaction at achieving 

homeownership. Having achieved a place through their collective struggle of 

their own responds to a long-standing dream for residents of both buildings. 

In both cases movement leadership originally demanded collective funding. 

However, MCMV-Entidades is based on an individualized financing structure. 

This structure stems from the model used in the first rendition of PAR and 

in MCMV. Beneficiaries sign individual residential leases with a purchase 

option after 180 months capped at 40 thousand reais. The project budget for 

entidades aws calculated on a per unit basis (Rodrigues 2013, p. 76). After work 

was completed, the housing units, titles, and returns on financing were all 

individualized. The individualization of title deeds created a credit collateral, 

making it much easier for Caixa to recoup losses in the case of default on 

payments. The consolidation of the occupation thus resulted in a transformation 

on the side of the residents. Whereas in the occupation residents assumed a 

collective stance vis-à-vis the former owner of the property, the consolidated 

building transformed residents into individualized indebted subjects vis-à-vis 

the federal bank. They continue to relate to one another as neighbors, but their 

security of tenure becomes ultimately dependent on their individual payment 

capacity 

Thus, while the consolidation of housing occupations grants shelter, a centrally 

located home and security of tenure and individual exchange residents to 

residents, these benefits become all conditional upon the capacity to pay off 

loans. Movements and residents’ organizations hold no formal collective 

control over the sale and purchase of individual apartments. Both Dandara and 

Marisa Letícia buildings are situated in neighborhoods that have undergone 

rapid real estate appreciation. This puts a pressure on families to sell or sublet 

their housing units on the land market. Even though the use right concession 

of the Dandara building formally prohibits this, there are strong concerns over 

the piecemeal commodification through illegal sublets or sale. 
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5.6 Discussion and Conclusion 

This paper set out to understand the consolidation of occupied buildings into 

low-income housing through self-management in central São Paulo, Brazil. 

We foregrounded the significance of building occupations as commons, 

emphasizing how residents work towards realizing housing as a decommodified, 

collectively managed and produced resource. 

The successful mobilization of residents has resulted in the renovation of 

vacant buildings into low-income housing. Redirecting public funds, housing 

movements have actualized the right to the city for the urban poor, realizing 

security of tenure and fulfilling homeownership aspirations. This directly 

counters the dominant class-based residence patterns of São Paulo and 

demonstrates how low-income residents directly contribute to the revitalization 

of the city. Though the quantitative impact is small, the Dandara and Marisa 

Letícia projects challenge negative assessments of MCMV-Entidades as simply 

exacerbating urban inequality (Rolnik 2014, Stiphany and Ward 2019). The 

Dandara and Marisa Letícia buildings constitute inspiring examples of how 

committed public support and social mobilization enables the appropriation 

and consolidation of vacant real estate according to use values. 

Foregrounding occupations and renovations as commons highlights both the 

political and functional importance of self-managed housing. Occupations do 

not simply pressure the state, they also represent a concretization of autogestão. 

This prefiguratively realizes housing as a collective, social right rather than 

economic need and creates a sense of communal life. The analysis also reveals 

the consolidation of occupations precipitates a clash of property norms. In their 

initial stage, occupations bear a conflicting relationship between unrecognized 

possession and a formal title claim by a private or public actor. Consolidation 

imposes a new private property regime. This corroborates the premise that 

state actors strategically create private property out of contradictory and 

conflict-ridden property relations (Kuyucu 2014, Roy 2017). 

Whereas most readings of housing movements in Brazil tend to focus on 

public laws such as the City Statute and Constitution, this paper underlines that 

the realization of housing commons equally depends on suitable private legal 

frameworks. The lack of collective property arrangements in particular makes 



133

it difficult to provide an appropriate legal framework for housing commons, 

rendering them particularly vulnerable to marketization and commodification. 

On the one hand this corroborates the claim made by Dardot & Laval (2019), 

who consider private property and sovereignty as threats to commons. 

On the other hand, it demonstrates that the viability of housing commons 

within current socio-economic systems equally depends on supportive legal 

institutions. As the state is central in sanctioning and facilitating the norm 

of private property, it constitutes a necessary target for political efforts of 

commoners to recognize legal innovations that include people’s capacity to 

steward housing as common.  

Consolidation through MCMV-Entidades has imposed a compartmentalized 

spatial form and individualized financing structure. The apartment spatial 

form may induce families to focus inwardly and retreat from commoning 

practices (Stavrides 2016). The financing structure turns low-income families 

into indebted subjects vis-à-vis the federal bank (García-Lamarca and Kaika 

2016). In case of defaults, the federal bank may easily sweep in and recoup 

losses. The individualization of debtor-creditor relations impedes the capacity 

to make collective claims (Vidal 2018). Occupations and self-organization 

enkindle solidarity and collective ethos, yet this may be undermined through 

consolidation. A potential latent conflict arises between self-management and 

the ownership model of housing predicated on individual subsidized home 

ownership, which creates new cycles of financial speculation. The use-right 

concession in Dandara is an exception to this rule. Even though movements 

problematize private property in the face of the social function of property, 

the legal absence of cooperative and collective ownership forms means that 

the consolidation of occupations generally reproduces the same hegemonic 

system against which it reacts. At the same time the realization of dignified, 

well serviced, qualitative dwellings in central locations constitute a remarkable 

achievement for the housing movements. Further research could investigate the 

degree to which the collective ethos created through political subjectivization 

may work as an antidote to the commercialization. 
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6. Conclusion

This dissertation has studied self-build housing as a means of housing provision 

through a comparative perspective. The exploratory nature of this dissertation 

and its article-based structure demonstrate that it had multiple purposes and 

addressed interrelated questions. The overarching aim of this dissertation 

was to critically explore and investigate how spatial governance and planning 

interact with self-building activities in different contexts. 

The dissertation departed from the observation that self-building has 

largely remained understudied in the global north, whereas in places of the 

global south it has primarily been understood in relation to informality and 

underdevelopment. The dissertation explicitly focused on self-building as 

an activity in which residents commission the production for their own use, 

emphasizing institutional arrangements for housing provision. 

The research reported here set out to explore the position of self-building 

in housing systems and to scrutinize the different ways spatial governance 

interacts with self-building activities. Its theoretical aim was to reject the 

incommensurability of urban self-building experiences in different locales, 

unsettling the dominant frame of self-building as an isolated, informal 

phenomenon. The conceptual framework combined elements of political 

economy and actor-centered institutionalism in order to understand 

experiences of self-building. The research recognized diverse histories and 

experiences with respect to the dynamic between self-building and spatial 

governance. It explicitly engaged with the contested relationship between 

property and claims for the appropriation of urban space.  

This general theme has served to guide a range of specific research questions 

that have been answered in each article as well as across these. These questions 

concern the relationship between state and self-build housing provision, 

the experiences of actors involved in self-building, the conceptualization of 

property relations, and the relationship between property and self-building 

practices. These questions were explored through case-studies of self-build 

housing in the Amsterdam and São Paulo metropolitan areas. 

Below I will answer the four sub-questions that have been addressed in the 
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four sub-studies presented in chapters 2 to 5. After having elaborated on these 

individual questions, I then engage with the overarching research question 

of how self-build housing for low- and middle-income households interacts with the 

institutional dynamics of spatial governance in Brazil and the Netherlands. The 

chapter concludes with a reflection on the ramifications for scholarship and 

planning practice

 

6.1 Between suppression and emergence

The first question addressed how states interact with self-building as a mode 

of housing provision. It engaged with this question in chapters two and five. 

The analysis revealed a range of different mechanisms of interaction. First, 

it addressed the designation of land. Second, it demonstrated the provision 

of materials, finance and technical expertise. Third, it highlighted supportive 

legal architecture, which may recognize titles, permits or privilege particular 

ownership relations.

The Brazilian case demonstrated how extensive grassroots movement has 

pressured the state to develop housing policy in support of self-building. As a 

mode of housing provision, self-building in Brazil has flourished for low- and 

middle-incomes in the context of limited public provisioning and a closed-off 

legal real estate market (Azevedo and Andrade 2011). Excluded from the official 

real estate market and lacking the support of a welfare state, large amounts of 

low- and middle incomes have resorted to informal self-building practices. 

Self-builders have organized popular action to pressure the state to provide 

substantive infrastructure, service and quality, building upon the widespread 

model of self-building. 

The right to self-build here speaks particularly out of a social demand to 

redistribute city resources in favor of excluded groups in a highly inequal 

context (de Sousa Santos 1998). Earle (2017) has made the claim that the law 

is a positive instrument in challenging spatial segregation and justifying 

occupations of vacant real-estate. Occupations are explained as a daring move 

to operationalize the right to the city. The social function of property may 

provide access to underutilized land or vacant property. Housing movements 

thus draw on the progressive legal elements of democratized Brazilian 
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constitutional order. Self-builders work collectively through influencing, and 

drawing upon legislation at federal, state and municipal level. 

The cases of Avenida Ipiranga and Marisa Letícia in chapter five demonstrate 

how committed social mobilization has resulted in collective self-building that 

has challenged the replication of spatial segregation by creating low-income 

housing in central São Paulo. This is a landmark achievement. At the technical 

level, it represents a redefinition of actors’ relationships, demonstrating 

how collaboration between technical experts and resident organizations can 

actualize collective self-building in high-density contexts. At the same time, 

they mark the outcome of an unprecedented control of resident organizations 

over public housing funds. Programs such as the Programa Crédito Solidairo and 

Minha Casa Minha Vida-Entidades illustrate how the state can be pressured to set 

the conditions for resident organizations to act as executive agents of housing 

provision. 

Nevertheless, the cases also reveal the tensions of actualizing self-management 

with mass housing provision. While a progressive legal order is in place, access 

to real estate for self-building must generally navigate the vagaries of the 

highly dynamic land market in São Paulo. Access to real estate or land depends 

upon public donations or concessions. Housing programs incorporating self-

building enforce an entrepreneurial logic upon self-builders, having them 

compete over scarce land and public funds. In the end, funds are allocated 

through individualized loans, creating one-on-one relationships between 

resident-actors and the bank. 

By contrast, self-building in the context of the Netherlands has emerged from 

a historical context in which residents have been made completely dependent 

upon oligopolistic modes of housing provision over the course of the 20th 

century. This dependency has aligned with a transformation of housing as an 

expression of civic interest into a standardized public - and later increasingly 

market - good. Residents have scarcely any control, as housing is controlled by 

coalitions of municipalities, housing associations and private developers. 

The second chapter revealed that the suppression of self-building has worked 

particularly through a conjunction of norms pertaining to land access. The 

combination of active land policies, comprehensiveness, desire for spatial 
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order and actor interdependency have squelched self-building for low- and 

middle-incomes in urban areas. The supply-led housing arrangement has 

persisted throughout the principal shifts in 20th and 21st century housing policy. 

Such key moments include the establishment of the Housing Act in 1901, 

which provided a framework for state-supported social housing and building 

regulations. The role of housing corporations is particularly salient, given 

their origins as resident organization based on mutualism and association 

(Bossuyt 2021, Beekers 2012). While they may have worked alongside 

political cleavages, they have largely resorted to housing provision, becoming 

increasingly professionalized over time. The massive increase in investment in 

the interbellum and the consolidation national state finance into the post-war 

area consolidated standardized supply-led housebuilding. 

Towards the late 20th century there is a retrenchment of the social housing sector 

and increased attention towards more market-oriented solutions in urban 

development, reshaping the playing field of residential real estate development. 

Liberalization and privatization paved the way for an emergent discourse on 

choice and freedom in housing provision. However, the emergence of a new 

market-oriented land development system consolidated the existing close 

interdependencies between municipalities, private developers and housing 

corporations. These close interdependences facilitated a large-scale approach 

to housing provision. As in Brazil, homeownership has emerged as a general 

aspiration, though in practice it has not delivered much in terms of substantive 

dweller control. At the same time, spatial governance and institutional 

conditions enabled good quality housing for low- and middle income groups 

but entrenched their dependency on oligopolies of large developers and 

housing corporations.

Self-building for low- and middle-incomes in urban areas has (re)emerged 

under conditions of liberalization, welfare state restructuring, political 

discourse around urban entrepreneurialism and increased housing constraints. 

Drawing on the case of Homeruskwartier in Almere-Poort in the Amsterdam 

Metropolitan Area, the consolidation of resident-led development strategy is 

demonstrated to be dependent on political conditions. Ironically, facilitating 

self-building for low and middle incomes works through the same system that 

has largely inhibited resident control over urban development. The dominant 

role of municipalities in land development enabled the creation of a plot-
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based sites-and-services scheme and a loan scheme for self-building for lower 

incomes. The comparison of the two cases reveals a difference in the salience 

of a political dimension. In Brazil, political claims made by self-builders have 

addressed the redirection of public funds, addressing the extension of political 

rights at the same time. Resident control over housing provision is far less 

politicized in the Dutch context, where it was strongly initiated by the state 

as a means of fostering resident choice. Still, both contexts share increased 

interest to self-building following moves of decentralization and devolution of 

planning competences. Local governments play a particularly central role in 

enabling land access conditions. 

6.2 Experiences of self-building  

The second question, addressed in the third and fifth chapters, concerned the 

experiences of actors in self-building activities. Chapter five demonstrated 

how residents in São Paulo are involved in self-building as a means of realizing 

housing in the central city. Here, the juxtaposition between housing precarity, 

housing deficit, residential segregation and vacancy enkindled foremostly a 

political demand for the right to housing and the right to the center. Residents 

organize themselves in organizations affiliated to housing movements, these 

work together with an array of stakeholders, including technical advisory 

teams and social workers.  Residents’ organizations assume responsibility 

for overseeing construction and hiring contractors. The housing movements 

strongly relate to building in terms of solidarity and needs-satisfaction. The 

self-managed renovation of empty buildings represents the instantiation of 

dwelling and living based on social need. Autogestão (autogestion) stands central 

in their discursive repertoire, representing the aspiration to realize housing 

according to non-marketized principles and community life. Residents 

principally dream of having a place of their own.  Simultaneously the triumph 

of self-building activities transforms low-income residents and homeless 

people into homeowners. 

The Homeruskwartier represented a more individualized approach to self-

building. Chapter two dealt with the complex and uncertain nature of the 

self-building process. It demonstrated how the aspirations of self-builders are 

not only contingent upon social and material norms, but are also reframed 
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through the building process. In the highly dynamic Dutch housing market, 

the penetration of economic rationalities implies that self-builders do not 

exclusively prioritize use values over exchange values. The strategies and choices 

of self-builders are deeply steeped into social norms around homeownership 

and self-sufficiency. The chapter thus challenged the view that self-building 

in the global north speaks to lifestyle and identity expression. It also disputed 

conceptions of self-building as an appropriation of urban space for use value. 

The juxtaposition between both chapters highlight a diversity and complexity 

in the ways residents experience self-building practices. Comparing the two 

experiences underlines the mediating influence of housing movements and 

resident organizations. In the case of São Paulo, the organizational level plays 

a strong part in the subjectivization of self-builders through their political and 

pedagogical dimensions. Thus, self-builders articulate strongly crystalized 

aspirations regarding the right to housing and the right to the city. These may 

be considered necessary for the confrontation with public actors. 

 The pedagogical element of self-building worked at a different level in the 

Dutch case, inducing reflection on the supply-led nature of housing provision. 

This accentuates the taken-for-granted nature of the way housing is arranged 

in the Netherlands, and the small sense of efficacy experienced by residents. 

The part played by housing movements and residents’ organizations serves 

as a hopeful source of inspiration for the supra-individual level of Dutch 

housing corporations. While these have all but lost their associational spirit, 

their reconfiguration could play a central part in enabling self-building for 

low- and middle- incomes. The indeterminate and incremental nature of the 

self-building process in both cases underlines a shared expression of agency 

and temporality. Self-building involves improvisation, reconsideration of 

strategies and aspirations of the ideal self-built home.

6.3 Property relations and their effects

The third question focused on understanding property relations in self-

building and their effects. This question was principally explored in Chapter 

four, which offered an ideal-typical typology of collective forms of self-

building. It engaged with the debate on collaborative housing, an umbrella 
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term covering various forms of collaborative self-building. Noting their 

differences in terms of ownership and organizational structure, the chapter 

set out to resolve what sets collective self-building forms apart, internally 

and externally. Ownership relations in housing are often captured through 

the notion of tenure, which is a complex and heterogeneous concept. Tenure 

expresses relations of use, possession an ownership, regulating production and 

consumption. It thus concerns topics such as who may access or sell housing. 

A challenge for collaborative housing is its hybrid nature. If we understand 

tenure in terms of title holder or label alone, then this hybridity cannot be fully 

appreciated. This renders it necessary to look at the property relations that 

comprise particular tenures. 

The ownership model of property has made us blind to the diversity of property 

relations (Singer 2000; Blomley 2004). It imposes a particular understanding 

of property as private property, objects bound to solitary owners enforcing 

exclusionary rights (Blomley 2004, xiv). Economists such as De Soto have 

advocated extending this model to informal self-builders through land titling. 

The hegemony of this model does not only affect planning for self-building, it 

also affects how one thinks about the opportunities for collective forms of self-

build. The chapter found analytic use in drawing on a legal realist disaggregated 

perspective to tenure. 

The disaggregated approach to tenure works through the idea of property 

regimes, which consider sets of rights that are allocated to actors. Property 

regimes are social arrangements with respect to how rights, rules and roles are 

defined. The chapter developed the conceptual argument that collaborative 

housing is generally based on elements of limited common property, self-

governance and sets of internal rules. While it shares these characteristics with 

other residential communities that are not self-built, it finds collaborative 

housing differentiated by virtue of commissioning and management rights held 

in common. These facilitate resident control over stages of commissioning, 

investment, design, construction, and maintenance. In practice they allow 

residents to set the terms of self-governance and design. 

Chapter four outlined the possible articulations in terms of bundles of rights. 

In any given property regime, subjects hold rights with respect to an object. 

Subjects vary at the level of private individual, supra-individual or external. The 
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rights identified here concern access, possession, commisisoning, management 

and exclusion rights. The three ideal-types identified for collaborative housing 

concern the self-management, the common, and the intentional market 

regime. These are differentiated from planned market multi-unit housing 

by virtue of their commonly held commissioning and management rights. 

However, they are internally set apart by the income right dimension, which 

may be held privately, in common, or by another party.

The conceptual scheme illuminated the effects attributed to collaborative and 

self-build housing. The chapter explored this in relation to affordability and 

social inclusion in particular. This resulted in the hypothesis that only when 

a non-profit ethos is combined with commonly or externally held income 

rights, collective self-building may work towards long-term affordability. To 

guarantee inclusion, it is necessary to set conditions of access, commissioning 

and management that allow for a degree of porosity in use and membership. 

Commissioning and income rights matter particularly for the long-term 

affordability of collective self-build. Collective resident control reduces 

building costs when there are no profit margins on land development or 

building. Income rights matter, as when these are combined with a non-profit 

ethos they can guarantee that the building will not be sold in the long-run. 

Cooperatives for example try to do so, but may still convert. Income rights thus 

need support from a non-profit orientation and restrictions on marketization. 

This can be supported in bylaws or statutes, or by a tiered nested structure. 

Non-speculation is not a universal feature of collective self-build but demands 

the appropriate socio-legal architecture. 

Recapitulating, we see that property relations may impinge upon self-building 

activities in various ways. At the level of self-building activities, property 

conditions the possible relationship self-builders can have to their home. In 

the case of building an owner-occupied home, the expected prioritization of 

use value may conflict with the potential of realizing exchange value within the 

home. Depending on the commodification of housing within a given context, 

this may increase the relevance of economic rationalities as demonstrated by 

the case of Almere-Poort. 

At the organizational level, the composition of property regimes affects the 
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capacity of self-building to achieve certain benefits, for example in terms of 

social inclusion or affordability. This is demonstrated by the conceptualization 

of self-building in the third chapter. Chapter four highlights that when suitable 

collective ownership arrangements are lacking, this may negatively impede 

the capacity to realize collective self-build as a commons in the long-run. This 

also signifies the way in which property functions as a normative framework 

for commoning practices. At the level of spatial governance, we may see that 

planning strategies for self-building can impose particular ownership forms 

upon self-builders. In the case of Brazil, the imposition of  credit-subsidized 

private property titling scheme may undermine the collective nature of these 

housing movements. In the case of the Homeruskwartier, the municipality 

opted for a plot-based approach to self-building in which households could 

buy individual parcels of land. These cases illustrate the dominant effect of 

the ownership model of property on self-building strategies adopted by urban 

planners. At the same time, the observations described in chapter four and 

five illustrate the potential of articulating claims of the right to the city or 

affordable housing through self-building based on different conceptions of 

property ownership. 

6.4 Governing self-build housing 

This paragraphs returns to the overall research question of how self-building 

for low- and middle-incomes interacts with the institutional dynamics of 

governance in Brazil and the Netherlands. In both cases studied, self-building 

involves an interactive political process between actors over the organization 

of housing provision. The Brazilian self-building experiences highlight the 

constituent role of self-builders in the making of urban space. 

In this context, self-building has been primarily explained as catering to 

the urgent needs of peripheral low-income households (Caldeira 2017). The 

case-study has demonstrated the capacity of professionalized paradigms 

to realize low-income housing in central São Paulo, challenging class-based 

residence patterns in high-density contexts, contradicting the equation of self-

building with sprawl and poor quality (Bredenoord and van Lindert 2010). The 

redirection of public funds towards self-building is a result of committed social 

organization. The Brazilian case contrasts with the individualized approach to 

self-building represented with the Homeruskwartier. In its incremental, creative 
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and indeterminate nature, the Homeruskwartier evokes the heterogeneity of 

the self-built periphery of São Paulo. The Homeruskwartier also represents a 

highly individualized approach to self-building, enabled primarily by political 

conditions on part of local administrators. The experience of both cases 

suggest that enabling self-build and unlocking the capacity of self-building 

is dependent upon political commitment from residents’ organizations and 

elected officials. 

In answering the main question, I argue that the interactive relationship 

between spatial governance and self-build housing can be captured through 

three key mechanisms concerning the nomination of a commissioning actor, 

the regulation of self-building activities and the establishment of property 

relations (Diagram 2).

Diagram 2. Mechanisms of interaction between spatial governance 
and self-build housing
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The first dimension concerns the contestation over the commissioning actor. 

It specifically concerns the agent of housing provision and who is considered 

capable, legitimate and responsible of undertaking this task. In the Dutch 

context, the legitimacy of established modes of provisioning has largely been 

connected to the output of developers and housing corporations. Claims for 

self-building are not based on arguments of output-efficiency, but rather speak 

to an intrinsic right for self-building, or the capacity to achieve improved 

spatial quality. In contrast, the Brazilian experience illustrates how resident 

organizations actively formulate a claim to be considered eligible partners for 

housing provision by referring to the public legal framework. In both cases, 

the involvement of residents in housing provision runs up against distrust on 

the side of public parties. Spatial governance may work through particular 

consolidated systems of commissioning, as demonstrated by the suppression 

of self-builders in the Dutch case. Vice-versa, the question of who is the 

commissioning agent may be redefined through political contestation. 

The second dimension concerns the definition of regulation. This relates to the 

conception of governance as seeking to administer and order the production 

of urban space. The regulatory dimension ties in to a facilitative role on behalf 

of public parties, who provide the conditions for self-building to take place. 

The Homeruskwartier illustrates how the combination of a parcelized strategy 

and sets of plot-based design codes were used to achieve a degree of variety in 

spatial form. 

The third dimension concerns the establishment of property relations. 

Property here should be understood as concerning the social relations between 

people with respect to a given object. Property relations in self-building work 

in different ways. On the one hand, it may refer analytically to the rights held 

by actors over particular spaces. This aspect is necessary to understand what 

responsibilities and duties are held by actors with respect to housing, in terms 

of control and income rights. On the other hand, it works discursively through 

particular representations of property. The dissertation highlighted how state-

aid to self-building tends to work through the enforcement and imposition of 

the ownership model of property (Singer 2000). This presupposes absolute 

control by a single identifiable actor, preferably the owner-builder. In contrast, 

self-builders may articulate different modes of possession and ownership, such 

as collective ownership claims. The establishment of property relations may 
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thus also concern aspects of legalization or consolidation. The dissertation 

highlights not only how political contestation affects legality, it also suggests 

self-builders may construct collective or common property relations to 

pursue practices of commoning in housing. The allocation and distribution of 

property relations to particular actors may also matter for spatial outcomes at 

an aggregate scale. 

6.5 Future avenues

Although the cases studied within this dissertation are drawn from vastly 

different backgrounds and contexts, the juxtaposition and exploration of 

these different experiences opens up new avenues for understanding for both 

planning practice and housing policy. In the Netherlands, the planning and 

housing policy debate has primarily focused on self-building as a means to an 

end (Ministry of Housing Spatial Planning and the Environment [MVROM] 

2001, Parvin et al. 2011, Benson 2015). This end includes boosting housing 

supply, achieving customer choice or stimulating housing of particular 

architectural qualities. This builds on the dogma of thirty years ago, which 

holds that the principal housing issue had become that of quality, rather than 

quantity (Houben 1989). As of 2021, the discussion appears to have radically 

reversed. Housing construction in the Netherlands has completely slumped 

following the global financial crisis. 

Where the topic before had been quality and choice, the focus of the debate 

now once again appears to be how many housing units should be built and 

where these should be built. The common mantra to solve the housing crisis 

appears to be ‘build more homes, faster’. Fast construction entails reduction of 

regulation, easing access to credit and expanding homeownership. Quantity 

regrettably overshadows all other issues, at the expense of questions of what is 

being built, by whom and to what ends. 

This dissertation has shed light on some of the fundamental problems with this 

model of mass marketed supply-led home ownership. Not only does this lead 

to new vicious cycles of unaffordability, it also pushes us beyond the planetary 

boundaries and reduces the social value of housing to a simple quantitative 

game of numbers. The model is overdue for revision. Municipalities interested 
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in promoting self-building or other housing models can draw upon an array 

of options. This includes stipulating a fixed percentage of self-build in public 

land-use plans, committing to registering self-building demand as the British 

do, or making vacant buildings available to self-builders as this dissertation 

illustrated. However, the dissertation has also suggested that the problem runs 

deeper than having the right tools at disposal. Truly enabling the right to build 

presupposes a more fundamental reconsideration and reorientation of housing. 

The dissertation has highlighted the ways in which self-building may work 

with and against the ownership model of property. At a more fundamental 

level, it is both analytically and normatively necessary to engage with the 

relationship between legal imaginaries and housing models that are not 

socially and environmentally extractive. While the economic, social and 

political dimensions of the ideology of homeownership have been widely 

charted (Ronald 2008), its legal genealogy remains under addressed. This is a 

missed opportunity as legal categories play a both normative and facilitative 

part in housing commodification.

The growing problems faced by present-day housing systems, in terms 

of quantity, quality or affordability, are testament to the failures and 

extractive tendencies of the model of mass-provided, credit-funded private 

homeownership. The right to build thus fundamentally should not only 

relate to the provision of concrete conditions for the demand-side, in terms 

of materials or land. It also concerns a legal reimagining of the relationship 

between property, possession and housing. This presupposes a more systematic 

engagement with housing practices that depart from the economically 

destructive imperative of consumption and competition, potentially furthering 

imaginaries of degrowth and postgrowth. A key question then becomes how 

housing practices can work towards principles of commoning. This entails 

mapping legal and organizational structures and understanding how these 

relate to public regulatory and private legal frameworks. Concretely this could 

entail an investigation of property regimes as a dependent variable, addressing 

how residents contest and negotiate the allocation and definition of bundles of 

rights. A longitudinal perspective would be particularly useful to understand 

the dynamics of stability and maintenance of common housing alternatives. 
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Appendix A. List of interviews.

The Netherlands. June 2016 - 
November 2018

# Position Organization Date
1 Alderman Municipality of Almere 10/06/16

2 Architect Urbannerdam 14/12/16

3 Senior project Manager Municipality of Amsterdam 01/02/17

4 Policy advisor Province of North-Holland 02/02/17

5 Policy advisor; project manager Municipality Midden-Delfland; 
Municipality of Rotterdam

06/02/17

6 Policy advisor Municipality of Deventer 08/03/17

7 Researcher; policy advisor De Alliantie 13/04/18

8 Policy advisor De Alliantie 01/05/18

9 Advisor Construction consultancy 14/06/18

10 Policy advisor ABN AMRO 05/10/18

11 Senior project manager Municipality of Almere 01/11/18

The Netherlands. March 2019 - 
April 2020

# Position Organization Date
12 Director Woonzorg Nederland 04/03/19

13 Project manager Municipality of Almere 08/03/19

14 Board member Amsterdamse Federatie 
Wooncoöperaties

03/02/20

15 Board member Housing cooperative ‘De Nieuwe 
Meent’

06/02/20

16 Project manager Municipality of Amsterdam 07/02/20

17 Board member Housing cooperative ‘Het 
Rotterdams Woongenootschap’

11/02/20

18 Council member Municipality of Amsterdam 16/02/20

19 Project manager Habion 17/02/20

20 Board member Housing cooperative ‘De Warren’ 26/02/20

21 Board member Housing cooperative ‘Het 
Rotterdams Woongenootschap’

01/04/20

The Netherlands. June 2016 - November 2018

The Netherlands. March 2019 - April 2020
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# Anonimized name Position Type of self-build Date

22 Suzan & Peter Resident Affordable 10/02/2018

23 Betty Resident Catalogue-builder 05/04/2018

24 Patty & Maurice Resident Catalogue-builder 05/08/2018

25 Jacob Resident Catalogue-builder 05/09/2018

26 Willem Resident Architect 05/10/2018

27 Esma Resident Affordable 13/06/2018

28 Astrid Resident Affordable 14/06/2018

29 Jos Resident Architect 16/05/2018

30 Umut & Wietske Resident Architect 16/05/2018

31 Paul & Emma Resident Architect 17/05/2018

32 Boris Resident Affordable 17/09/2018

33 Floris & Greta Resident Affordable 18/06/2018

34 Thiago Resident Architect 19/04/2018

35 Wendy & Klaas Resident Affordable 20/09/2019

36 Frank & Carola Resident Catalogue-builder 21/06/2018

37 Piet Resident DIY 25/04/2018

38 Gregory Resident Architect 28/09/2018

39 Lisette Resident Affordable 28/09/2018

40 Jessica Resident DIY 28/09/2019

41 Yvonne & Sam Resident Affordable 28/09/2019

42 Asha Resident Architect 29/04/2018

43 Humberto Resident Catalogue-builder 29/04/2018

Almere Homeruskwartier, the Netherlands. April 2018 - October 2018
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# Position Organization Date
44 Resident Dandara building 02/10/2018

45 Resident Dandara building 02/10/2018

46 Resident Dandara building 02/10/2018

47 Resident Dandara building 10/10/2018

48 Resident Dandara building 10/10/2018

49 Professor emeritus Federal University of Rio 
Grande do Sul

11/12/2018

50 Movement leader Unificação das Lutas de Cortiço 20/12/2018

51 Professor; Architect Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism 
at the University of São Paulo; Peabiru

20/12/2018

52 Professor Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism 
of the University of São Paulo

20/12/2018

53 Resident Marisa Letícia building 14/04/2019

54 Resident Marisa Letícia building;
Unificação das Lutas de Cortiço

14/04/2019

55 Resident Marisa Letícia building 14/04/2019

56 Resident Marisa Letícia building 14/04/2019

57 Resident Marisa Letícia building 14/04/2019

58 Architect Integra 16/04/2019

59 Movement leader Unificação das Lutas de Cortiço 16/04/2019

60 Secretary of Housing and 
Urban Development

Municipality of São Paulo 24/04/2019

61 Social Assistant Integra; São Paulo Municipal 
Educational Secretariat 

14/05/2019

62 Movement leader União Nacional por Moradia Popular 24/09/2019

 

Brazil. October 2018 - September 2019
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Dissertation Summary

The topic of this dissertation is self-build housing, understood as a wide array 

of activities in which people commission the production of housing for their 

own use. Across the world, households face growing housing constraints. 

People rely upon housing provided by state and market actors, but these fail 

to guarantee the right to adequate and affordable housing. Concomitantly, 

there has been increased attention to self-building as a means of fulfilling a 

gap uncatered for by state and markets.

   

The urban city-regions of the Global South are acknowledged for their long 

history of self-building by low- and middle-incomes. Across Brazilian cities, 

self-built peripheries are a common pattern. These are acknowledged for their 

intrinsic social value, providing affordable and qualitative housing. Researchers 

studying housing in the Global North have largely ignored self-building, 

considering it a phenomenon exclusive to ‘underdeveloped’ or housing 

systems. Yet, throughout Europe there is increasing attention to active resident 

involvement in housing provision at a time of growing housing constraints and 

ongoing residualization of social housing. In the Netherlands, the promotion 

of self-building relates to the popularization of incremental development 

strategies and a wider discontent with rational-comprehensive planning. 

In both locales, spatial governance efforts have sought to build on active 

resident involvement in housing provision. This calls attention to the capacity 

of self-building to alleviate the ills associated with our housing systems. Still, 

self-building continues to be primarily associated with informal housing 

practices in the Global South, whereas it has remained under acknowledged 

in the context of the Global North. Existing accounts of self-building have 

tended to foreground it as an act of economic self-sufficiency or structuralist 

urbanization, whereas the mediating role of institutional conditions remain 

underexplored. 

This dissertation sets out to explore the activation of residents in housing 

provision through self-building activities. It specifically attends to the 

relationship between spatial governance and self-building in different contexts, 

scrutinizing the central conditioning dimension of property. It engages with 

calls for urban comparativism by bringing together housing experiences from 

contexts considered vastly different: the Netherlands and Brail.  It brings 
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these accounts onto the same analytical plane to illuminate the diversity of 

self-building activities. It aims to reject the incommensurability of urban self-

building experiences in different locales, unsettling the dominant frame of 

self-building as an isolated, informal phenomenon. 

The research reported here draws upon a comparative case-study of self-

build housing governance in the metropolitan areas of Amsterdam in the 

Netherlands and São Paolo in Brazil. In the Netherlands it engages with the 

Homeruskwartier, the largest state-assisted self-building scheme in Europe. 

In Brazil it draws upon the experience of Minha Casa Minha-Vida Entidades, 

a federal housing programme that reconciles resident self-management with 

housing provision. The dissertation studies the self-managed consolidation 

of two buildings into low-income housing in central São Paulo. In both cases 

it juxtaposes qualitative analyses of self-building experiences with the way in 

which self-building is embedded into the dynamics of urban development. 

To this end, the dissertation formulates the central question of ‘how self-build 

housing for low- and middle-incomes interacts with the institutional dynamics 

of spatial governance in the Netherlands and Brazil’. This central question is 

answered through three sub-questions pertaining to the interaction between 

state actors and self-building as a mode of housing provision; the experiences 

of actors in self-building; and the conceptualization and effects of property 

relations. This dissertation is structured according to four scientific research 

articles that have been published by, or submitted for publication to peer-

reviewed scientific journals. 

Theoretically the dissertation connects a qualitative analysis of the experiences 

and values of self-builders with a study of governance and policy arrangements 

for housing. Self-building is conceptualized as an actualization of the right to 

the city. The relationship between different actors is understood through a new 

institutionalist lens of contested spatial governance. The dissertation heeds 

central attention to the mediating influence of property norms. The research 

speaks to calls for more multi-polar modes of urban theory. It goes beyond 

a comparison of most similar cases or rankings of urban contexts. Instead, it 

seeks to recognize and explore the diversity of social processes with respect to 

the governance of self-building. 



176

The case-studies

In the second chapter, the dissertation scrutinizes the relationship between 

self-building activities and the wider planning and housing regime in 

the Netherlands.  This chapter shows how interdependent oligopolies of 

municipalities, housing corporations and developers have suppressed the 

involvement of residents in housing provision. The conditions of land 

development stand at odds with the preconditions of self-building. The chapter 

introduces the Homeruskwartier in Almere, one of the largest state-led self-

building schemes in 21st century Europe. This neighbourhood indicates how a 

reconfiguration of actors’ positions is necessary to put self-building central in 

residential urban development. 

The third chapter zooms in on the experiences of self-builders in the 

Homeruskwartier. It sets out to ask why people have decided on building their 

own homes and how they have done so. The chapter questions the fact that self-

builders always pursue use over exchange values. It shows how socio-material 

conditions impinge upon the aspirations of self-builders, but that these are 

also constantly reframed through the self-building process. This underlines 

the indeterminate and experimental character of self-building. 

The fourth chapter turns to forms of collective self-building known as 

collaborative housing. Noting the high diversity in forms, it unpacks and 

disaggregates these according to the constitutive property relations. Drawing 

on empirical examples from the Netherlands and elsewhere, the chapter 

develops the conceptual argument that collaborative housing is based on 

limited common property, self-governance and sets of internal rules. While 

it shares these features with other forms of multi-unit housing, it emphasizes 

how collaborative housing is differentiated through management and 

commissioning rights in common. 

The fifth chapter turns to collective self-building in the context of São 

Paulo, Brazil. The chapter analyzes the consolidation of occupied vacant 

real-estate into low-income housing in central São Paulo. It brings forward 

the experiences of housing movements and resident organizations. The 

chapter explores the conditions that contribute to the long-term stability of 

these housing developments as commons. It demonstrates the contradiction 
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between the aspirations and tactics of housing movements on the one hand, 

and the conditions imposed by public support in terms of ownership, finance, 

and spatial form. 

Answering the first sub-question, the dissertation reveals a range of mechanisms 

of interaction, including provision of land, materials, finance, and supportive 

legal architecture. The dissertation demonstrates that, in the case of Brazil, 

extensive mobilization has resulted in the redirection of public funds, allowing 

for the consolidation of low-income housing in central São Paulo. While a 

progressive legal discursively mobilizes the efforts of self-builders, access to 

real-estate still runs up against the vagaries of a highly dynamic land market. 

This renders the self-managed renovation of vacant real-estate effectively 

dependent upon public donations and concessions. In contrast, the Dutch 

experience demonstrates how a combination of comprehensiveness, spatial 

order and actor interdependency have squelched self-building for low- and 

middle-incomes in urban areas. 

With respect to the experiences of residents, the dissertation notes a contrast 

between the individualized approach of the Homeruskwartier and the key role 

played by resident organizations. In the highly dynamic Dutch housing market, 

the penetration of economic rationalities implies that self-builders frequently 

reconsider economic motives. Moreover, households are responsibilized on an 

individual level for self-building. In Brazil, organizations affiliated to housing 

movements work with an array of parties to assume responsibility for the 

renovation of empty real-estate. These relate primarily to housing in terms 

of social need solidarity. In both cases, the indeterminacy and experimental 

nature of self-building are shared feature. 

Turning to the issue of property relations, the dissertation underlines the 

necessity of legal architecture for understanding the progressive capacity of 

self-build. Spatial governance impinges upon self-building practices through 

the hegemonic ownership model of property. 

In answering the main question, the dissertation argues that the interactive 

relationship between spatial governance and self-build housing can be 

understood through three key mechanisms concerning the nomination 

of a commissioning actor, the regulation of self-building activities, and the 
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establishment of property relations. The dissertation concludes with a call for 

a more systematic engagement with the relationship between legal categories 

and housing models that are not socially, environmentally, and ecologically 

extractive as represented by notions of commons and commoning. 



179

Samenvatting

Het recht op zelfbouw.
De institutionele dynamiek van zelfbouw in Brazilië & Nederland. 

Zelfbouw betreft verschillende vormen van woningbouw waarbij de bewoners 

een opdrachtgevende rol vervullen. Huishoudens over de gehele wereld 

ervaren toenemende problemen bij de toegang tot betaalbare woningbouw. 

Men vertrouwde lang op de staat en de markt om in woningen te voorzien, 

maar deze verzaken in toenemende mate in het garanderen van adequate en 

betaalbare huisvesting. Tegelijkertijd groet de interesse voor zelfbouw als een 

manier om dit gat op te vullen.  

Bij zelfbouw denkt men veelal aan stedelijke gebieden in het mondiale zuiden. 

Hier voorzien grote groepen mensen met lage en middeninkomens in hun 

eigen huisvesting. Zo zijn grote perifere zelfbouwwijken een kenmerk van 

Braziliaanse steden. Wetenschappers en beleidsmakers erkennen de intrinsieke 

sociale kwaliteiten van deze vorm van huisvesting. Zelfbouw biedt een zekere 

mate van betaalbaarheid en toegankelijkheid. 

De rol van zelfbouw in de steden van het mondiale noorden is echter 

onderkend. Bij zelfbouw wordt vaak namelijk gedacht aan ‘onderontwikkeling’ 

of sloppenwijken. Dit is echter niet helemaal terecht. Ook in Europa is er 

toenemende aandacht voor de betrokkenheid van burgers bij huisvesting. Deze 

aandacht komt voort uit toenemende problemen op de woningmarkt en een 

krimpende sociale huursector. De Nederlandse aandacht voor zelfbouw kan 

bovendien worden begrepen uit een ontevredenheid met rationele vormen 

van planning en de populariteit van incrementele gebiedsontwikkeling. 

Zowel in het mondiale noorden als in het zuiden ondernemen overheden 

actieve pogingen om de betrokkenheid van bewoners bij wonen te bevorderen. 

Dit roept uiteraard de vraag op in welke mate, en hoe, zelfbouw problemen op 

de woningmarkt kan verzachten of oplossen. De wetenschappelijke literatuur 

bestudeert zelfbouw voornamelijk als informele huisvesting in het mondiale 

zuiden, terwijl haar rol in het mondiale noorden onderbelicht blijft. Bovendien 

wordt zelfbouw vaak verklaard als een daad van individuele zelfvoorziening 

dan wel als een product van structurele verstedelijking. De mediërende rol van 
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institutionele condities is vooralsnog onderbelicht gebleven. 

Dit proefschrift verkent hoe bewoners actief worden in huisvesting bij 

verschillende vormen van zelfbouw. Het kijkt specifiek naar de relatie tussen 

ruimtelijke governance en zelfbouwpraktijken in verschillende contexten. De 

mediërende rol van eigendomsrelaties staat centraal. Het proefschrift brengt 

ervaringen samen uit contexten die vaak als radicaal verschillend worden 

beschouwd. Zo beantwoordt het de roep om vergelijkend stedelijk onderzoek. 

Het belicht de verscheidenheid aan zelfbouwactiviteiten in Nederland 

en Brazilië. Op deze manier verwerpt het de onvergelijkbaarheid van 

zelfbouwervaringen in steden uit het zogeheten mondiale zuiden en noorden. 

Het ontwricht het dominante idee dat zelfbouw per definitie een individueel, 

geïsoleerd en informeel fenomeen is. 

Het onderzoek maakt gebruikt van een vergelijkende casestudy van de 

governance van zelfbouw in de stedelijke gebieden van Amsterdam in Nederland 

en São Paulo in Brazilië. In Nederland kijkt het naar het Homeruskwartier, 

een van de grootste zelfbouw gebiedsontwikkelingen in Europa. In Brazilië 

wordt het Minha Casa Minha Vida-Entidades programme bestudeerd. Dit 

is een beleidsprogramma van de federale overheid dat zelfbeheer met 

huisvesting probeert te verenigen. Dit programma maakt het mogelijk voor 

sociale bewegingen om leegstaande gebouwen te transformeren en renoveren 

tot sociale huisvesting in het centrum van São Paulo. In beide contexten stelt 

het proefschrift de ervaringen van bewoners tegenover de manier waarop 

zelfbouw is ingebed in de dynamiek van stedelijke ontwikkeling.  

De centrale vraag van dit proefschrift luidt: ‘hoe interacteert zelfbouw voor 

lage en middeninkomens met de institutionele dynamiek van ruimtelijke 

governance in Nederland en Brazilië?’ Deze hoofdvraag wordt beantwoord 

door middel van drie sub-vragen, over de interactie tussen overheidsactoren 

en zelfbouw, de ervaringen van zelfbouwers en de conceptualisering van 

eigendomsrelaties. Dit proefschrift is gebaseerd op vier wetenschappelijke 

artikelen die zijn gepubliceerd door of ingediend bij peer-reviewed 

wetenschappelijke tijdschriften. 

Het proefschrift bestudeert zelfbouw als een uitoefening van het recht op de 
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stad. Op theoretisch vlak verbindt het proefschrift een kwalitatieve analyse van 

de ervaringen en waarden van zelfbouwers met een studie van governance 

en beleidsarrangementen op het gebied van huisvesting. De relatie tussen 

verschillende actoren wordt begrepen door een institutionele lens van contested 

spatial governance. 

De casussen

Het tweede hoofdstuk verkent de relatie tussen zelfbouw en het bredere planning 

en huisvestingsregime in Nederland. Dit hoofdstuk laat zien hoe hechte 

oligopolieën van gemeentes, corporaties en ontwikkelaars de betrokkenheid 

van bewoners hebben onderdrukt. De condities van grondontwikkeling staan 

op gespannen voet met de voorwaarden voor zelfbouw. Het tweede hoofdstuk 

introduceert tevens het Homeruskwartier in Almere, een van de grootste staats-

geleide zelfbouwstrategieën van de 21ste eeuw in Europa. Het Homeruskwartier 

laat zien hoe de uitwerking van zelfbouw leidt tot een herstructurering van de 

posities van verschillende actoren in de woningmarkt. 

Het derde hoofdstuk stelt de vraag waarom mensen besluiten tot het bouwen 

van hun eigen huis en hoe ze dit doen. De ervaringen van zelfbouwers in het 

Homeruskwartier laten zien dat zelfbouwers niet per definitie gebruikswaarden 

boven ruilwaarden stellen. De aspiraties van zelfbouwers worden niet alleen 

door sociale en materiële voorwaarden gevormd, ze worden ook constant 

bijgesteld door het bouwproces heen. Dit laatste benadrukt de onbestemde en 

experimentele aard van zelfbouw.  

In het vierde hoofdstuk komt de conceptualisering van collectieve vormen van 

zelfbouw aan bod. In de wetenschappelijke literatuur staan deze ook bekend 

als collaborative housing. Collectieve zelfbouw kent een grote verscheidenheid 

in vorm en organisatie Het hoofdstuk introduceert een conceptuele typologie 

van eigendomsrelaties. Het gebruikt hiervoor empirische voorbeelden uit 

Nederland en elders. Het conceptuele argument luidt dat collaborative housing 

zich onderscheid door collectief uitgeoefende beheer- en opdrachtgeverschaps- 

rechten

Hoofdstuk vijf gaat in op collectieve zelfbouw in het centrum van São Paulo. Het 

bestudeert hoe sociale bewegingen vechten voor de consolidatie en renovatie 

van leegstaande gebouwen tot huisvesting voor lage inkomens. Het hoofdstuk 
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verkent de voorwaarden die bijdragen aan de lange termijn stabiliteit van deze 

woningen als commons. Er is een tegenstelling tussen de voorwaarden voor 

overheidssteun en de strategieën van de bewegingen. Deze drukt zich uit in 

eigendomsrelaties, financiën en ruimtelijke aspecten. 

In een antwoord op de eerste deelvraag onthult dit proefschrift verschillende 

interacterende mechanismes op het gebied van grondvoorziening, materialen, 

geld en juridische ondersteuning. Het proefschrift toont hoe in Brazilië 

uitgebreide sociale mobilisering heeft geleid tot publieke steun voor sociale 

huisvesting in het centrum van São Paulo. Hoewel een progressief juridisch 

raamwerk discursief zelfbouwers mobiliseert, blijft toegang tot gebouwen 

binnen de dynamische vastgoedmarkt van São Paulo een heikel punt. 

Renovatie in zelfbeheer door lage inkomens is uiterst afhankelijk van donaties 

en concessies van overheidszijde. In Nederland daarentegen is te zien hoe 

een combinatie van grootschaligheid, een verlangen naar ruimtelijke orde en 

actorafhankelijkheid heeft geleid tot de onderdrukking van zelfbouw door lage 

en middeninkomens in stedelijke gebieden. 

De ervaringen van zelfbouwers, onderwerp van de tweede deelvraag, variëren 

sterk tussen het geïndividualiseerde Homeruskwartier en de sleutelrol voor 

bewonersorganisaties in Brazilië. Zelfbouwers in het Homeruskwartier dragen 

een individuele verantwoordelijkheid en worden in sterke mate gekenmerkt 

door economische motieven, overeenkomend met de dominante economische 

functie van woningbezit in Nederland. In Brazilië nemen bewoners tezamen de 

verantwoordelijkheid voor de renovatie van leegstaande gebouwen. De sociale 

bewegingen waar bewoners deel van uitmaken verhouden zich tot wonen als 

sociale behoefte. In beide gevallen worden zelfbouwprocessen beschouwd als 

experimenteel, onbestemd en creatief. 

 

Wat betreft eigendomsrelaties onderkent het proefschrift de noodzaak 

van een ondersteunende juridische architectuur ter bevordering van de 

progressieve vermogen van zelfbouw. Dit staat op gespannen voet met 

ruimtelijke governance, welke zich voornamelijk tot zelfbouw verhoudt door 

het eigendomsmodel van privaat individueel bezit. 

Het proefschrift beargumenteert dat de interactieve relatie tussen ruimtelijke 

governance en zelfbouw kan worden begrepen vanuit drie mechanismes. 
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Dit betreft de vaststelling van de opdrachtgevende actor, de regulering van 

zelfbouwactiviteiten en de ordening van eigendomsrelaties. Het proefschrift 

onderstreept de noodzaak voor verder onderzoek naar de relatie tussen 

wettelijke modellen en vormen van wonen die niet leiden tot uitputting van 

onze samenleving en planeet, zoals voorgesteld door ideeën van commons of 

commoning. 
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Notes

1 CBS. 2017. Newly built housing; permit issued per commissioner.

2 Missing data 1939-1945. Adapted from CBS / Statline.

3 Ministerie van Wederopbouw en Volkshuisvesting. (1947). Voorlopige wenken 

voor het ontwerpen van eengezinshuizen (arbeiderswoningen). The Hague.

Ministerie van Volkshuisvesting en Ruimtelijke Ordening. Centrale Directie 

van de Volkshuisvesting en de Bouwnijverheid. (1951; 1965). Voorschriften en 

wenken voor het ontwerpen van woningen. Staatsuitgeverij: The Hague. 

4 Examples are Bredero, Welschen, Korrebeton en Airey

5 Adapted from CBS / Statline.

6 Self-build housing is legally defined as ‘the situation in which citizens or 

groups of citizens – in the latter case organized as a non-profit legal person 

– obtain responsibility for, as well as influence over the development of land, 

design and construction of their own residence’. Spatial Planning Decree 

[Besluit Ruimtelijke Ordening] 2008. Art.1.1.1.

7 Self-builders may employ architects, construction consultancies or developers 

which formally request the building permit on their behalf. Adapted from CBS 

/ Statline.

8 Collinson, P. (2011, November 25th). Self-build: it’s time to go Dutch . The 

Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/money/2011/nov/25/

self-build-go-dutch

9 This paper uses self-build housing to refer to a broad continuum of practices 

where residents commission housing for their own use. This can be done 

alone, in groups, and/or in conjunction with other stakeholders and different 

degrees of resident involvement.
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10 The distinction between collaborative housing and cohousing warrants 

specific attention as these are sometimes used interchangeably. The paper 

defines cohousing as a specific socio-spatial form based on alternative social 

values and collective social interaction around a shared space ( Jarvis 2015; 

Fenster 1999).

11 Civil law jurisdictions generally state one owns property. Meanwhile in 

common law one does not outright own, but rather hold a certain right against 

other people. For the sake of clarity, we hold property and ownership to be 

synonymous for the context of this paper.

12 This paper defines self-build housing as activities where people commission 

the production of housing for their own use.

13 SEHAB/PMSP (2016) Plano Municipal de Habitação de São Paulo. Caderna 

para discusão pública. São Paulo: PMSP.

14 Folha de São Paulo, 2018. O que já se sabe sobre o desabamento do prédio em 

São paulo. Folha de São Paulo.

15 IBGE, 2010. Censo Demográfico 2010. Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 

Estatística, Rio de Janeiro.

16  Bergamo, M., 2020. Ocupações em São Paulo se organizam para evitar 

transmissão de Covid-19. Folha de S.Paulo.; Pinho, A., 2018. Vazio por anos, 

prédio é reformado por sem-teto e agora vira exemplo em SP. Folha de São 

Paulo; Watts, J., 2017. Resistance! São Paulo’s homeless seize the city. The 

Guardian.

17 Quierati, L., 2018. Prédio de ocupação irregular desaba após incêndio no 

centro de SP. UOL.

18 Even though movements seek to realize the social function of property, not 

all members may be convinced of violating the sacrality of private property 

(Tatagiba et al. 2012: 413).  
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19 UNMP, 2019. Revista da produção de habitaçã cooeprative em autogestão. 

Empreendimentos da União Nacional por Moradia Popular no programa 

Minha Casa MInha Vida - Entidades. UNMP, São Paulo; UNMP (2019, 4).

20 This includes the output from the following programmes: PAR-Reforma; 

PAC-BID; PAC-BID; FMH; Locação Social; Renova Centro and MCMV-

Entidades (Tsukumo 2007, Kara-José 2010, Lima 2019).

21 Zilio, D., 2013. Apresentação Programa Renova Centro. Cohab-SP, Prefeitura 

de São Paulo, São Paulo.

22 Faixa 1 is aimed at residents with 0-3 maximum salaries, covering a 

maximum of 1395 to 1600 reais per month. Within this target group, MCMV-

FAR is undertaken by private builders and MCMV-Entidades by movements. 

The limit went up to 1800 reais during the second phase of the programme. 

23 Webpage Governo Federal, 2020. Sistema Nacional de Habitação de Interesse 

Social [WWW Document]. Sistema Nacional de Habitação de Interesse Social. 

URL https://www.gov.br/mdr/pt-br/assuntos/habitacao/sistema-nacional-de-

habitacao-de-interesse-social (accessed 12.13.20).

24 The notion of habitacão de interesse social (housing of social interest) has 

generally been used to denote people with a salary of up to 6 minimum 

salaries. In some cases this is differentiated between 0-3 minimum salaries and 

4-6 minimum salaries. 
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