
https://doi.org/10.1177/15356841221087195

City & Community
00(0) 1–24

© American Sociological Association 2022

DOI: 10.1177/15356841221087195
journals.sagepub.com/home/cty

Special Issue: Racial Capitalism

Introduction

Decades of progressive urban policies in Bra-
zil and South Africa that have focused on 
reducing social inequalities have had little 
impact on the historical patterns of high con-
centration of wealth and land in the hands of 
white people, unveiling the limited scope of 
color-blind approaches to tackle inequalities 
in these countries. This article draws on the 
complex interrelation between race, class, 
and space as a contribution to the growing 
efforts to articulate the legacy of 

racial slavery, colonialism, and urbanization 
in Brazilian (Alves 2018, 2020; Leu 2016; 
McDonald 2021; Vargas 2005) and South 
African cities (Madlalate 2017; Samara 2011; 
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Seekings 2011). We focus on urban planning, 
as a state technology, and its role in protecting 
white property through black dispossession, 
even in recently-implemented progressive 
urban policies.

We depart from the premise that urban 
planning policies have left unchallenged 
the processes of the uneven racialization of 
space by historical regimes that privileged 
white people, discussing it as “planning inno-
cence” in relation to racism. By implementing 
class-based efforts to produce social inclu-
sion, urban policies have focused on pov-
erty alleviation measures, subsuming race to 
class. Unveiling the mechanisms that con-
done planning’s perceived neutrality requires 
an understanding of the “constitutive nature 
of capitalism and racism in producing the 
urban” (Dantzler 2021:2). A clear articulation 
of the field with critical race theory and racial 
capitalism is our proposal to provide theo-
retical tools to unpack capitalist production of 
urban space in the postcolony.1

Early works on urban sociology called 
attention to the problem of the color line in 
producing differentiation in capitalist develop-
ment (Du Bois [1903] 1994). Nevertheless, a 
color-blind analytical treatment of capitalism 
has understated how race affects urbaniza-
tion processes and shapes value—of places 
and people (Dantzler 2021). Nor has it fully 
considered how the modern triad—colonial, 
racial, and capital—is deeply implicated as 
power modalities (da Silva 2019:161). Both 
considerations are paramount to further discuss 
the continued role of planning in urbanization.

To date, as Benediktsson (2018) suggested, 
focusing on “emplaced inequality” has pro-
duced powerful research in urban sociology 
and offers an opportunity for transdiscipli-
nary research that grasps the complexity of 
the urban phenomenon, providing opportu-
nities for dialogue with the fields of urban 
planning and law. However, studies on socio-
spatial inequalities have centered analyses 
on “globalization and neo-liberalization pro-
cesses” (Jabareen and Eizenberg 2021:212), 
overlooking some of the premises in racial 
capitalism scholarship (Bhattacharyya 2018; 

Chakravartty and da Silva 2012; Melamed 
2015; Pulido 2016b).

Black and critical race studies expose how 
the violence licensed in the present can only 
be understood by reconstructing the past. 
Race and space are contextually constructed 
through the histories of racial slavery and 
colonialism that shaped the modern world (da 
Silva 2019; Hartman 1997; Pulido 2016b). 
This article thus explores a deeper articula-
tion of urban sociology and critical race stud-
ies, applying theoretical and analytical tools 
that unpack racism as a structural system 
of oppression (Goldberg 2002; Harris 1993; 
Hartman 1997; da Silva 2019).

Existing critical studies taking race, capi-
talism, and urbanization into account still 
concentrate the locus of analysis on the 
geographies of the global North (Bonds and 
Inwood 2016; Dantzler 2021; Dorries, Hugill, 
and Tomiak 2019; Gilmore 2002; Goetz, Wil-
liams, and Damiano 2020; McKittrick 2006; 
Pulido 2016a, 2016b; Thomas 2008). And 
studies on countries in the Global South, such 
as Brazil (Bledsoe and Wright 2019), rarely 
focus on urbanization processes. In addi-
tion, race as an analytical concept remains 
underexplored in mainstream planning theory 
(Yiftachel and Huxley 2000).

A growing body of literature focuses on the 
Global South and the lingering colonial struc-
tures and Eurocentric planning practices that 
still define power dynamics and shape spati-
alities in the postcolony (Parnell and Robin-
son 2012; Patel 2016; Roy 2009; Sundaresan 
2020; Watson 2014; Winkler 2018). Even 
when considering race and racism, though, 
these studies have not made them as central 
to the analyses as they propose. And even 
fewer studies focus on the patterns of racial-
ized regimes in secondary cities, despite their 
growing importance in the broader literature 
(Marais and Cloete 2017).

 Exploring how planning practices impact 
the production of space by engaging with 
racial capitalims in Brazil and South Africa 
enables research to expand reflections on 
racial inequalities in postcolonial contexts, 
including beyond these two countries. We 
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therefore present a relational approach as pro-
posed by critical race studies (Goldberg 2014; 
Lentin 2017). This means engaging with the 
connectivities across geographies and tempo-
ralities that reveal how “the colonial shaped 
the contemporary, planted racisms’ roots in 
place, designed their social conditions and 
cemented its structural arrangements” (Gold-
berg 2014:1280–81). By relating Brazil and 
South Africa, we are able to, on the one hand, 
identify arguments present in urban planning 
discourses that are common to globalized 
trends on the field, such as sanitation or mod-
ernization (Swanson 1977; Watson 2003). 
This challenges South Africa’s exceptional-
ism, which has historically been attributed 
to apartheid, and provides venues to better 
understand racialized regimes in other geog-
raphies. On the other hand, this approach 
equally confronts Latin American’s excep-
tionalism, based on an idea that “the salience 
of racial classifications is debatable” in that 
context (Go 2021:41), by demonstrating how 
racial lines are continuously regulated in Bra-
zil (Hernández 2013; Vargas 2005) and could 
relate to other geographies in the region.

This article’s main question is to assess 
how progressive urban planning prac-
tices perpetuate the uneven racialization of 
space in the postcolony. We engage with 
this question through a dialectical analysis 
of the intertwinement of black dispossession 
and the protection of white property as the 
main mechanism of a racialized regime at 
work in urban planning practices that foster 
racial capitalism. We ground our analysis 
in two secondary and planned cities—Belo 
Horizonte (Brazil) and Bloemfontein (South 
Africa). We look at two different historical 
moments: 1) early twentieth-century plans; 
and 2) more recent developmentalist urban 
policies, namely the Growth Acceleration 
Program (PAC) in Brazil, and the Recon-
struction and Redevelopment Programme 
(RDP)/Growth, Employment and Redistribu-
tion (GEAR) in South Africa. We draw on an 
extensive literature review on the absence/
presence of race in planning research (encom-
passing each national context) and document  

both time periods. We also use  visual maps 
of available census data that show racial seg-
regation in relation to planning choicesto sus-
tain our argument. Finally, we scrutinize the 
impact of national developmentalist policy 
frameworks in local planning by discussing 
progressive urban planning practices in Belo 
Horizonte and Bloemfontein.

The analysis reveals urban planning’s cen-
tral role in enabling capitalism’s expansion 
through racialization, regardless of whether 
governments acknowledge or deny the exist-
ence of a racialized legal regime. In addition, 
by expanding on the limitations of a class-
based effort to address social inequalities, we 
critique color-blind political choices and urban 
planning solutions that sustain “planning inno-
cence.” Focusing on urban planning policies in 
relation to national developmentalist schemes 
contributes to current debates of racial capital-
ism in urban studies by exposing the intercon-
nection between spatial (racial) regulation and 
capitalist expansion in postcolonial contexts.

This article is divided into four parts. The 
first focuses on the entwinement of racial capi-
talism, urban planning, and developmentalism, 
exploring the idea of “planning innocence” 
that underpins the analysis. The second part 
explores how the recent history of urbanism 
has shaped racial arrangements spatially. In the 
third, we present Belo Horizonte and Bloem-
fontein (the latter as part of the Mangaung 
Metropolitan Municipality [MMM]), connect-
ing their history of racial-spatial segregation 
with current urban projects implemented with 
their national governments’ investment. Lastly, 
we put those contexts in relation to one another 
to reflect on how racial capitalism benefits 
from the permanent process of black dispos-
session and the protection of white property 
through color-blind urbanism.

Racial Capitalism, 
Urban Planning, and 
Developmentalism

Capitalism requires inequalities to thrive, and 
racism continues to provide for “unequal 
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differentiation of human value” (Melamed 
2015:77), which assumes a spatial dimension 
through the production of “a racially devalued 
place” (Pulido 2016a:8, see also Pulido 
2016b). Racial capitalism works as a powerful 
framework to expand urban research in post-
colonial cities, unveiling the racialized 
regimes underpinning spatial formation in ter-
ritories where the production of urban space is 
rooted in anti-black and anti-Indigenous log-
ics (Dorries et al. 2019:6). As such, blackness 
and Indigeneity are constructed as antithetical 
to modernity, which normalizes both white-
ness and racialized legal regimes that protect 
whiteness’ rights and expectations (Harris 
1993). Furthermore, racial capitalism unveils 
how creating empty territory is an active and 
violent process, “planned and operationalized 
as part of an explicit project of racial subjuga-
tion” (Bhattacharyya 2018:133), which a 
focus on urban planning—as state technol-
ogy—can further disclose.

Diverse scholarly fields address the racial-
ization of space and black dispossession 
from different standpoints. Settler colonial-
ism scholarship, for example, underscores the 
transfer of wealth to whiteness and the consol-
idation of a legal framework that “produce[s] 
a racialized system of property ownership” 
through settler-colonial dispossession (Dor-
ries et  al. 2019:5). Those accounts unveil 
the functioning of a “racial capitalist settler 
coloniality” (Melamed 2015:84), which is 
in dialogue with the past, underscoring how 
such a system is mostly kept unchanged in the 
era of liberal democracy (Bonds and Inwood 
2016:729). Critical geography and black 
studies investigate current patterns of racial 
subjugation through the legacy of racial slav-
ery (cf. Gilmore 2002; Harris 1993; Hartman 
1997; McKittrick 2006, 2011; Pulido 2016b). 
These studies highlight that despite attention 
being given to the deterritorialization of the 
black diaspora, the African continent was 
also mapped as res nullius, or empty space 
(Ramutsindela 2012).

Therefore, mobilizing racial capital-
ism to understand the production of space 
requires a historical gaze that: uncovers the 

legacy of processes that “shaped the mod-
ern world, such as colonization, primitive 
accumulation, slavery, and imperialism” 
(Pulido 2016b:527); untangles how produc-
ing differentiation as racial is continuously 
updated (da Silva 1998:208); and unveils 
new and unpredictable modes of racialized 
dispossession that develop alongside sedi-
mented histories that shape our spatial/eco-
nomic life (Bhattacharyya 2018). Focusing 
on the racialized production of space allows 
a reflection on racial capitalism from histories 
of dispossession and accumulation that are 
context-specific but reveal global patterns of 
racialization to further capitalism.

While debates on racial capitalism seem 
to converge around the central role of racism 
and slavery for the development of capital-
ism, a question remains regarding how such 
relations have been established. Framing this 
in three productive tensions, Go (2021) ques-
tioned how constitutive of or contingent to 
capitalism racism actually is, arguing that 
this is a thorny problem we should engage in. 
While we recognize the relevance of such a 
proposition, especially in the European con-
text, and acknowledge the seminal work of 
Cedric Robinson (2000) to historicize the 
imbricated relation of race and capital, we 
with Denise da Silva (2019) that in the post-
colonial context there is no capitalism disso-
ciated from racism and colonialism.

In Unpayable Debt, da Silva (2019) pro-
vided a deep theoretical reflection on how 
these three elements—racial, capital and the 
colonial—are indissociable. In this article, 
their entwinement is made visible as the 
cases brought forward disclose that black 
dispossession for white benefit is not located 
in the past, as part of primitive accumulation 
in colonial history, or a mere consequence of 
this past. The logics informing—“collection 
of knowledge dispositifs”—and enforcing—
“a political/symbolic instrument that oper-
ates in the political, juridical and institutional 
spheres”—the racialized regime are still oper-
ative (da Silva 2019:66).

Our approach gives one more perspective 
to understand the works of racial capitalism 
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when looking at urban planning policies, con-
tributing to studies that demonstrate how cap-
italism develops in concrete histories shaping 
the spatial and in contexts where the racial 
is inextricable to how value—of places and 
people—is formed.

“Planning Innocence”
Looking at race-neutral planning is a needed 
step to scrutinize how urban policies and 
practices continue to further black dispos-
session. For that, we resort to Goldberg 
(2002), who argued that the racial state, 
“racially conceived, ordered, administered, 
and regulated” (p. 98), relies “on the embodi-
ment and reiteration in everyday practice” 
(p. 108), thus becoming virtually invisible in 
almost every interaction. Such invisibility is 
granted by a relationship between state regu-
lation and law. There in lies a presupposed 
rationality which, understood as universal 
and neutral, holds a moral blindness (Gold-
berg 2002:141). Thus, despite the prolifera-
tion of “state control and discipline across 
the landscape” (Goldberg 2002:139), techni-
cal or rational arguments have been and 
continue to be used to differently regulate 
populations, allowing mono-esthetical ideas 
of civilization and progress to linger even in 
more recent and progressive urban policies.

Urban planning, as part of the state regula-
tory apparatus, has also kept race more or less 
“out.” Fostering urban transformations under 
the rationality of modernity, seeking progress 
and development is perceived as racially neutral 
in different historical moments. Integral to this 
idea is the prevalence of what we call “planning 
innocence,” which builds from Peter Fitzpat-
rick’s (1987) “innocence of law.” He argues 
that liberal law creates a “universalistic ordering 
which transcends material life,” effectively con-
cealing its own foundations rooted in racism. 
By “shaping [elements of racism] in its own 
terms”—outside legality—law protects (1990: 
122) itself against any accusation of racism 
while furthering it, thus carving its innocence.

Drawing on those arguments—which 
unveil institutional strategies and everyday 

practices that systematically mask and fur-
ther structural racism—we argue that plan-
ning, as a regulatory field, enables capitalist 
expansion through urbanization even in pro-
gressive governments by shaping how race is 
contextualized to its own terms. By assuming 
a class-based approach, planning and plan-
ners render racialization invisible and reduce 
those under racialized conditions to “the 
poor,” confining “them to an impoverished 
discourse of poverty alleviation which offers 
little hope of emancipation from their sys-
temic disadvantage” (Madlalate 2017:494). 
Such a feat was possible by construing “pov-
erty, health, education, hygiene, employment, 
and the poor quality of life in towns and cit-
ies” as social problems. Depoliticized, these 
were to be addressed through technocratic 
planning interventions, guided by scientific 
knowledge, and always seeking modernity 
(Escobar 1995:23).

In Brazil, urban studies have thus far 
largely focused on socioeconomic inequali-
ties, discussing how capitalism and neoliberal 
governance impacts on the “poor” (Garcia 
2009) and planning policies have not assumed 
a racial vocabulary. In South Africa, where 
contemporary policies mobilize a racial vocab-
ulary, the government still averts addressing 
the impacts of urbanization for the black popu-
lation, avoiding “the specifics of ‘race’ and 
‘racial redress’ in postapartheid spatial or ter-
ritorial reconstruction” (Parnell and Crank-
shaw 2013:590). However, we must recognize 
the current implication of black dispossession 
since colonial times and the fact that Africans 
were only tolerated in South African cities as 
temporary and cheap labor during apartheid.

Relating Brazil and South Africa
Approaching Brazilian and South African 
contexts enables us to trace how the historical 
processes of colonization continue to shape 
the present, thus avoiding assumptions that 
their racisms are merely colonial. Both coun-
tries seem to have had diametrically opposing 
approaches to race. While South Africa is still 
marked by its overt racial regime, Brazil has 
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invested in the denial of racism’s existence 
under the racial democracy myth. Nonethe-
less, as we will further develop, both have 
historically relied on black dispossession and 
the protection of white property.

In Latin America—and Brazil particu-
larly—direct mentions of apartheid are used 
to deny the existence of a racialized regime, 
in what Tanya Hernández (2013) has called 
“racial innocence.” Critical research on urban 
sociology, drawing on the vital role of space 
regulation by race, contests this “racial inno-
cence” by investigating how Brazilian cit-
ies are a political spatial formation founded 
on anti-blackness (Alves 2018, 2020; Vargas 
2005). The modern state was built on the 
myth of racial democracy, which in prac-
tice furthered a perverse “silence about race” 
(Vargas 2005:78), leading to what João Var-
gas (2005) conceptualized as the “Brazilian 
apartheid.” Amparo Alves (2020) noted an 
ongoing “biopolitical project where a new 
urban life, safe, sanitized, dynamic and con-
nected with the modern nodes of transport and 
regional production is concretized” (p. 27) on 
the production of anti-black spatialities.

In contrast, the term racial capitalism was 
first used by anti-Apartheid movement activ-
ists in South Africa in 1976, reflecting the 
long-standing debate on spatial racial con-
trol and capitalism in the country (Kundnani 
2020). Beyond its ideological racist underpin-
ning, apartheid was a capitalist response to 
the increasing black resistance against the liv-
ing conditions imposed by the colonial state 
and worsened with urbanization and industri-
alization in the 1940s. Its coercive measures 
halted black insurgence and guaranteed that 
privileges of an Afrikaans petit-bourgeoisie 
and the labor reserve of white workers be 
maintained (Wolpe 1972). While race was an 
overt sociolegal construct that allowed racial 
classification to assume a commonsensical 
significance (Posel 2001), planning held its 
innocence by assuming scientific discourses 
to gain legitimacy toward “improving welfare 
and modernization” (Watson 2003:26). Being 
defined as technical by governing authorities, 
planning shielded itself from the political 

and economic goals underpinning racial seg-
regation. Redemocratization focused on a 
nonracial democracy agenda, pushing anti-
racialism and failing to dismantle the racial 
structures shaping society then and now.

In both countries, inequality patterns 
between black2 and white populations are 
striking. In Brazil, white people are 42.7 per-
cent of the total population, comprising 70.7 
percent of those with higher income, while 
black people3 (56.2 percent of the total popu-
lation) are 75 percent among those with the 
lowest income (Instituto Brasileiro de Geo-
grafia e Estatística 2019). In South Africa, 
white people report eight times average per 
capita income than Africans (Gradin 2013). 
Furthermore, the black population lives in 
urban areas with disproportionately defi-
cient access to public services, public invest-
ment, and housing quality in both countries 
(Hernández 2013; Turok, Visagie, and Scheba 
2021). In rural areas, land distribution remains 
unequal. In Brazil, the white population owns 
70 percent of large properties, according to the 
rural census of 2017 (Belandi 2019). In South 
Africa, despite land redistribution focusing on 
rural areas, less than eight percent of available 
land has been redistributed, and the white 
population, who represents seven percent of 
the total, still owns 72 percent of the land 
(Lahiff and Li 2014).

The high level of inequality has been 
acknowledged by past progressive governments 
and policies implemented to promote “poverty 
alleviation” and reduce socioeconomic gaps. In 
both countries, developmentalism became the 
backdrop for a progressive turn from despotic 
governments and the lost decades of the 1980s 
and 1990s, when liberal reforms weakened 
state capacity (Kieh 2015; Siqueira 2015).

Recognizing that social inequalities are 
also spatial required a juridical framework 
open for progressive urban policies. The Bra-
zilian Constitution of 1988 introduced urban 
policy in Chapter II, stating the social func-
tion of the city and urban land (Article 182) 
to be later regulated by the City Statute (Law 
10.257/2001). Innovations in legal instru-
ments supporting urban reform have caught 
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worldwide attention and been praised for 
“provid[ing] lessons for the Global South” 
(Friendly 2020:306).4 The South African 
Constitution (1994) was also innovative. It 
went further as to assume the state’s historical 
debt and its responsibility to address dispos-
session through legislative reform (Joseph, 
Magni, and Maree 2015) by clearly defining 
nonracialism as a state policy, opposing the 
racial lines that defined previous legislation 
and presenting a land reform program.

At the national level, massive housing 
and informal settlement upgrade programs 
composed larger developmental frameworks 
and encompassed infrastructural projects: in 
South Africa, the RDP (1994)/GEAR (1996); 
and PAC (2007) in Brazil. Economic growth 
(reflected in GDP) was sought to achieve 
social distribution and would be delivered by 
a liberal economy with a strong state pres-
ence (Carrillo 2014; Fine 2013). Neverthe-
less, in practice, the interaction between state 
and market has been controversial. Existing 
neoliberal policies, following a global pat-
tern, encompass the flexibilization of urban 
legislation, private use of public investment, 
massive evictions, and increased criminali-
zation of resistance (Franzoni 2018). The 
developmentalist state is further strangled by 
globalization and financialization that shape, 
directly and indirectly, economic and social 
policy (Fine 2013). However, research criti-
cally engaging with those national programs 
(PAC-UAP and RDP/GEAR) and the growing 
intricate relation between financial capitalism 
and city management (Fine 2013; Franzoni 
2018; Karriem and Hoskins 2016; Rolnik 
2015) has mostly privileged a class angle, 
thus taking black poverty as a fact.

Urban Histories of Planned 
Black Dispossession 
for White Profit: 
Belo Horizonte and 
Bloemfontein

In this section, we historicize Belo Horizonte’s 
and Bloemfontein’s racialized urban planning. 

We show how local urban planning decisions, 
portrayed as technical, responded to national 
political projects to protect white privilege. To 
achieve such ends, urban policies placed the 
black population in a permanent state of 
precariousness and dispossession, which con-
tinues today. We offer context to the current 
situation in both cities.

Urban Planning and Whitening Policy in 
Brazil: Belo Horizonte Is Born
Brazil’s Republic was founded  in 1889, one 
year after slavery’s abolition. This historical 
moment, marked by the need to create a uni-
fied narrative for the “nation-state,” was 
highly influenced by eugenic theories and 
discourses around progress and civilization. 
Brazil was the destination of almost half of 
people enslaved from the African continent 
during the transatlantic slave trade.5 In the 
nineteenth century Brazilian white elites por-
trayed the country’s large black population as 
a threat, pushing policies to “de-Africanize” 
the country (Góes 2016). In cities, the black 
population was targeted by the increasing 
policing of  public space (Batista 2003). A 
series of epidemics in the 1850s was used as 
argument that the black population was con-
tagious and sick, paving the ground for a 
series of evictions in the country’s capital of 
Rio de Janeiro (Chalhoub 2017). By the end 
of the nineteenth century, the “sanitation syn-
drome” (Swanson 1977) underpinned inter-
ventions targeting collective housing areas 
occupied mainly by black residents.

In the State of Minas Gerais, the lack 
of progress was blamed on its population, 
depicted as of “inferior quality” and in need 
of racial improvement. A new capital city 
was part of an ambitious project where “pub-
lic spending campaign centered on three 
expenditures: the new capital, railroads, 
and immigration subsidies,” and whitening 
was an “essential aspect of modernization” 
(McDonald 2021:32). At the national level, 
the Republic’s whitening project led to pub-
lic-sponsored initiatives to foster European 
immigration, seen as the country’s salvation. 
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White newcomers were offered property 
titles to produce within a growing agricul-
tural economy (Prioste 2017), while the black 
population was continuously undervalued and 
underpaid for its labor (Moura 2019). Already 
placed in precarious conditions, their situa-
tion deteriorated with the promulgation of the 
Land Law of 1850, which stipulated that land 
could be only acquired by purchase, therefore 
not recognizing land tenure.

Belo Horizonte elites embodied a view that 
“assign[ed] particular importance to planned 
urbanization as part of a larger scheme to 
whiten their entire state”(McDonald 2021:32). 
The city became the first planned capital in 
the Republican era in Brazil. Rationalist inter-
national models, namely the Haussmann plan 
for Paris and the functionalist plan for Wash-
ington, D.C., inspired Brazil’s plan to create 
an ordered, functional, and modern city. It 
was meant to become a “beautiful city”—as 
its name translates—clean, ordered, with its 
rigid urbanism and hygienic forms expressing 
the “cultural habits” of the elite (Monte-Mór 
1997:477). From its onset, the city was segre-
gated. The inner-city was designed to accom-
modate the state government and elite. Rigid 
access control was imposed on the central 
area to guarantee its white residents’ “qual-
ity of life” (Monte-Mór 1997:477), while the 
precarious labor force, composed mainly of 
black people, was depicted as unhealthy and 
disorderly. Excluded from the original plans, 
they were instead “allowed” to stay tempo-
rarily in defined suburban areas, deprived 
of services and infrastructure close enough 
to provide cheap labor for the city’s con-
struction. Evictions were constant, as the 
city rapidly needed to grow outward and 
house “desired” residents (Costa and Ribeiro 
2004:7).

The first favelas were established at the 
city’s founding (Fernandes and Pereira 2010), 
Since then, they have been places of dispos-
session and constant intervention by the state. 
Even when Minas Gerais failed to attract the 
envisioned number of white immigrants in 
comparison to wealthier states such as São 
Paulo, “the commitment to maintaining the 

property market in the urban core caused 
most population growth to occur in the city’s 
[Belo Horizonte] peripheries, including the 
formation of some of Brazil’s first favelas” 
(McDonald 2021:31).

Until 1921, the city was still spatially con-
fined to its original plans, and the city admin-
istration oversaw plot allocation, (that is, land 
occupation). From the 1930s to the 1940s, 
public-led urban expansion was concomitant 
with private initiatives, opening new plot 
developments (Matos 1992), seeking to profit 
from the growing housing demand generated 
by rural-urban migration. New industrial jobs 
pushed massive migration to the cities from 
the 1950s onward (Martine and McGranahan 
2013:9). During Brazil’s dictatorship period 
(1964–1985), BNH (National Bank for Hous-
ing) was created to centralize urban develop-
ment and housing policies. In Belo Horizonte, 
the new framework also regulated the alloca-
tion of new plots. However, neither those 
nor housing initiatives accommodated low-
income populations, and the few social hous-
ing produced by the BNH was insufficient 
to meet the growing demand (Epaminondas 
2006:40). Favelas continued to grow, and 
the “usual solution in place was to eradicate 
them in the most valuable locations, pushing 
them to distant regions” (Matos 1992:24, 
our translation). In 1976, the first land-use 
law controlling land occupation and influ-
encing real estate market development was 
issued (Epaminondas 2006:42). Studies on 
the impact of this law demonstrated that until 
the mid-1980s, only middle-income residents 
benefited from new plots offered, contribut-
ing to the patterns of dispossession in precari-
ous settlements (Epaminondas 2006; Matos 
1992).

The absence of a racial discussion in most 
of the work debating urban regulation and 
transformation processes in Belo Horizonte 
reveals how often the racialization of Brazil-
ian cities is subsumed into a class-based anal-
ysis. Looking at the existing documentation 
through a racial capitalism lens unveils how 
state-led capitalism invested in white prop-
erty ownership at the expense of the black 
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population. Aided by racist immigration poli-
cies, planning ordered space to privilege the 
allocation of white people within the planned 
city while sentencing the black population, 
labeled as unfit to the modern image of the 
city, to permanent state of precariousness 
and dispossession. This process shaped the 
unequal city that is now being reshaped under 
the guise of race-neutral development, as dis-
cussed in the next section.

Bloemfontein planning as a historical 
example of institutionalized racialization 
in South Africa

South Africa’s explicit goals for racializing 
space date back to European colonialism in 
the seventeenth century. They were hardened 
throughout the twentieth century, first with 
the creation of the South African state which 
excluded the black population to appease the 
internal power dispute among the white popu-
lation—Afrikaans and British elites—then 
made explicit with the apartheid regime 
(Marx 1997).

The modes of production closely articu-
lated racial proscriptions. In the nineteenth 
century, urbanization and racial control poli-
cies catered to the increased demand for 
labor in mining and commercial agriculture 
in white-owned farms (Dewar, Todes, and 
Watson 1985; Wolpe 1972). The Glen Grey 
Act—or the “one-man-one-plot rule”—for 
instance, limited land concentration on Afri-
can hands, even when there were collective 
or private means for purchase. The 1913 Land 
Act allowed only 13 percent of South African 
total land to be made available for African 
ownership (known as reserves and later Ban-
tustans). Africans were forced to migrate and 
work in other economic sectors, to decrease 
competition with white farmers. The act also 
guaranteed land reserve, limiting the risk that 
plundered land be repurchased by Africans 
with communal or private capital (Dewar 
et al. 1985; Wolpe 1972).

Rural areas played an essential role dur-
ing industrialization, keeping the fragile 

balance between the supply of temporary 
urban migrants and the subsistence of fam-
ily members who remained in the reserves. 
Subsistence agriculture relieved industry, the 
agriculture sector, and local authorities from 
assuming the reproduction costs of a “perma-
nently urbanized African workforce” (Dewar 
et al. 1985:180). Nevertheless, the increasing 
demand of an urban proletariat combined with 
the harsh conditions in the reserves progres-
sively forced Africans to migrate to squatter 
camps on the fringes of the white city.

Racial policies promoting urban segrega-
tion was a response to the growing African 
urban population, who white colonialists 
considered to be a threat to the social order. 
Such policies used scientific discourses of 
health and safety to disguise their racist 
underpinnings (Harrison, Todes, and Wat-
son 2008; Mabin and Smit 1997; Parnell 
2002). Planning regulations, such as the 
1919 Health Act and the 1920 Housing Act, 
targeted overcrowding and slum removals 
as early mechanisms to ensure the living 
standards of the white poor in detriment 
to the black population, guaranteeing the 
“racial division of urban space” (Parnell 
2002:473). The Native (Urban Areas) Act 
of 19236 gave municipalities the authority 
to define white-only areas and move black 
residents to “segregated locations.”

Planning regulated housing to ensure the 
supply of cheap black labor for the economy’s 
advancement (Strauss 2019). Such practices, 
naturalizing racialization, served as the basis 
for apartheid’s policies that aimed at complete 
segregation (Mabin and Smit 1997). This pro-
cess culminated with the 1950s Group Act 
that enforced racial zoning, and large-scale 
forced removals and resettlements in town-
ships (Harrison et al. 2008).

Developed by English colonial authori-
ties to govern the Transgariep area (today 
called the Free State), Bloemfontein was 
soon passed into Boer governance in 1856   
(Westhuizen and Cloen 2012). It was planned 
as a segregated city, marked by two initial 
phases: the first segregating white and black, 
and the second, colored and black.7 These 
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patterns that were later applied by the apart-
heid regime nationally (Kotze and Donaldson 
1998). The colonial phase (1846–1910) was 
marked by two waves of migration: the large-
scale forced migration of  farm laborers  dur-
ing the Anglo-Boer war and the migration of 
black and colored populations following the 
construction of the Cape Town and Johannes-
burg railway. The rapid migration triggered 
stricter racialized spatial segregation rules for 
(Rex and Visser 2009). The following period, 
1911–1950, marked the expansion of white 
areas and the displacement of the African 
population (mainly the Waaihoek). A sectoral 
plan established the western part of the rail-
way line for white people, and the eastern, 
for black people, and both expanded outward 
(Rex and Visser 2009).

Enforcing apartheid legislation (1951–
1985) required less radical restructuring in 
an already segregated city (Kotze and Don-
aldson 1998). Authorities channeled black 
urbanization to the homeland (rural) areas, 
thus protecting white South African urban 
areas (Marais and Ntema 2013). Planning 
followed European and North American ide-
als of sanitation. Among them, one finds 
large investment in low-density suburbaniza-
tion, motorway-driven development, zoning 
schemes with separate land uses, and Mod-
ernist architecture. Such plans were not sensi-
tive to the domestic, social, and cultural needs 
of the black, Indian, and colored population 
(Harrison et al. 2008:30). Spatial control was 
achieved through “displaced urbanization,” 
that is, while the white population continued 
to occupy Bloemfontein’s economic center,  
(Krige 1991 in Marais and Ntema 2013), 
black migrants were sent farther away to 
Thaba Nchu (1968) and Botshabelo (1979)– 
65 km and 55 km from Bloemfontein, 
respectively–with at least 170,000 residents 
commuting daily to the Bloemfontein.

The growing discontent with the liv-
ing conditions sparked grassroots political 
opposition in the 1980s. Township residents 
stopped rent and service payments causing 
financial constraints in many municipali-
ties (Mabin and Smit 1997). These protests 

were addressed in the 1986 White Paper on 
Urbanisation, which foregrounded migra-
tion and rapid urbanization in the urban 
peripheries of South African cities (Mabin 
and Smit 1997; Strauss 2019). This lengthy 
process culminated in the end of apartheid, 
leaving the unequal distribution of urban 
resources and inefficient spatial patterns 
of occupation to be addressed by the new 
regime.

In Bloemfontein, the abolition of influx 
control and the unbanning of the African 
National Congress (ANC) in the 1990s sig-
naled political change and led to the estab-
lishment of Namibia and Freedom Square 
settlements, located in Mangaung township, 
as a political and urban response to the end 
of the regime and the housing shortcomings 
for black people in Bloemfontein (Rensburg, 
Botes, and de Wet 2001). Occupying land 
closer to Bloemfontein was first an opportu-
nity to move closer to work and, later, led to 
an expectation to enter the real estate market 
(Marais, Ntema, et  al. 2018). Nevertheless, 
the lack of state policies sponsoring residen-
tial integration gave the black population no 
access route to private property (Rex and 
Visser 2009). The sharp increase of informal 
settlements in the south-eastern peripheries of 
Bloemfontein reflected the fact that resources 
were not allocated to address urban migration 
of black Africans, and the occupation of mar-
ginal land expanded the apartheid city (Rex 
and Visser 2009).

The Democratic Shift: 
Embracing Developmentalism 
and Color-Blind Urban 
Planning

This section focuses on the centrality given to 
planning in addressing social inequalities in 
the post-redemocratization period. Drawing 
on recent planning projects in both cities, we 
expose the contradictions of color-blind 
developmentalist approaches used by pro-
gressive planning regimes. We show how, by 
centering on the “urban poor,” these practices 
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still perpetuate the racial lines responsible for 
segregation and inequality.

Belo Horizonte and the Growth 
Acceleration Program—PAC
In Brazil, redemocratization (1985) led to a 
series of progressive legislation. Belo Hori-
zonte was a pioneer in implementing progres-
sive urban planning regulation when, in the 
late 1980s, a left government shifted the 
public approach to slums from eviction to 
recognition. The Pro-favela program, dating 
from 1983, was one of the first in the country 
to open legal venues to recognize property 
rights for slum residents. For the first time, 
rather than disguised as “green areas” or 
empty spaces (as in the 1976 land use regula-
tion), informal settlements were made visible 
in municipal maps as special zoning of social 
interest (ZEIS) to be regularized (Fernandes 
and Pereira 2010:178). Nevertheless, imple-
menting progressive initiatives to promote 
large-scale land regulation of informal settle-
ments remains a challenge in a capitalist legal 
and institutional framework, as further 
discussed.

Today Belo Horizonte has around 2.5 
million inhabitants in its 331 km² of area.8 
According to the 2010 national census, 51.98 
percent of the population self-identified as 
black, while 46.07 percent identified as white. 
Of the 12.9 percent of people living in fave-
las, 74.35 percent are black, while 89 per-
cent of the population in wealthy areas are 
white (Costa and Ribeiro 2004:13). Figure 
19 confirms this pattern: most people living 
in precarious conditions are black (category 
encompassing pardos and pretos, please see 
endnote 2), whereas white people mainly  
occupy the “planned city,” where the racial 
division intended in the original city plan-
ning lingers. The occasional green/red clus-
ters (pardos/pretos) within this blue cluster 
represent favelas in the map, often occupying 
slopy, unstable terrain.

Although the census in Brazil has his-
torically collected data on race, and since 
2000 such information is georeferenced, little 

work draws on the raw data to discuss race 
and space in Belo Horizonte (cf. Costa and 
Ribeiro 2004). Therefore, we resort to the 
power of the data visualized in the map to 
argue that properly naming the outcomes of 
the racialization of space in Belo Horizonte is 
a necessary step for planners to engage with 
racialization beyond taking it as fact, that is, 
naturalizing black poverty.

From 2007, interventions enabled by fed-
eral government investments visibly impacted 
Belo Horizonte’s landscape. The Growth 
Acceleration Program (PAC) included mega 
infrastructure projects, a massive housing pro-
gram (MCMV—Minha Casa Minha Vida), 
and the urbanization of precarious settlements 
(PAC-UAP—Urbanização de Assentamentos 
Precários). The latter upgraded 3,113 favelas 
nationwide in two phases from 2007 till 2012 
(Cardoso and Madeira 2017), and the MCMV 
built 5 million houses. In Belo Horizonte, 
the local informal settlement upgrading pro-
ject (part of the PAC-UAP framework) was 
named Vila Viva (Living Village). The Vila 
Viva project encompassed a series of urban 
interventions, including infrastructure, hous-
ing, and land regulation, and was imple-
mented in 12 different informal settlements 
in Belo Horizonte (around 165,000 thou-
sand residents were directly impacted). Other 
projects were simultaneously implemented, 
such as the Northern corridor, which included 
mobility and new developments to steer the 
expansion of the city northward (Diniz and 
da Silva 2019), and large social housing pro-
jects under MCMV, such as Izidora (Franzoni 
2018). A brief description of those various 
initiatives prompts the contradiction of the 
developmentalism present in national poli-
cies and the neoliberal urban strategies that 
followed a global pattern: local flexibiliza-
tion of urban legislation, private use of public 
investment, massive evictions (fostered by 
mega projects), and increased criminalization 
of resistance (Franzoni 2018). Those patterns 
also expose who benefits from public invest-
ments10 and who is kept in a loop of dispos-
session under racial capitalist logic.

The municipality announced Vila Viva 
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as the country’s largest informal settlement 
upgrade project ever implemented. Despite 
the significant investment in precarious and 
underserved areas, the project led to the evic-
tion of thousands of families (an average of 
30 percent) to implement highways, parks, 
and apartment blocks. Only 40 percent were 
resettled within the community; the others 
received compensation that pushed most to 
the outskirts (Gustin 2013:25). An economic 
underpinning justified the evictions: “urban 
land is expensive” was a mantra repeated 
to pressure residents to accept resettlement 
conditions unquestionably. Nevertheless, 
existing urban instruments to counter land 
speculation, brought by the City Statute, were 
never implemented together with informal 

settlement upgrading schemes. Urban plan-
ners in charge of the project incorporated a 
rhetoric that people should be grateful for 
public investment in an area “illegally occu-
pied,” an argument that also justified precar-
ity and disinvestment.

Recognizing people’s tenure was a luxury 
favela residents could not afford, in spite of 
the City Statute granting the right of owner-
ship over tenure, where five-year possession 
entitles property rights in “low-income infor-
mal communities.” Despite the “progressive” 
legislation in place, the municipality pre-
ferred not to regulate communities located in 
privately owned areas, arguing that compen-
sation for landowners was unaffordable (Fer-
nandes and Pereira 2010:181), and focusing 

Figure 1. R acial Map of Belo Horizonte Produced According to the 2011 Census, Highlighting the 
Inner Ring (Originally Planned City), the Favelas in the Central Areas of the City and the Izidora Region.
Source of data. Brazil’s racial dot map—Pata data (https://patadata.org/maparacial/en.html, is licensed under Creative 
Commons—Attribution 4.0 International).
Source. The authors, 2021. For black and white printings, follow this link for the original Pata data map: http://
patadata.org/maparacial/#lat=-87.565122&lon=92.1141&z=12&o=t.

https://patadata.org/maparacial/en.html
http://patadata.org/maparacial/#lat=-87.565122&lon=92.1141&z=12&o=t
http://patadata.org/maparacial/#lat=-87.565122&lon=92.1141&z=12&o=t
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the project’s interventions only on public 
land. Even in this case, the high number of 
evictions in the Vila Viva project was pos-
sible because compensation did not account 
for the price of the plot but only the material 
used in the construction (Gustin 2013). This 
clearly exemplifies the two-sidedness of the 
protection of property rights: accessing rights 
and land titles are racialized when only white 
property is secured (Harris 1993). Regard-
less of the legal condition defining property 
rights, the rhetoric of legal and illegal contin-
ued to be drawn along racial lines in the city, 
confirming the premise of “black populations 
being conceptually unable to legitimately cre-
ate space” (Bledsoe and Wright 2019:12).

Furthermore, assessing which instruments 
of the City Statute were implemented or not 
in different areas in the city reveals how the 
logic of racial capitalism impacts decisions 
over urban planning. For instance, the Statute 
provides a series of instruments to counter 
land speculation and even expropriate vacant 
urban land which does not fulfill their social 
function. The municipality could deploy such 
instruments and relocate the evicted popula-
tion to well-served areas in the city which 
are unoccupied. As those plots are in mostly 
white-only areas and with high market value, 
this solution was never on the horizon. Con-
sequently, Vila Viva reinforced existing spa-
tial segregation, unveiling how color-blind 
urban policies do not adequately address the 
historicized practice of black deterritorializa-
tion and white property protection.

Indeed, those patterns of urban violence 
have not gone without resistance, and vari-
ous organized social movements have ques-
tioned the two-sidedness of the implemented 
policies (Franzoni 2018). When favela resi-
dents mobilized to demand their tenure rights,  
arguments legitimizing black deterritorializa-
tion were updated, and new modes of dispos-
session followed. The Strategic plan BH2030 
(Decree 14.791/2012), for example, associ-
ates the goal of reducing the housing deficit 
with the need to eliminate geological hazards 
(Article 3, IX). Under this decree,  houses 
were marked to be razed, and occupants, 

evicted Nevertheless, even though Belo Hori-
zonte’s hilly topography not only include 
favelas, but also middle-class and wealthy 
neighborhoods in “risky areas,” and despite 
the recent collapse of middle-class apart-
ment buildings due to the neglect of proper 
safety measures to build on slopes (Medeiros 
2016), those latter neighborhoods were nei-
ther the object of intervention nor were their 
houses included in the lists of housing deficit. 
Risk hazards function as “new and unpredict-
able modes of dispossession” (Bhattacharyya 
2018: X) only in places of blackness.

Officials’ argument of land scarcity 
seemed disconnected from the real estate 
boom opening new fronts for capital invest-
ment northward. In anticipation of the 2014 
World Cup, the municipality also invested in 
the BRT (Bus Rapid Transit) and road works 
in the avenues connecting the city center 
to the international airport, located north 
of the Belo Horizonte metropolitan region 
(Nogueira 2019). Izidora was a megaproject 
designed already in 2000 as part of the north-
ward expansion plan for Belo Horizonte and 
restructured in 2014 to accommodate 15 pro-
jects within the PAC framework, including 
the most extensive social housing project in 
the country—13,000 residential units. Its pro-
cess sheds light on how new developments 
count on “dispossession business” (Franzoni 
2018:226), as its implementation required 
mass evictions of current residents, the major-
ity of which were part of the black com-
munity, and included African ancestral land 
(Quilombo das Mangueiras). Social move-
ments and organized occupations success-
fully resisted and denounced the state-market 
alliance in a multibillion dollar development, 
leading to a judicial investigation that exposed 
a corruption network which included various 
corporate actors (Franzoni 2018).

The case of Izidora reveals that PAC and 
MCMV were used by the private sector to 
profit from large social housing schemes. 
Such projects relied on the dispossession of 
black people so that private ventures could 
redevelop newly empty spaces under the 
guise of improving their quality of life. There 
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is an increasing awareness of the detrimental 
role of both housing and settlement upgrade 
projects in the first decades of the twenty-first 
century concerning capitalist interests for the 
city (Rolnik 2015). However, critiques to pro-
jects such as Vila Viva and Izidora overlook 
how racialization, entrenched in develop-
ment-driven urban transformation, still shape 
even progressive governmental policies.

Planning innocence renders invisible the 
racial bias in urban planning practices, which 
is not yet sufficiently problematized. Thus, 
the high number of white segregated well-
served areas to the detriment of black areas 
are left untouched by interventionist poli-
cies. In the end, “the geographic locations in 
which Black populations reside are treated 
as open to the varied agendas espoused by 
dominant spatial actors” (Bledsoe and Wright 
2019:12). Belo Horizonte’s case illustrates 
how urban planning from the beginning 
was meant to create adequate space to host 
“desired residents” and serve as a motor 
for capitalist expansion. Despite changes in 
political circumstance and discourse, urban 
legislation and practice continue to ignore 
the consequences of more than a century of 
investment in white property by adopting a 
class-based approach to tackle social-spatial 
inequalities, which is incomplete and, above 
all, color-blind. Planning practices, as we 
argue, perpetuate the cycle of black dispos-
session to the benefit of white owners even 
when large investments in urban development 
are directed at underserved areas.

Bloemfontein and the Mangaung 
Metropolitan Municipality
Bloemfontein, with 483,340 inhabitants, is 
part of the Mangaung Metropolitan Munici-
pality (MMM) together with Thaba Nchu, and 
Botshabelo. As in the rest of South Africa, 
redressing apartheid’s sociospatial and struc-
tural inequalities required a spatial develop-
ment framework focused on the densification 
of housing (Chobokoane and Horn 2015) and 
desegregation. The latter implicated a class 
bias to allow the black population access to 

facilities and social services in previously 
white areas (Saff 1994) and became a central 
goal for the ANC government.

In MMM, desegregation happened at a slow 
pace in the 1990s, and despite intensification in 
the 2000s, remains uneven today, as Figure 2 
shows. While an increasing black middle class 
emerges with the end of the racial laws, the 
“many tangible effects remain and are slow to 
change precisely because social stratification 
is still bound up with race” (Turok et al. 2021).

Spatializing the racial distribution of the 
population at MMM shows discrepancies in 
accessing the house market, highlighting how 
complex socioeconomic dynamics intersected 
with the increase of intra-racial inequalities. 
To a large extent, the demographic change 
was motivated by the suburbanization of the 
white population, especially in larger cit-
ies (Christopher 2005; Kotze and Donaldson 
1998). While a new black elite has strived 
to move to formerly white higher-middle 
class areas, in search of better infrastructure 
and social services (Christopher 2005), the 
emergent black middle class continues to 
have limited opportunities in the real state 
market. Decisions regarding housing mobility 
are made based on limited resources and stra-
tegically striving for  the best economic value 
from their investiment (Rex and Visser 2009).

Furthermore, desegregation has been higher 
in land with lower market value, often close to 
former townships (Rex, Campbell, and Visser 
2014). These areas remain underserved by infra-
structure and social welfare, as the state contin-
ues to leave apartheid’s spatial legacy intact. 
The eastern part of Bloemfontein, Botshabelo, 
and Thaba Nchu are still densely occupied by 
the black population, while the western part of 
Bloemfontein still houses the white population, 
following the racial segregation established at 
the beginning of the twentieth century. These 
data suggest limited deracialization, that is, a 
demographic shift with a marginal spatial inclu-
sion and little social impact for those moving in 
(Saff 1994).

RDP (Reconstruction and Development 
Programme) had an initial ambition to define 
“a path of radical deracialization and social 
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development” (Wolpe 1995:99) through a 
developmental approach. The state was respon-
sible for providing basic infrastructure and ser-
vices to an increasingly urban population and 
a plan for integrated cities, towns, and rural 
areas while promoting local economic devel-
opment (Todes and Harrison 2004). Spatial 
planning was broadened to include economic 
and social development, and planners assumed 
a pivotal role in initiating development (Har-
rison et al. 2008; Todes and Harrison 2004).

Despite such intentions, RDP did not 
“explore a radical reformulation of property 
relations” (Wolpe 1995:101).11 The gov-
ernment recommodified rented units and 
assumed self-help as an official policy, lead-
ing to increased informal housing like back-
yard rentals (Mabin 2020). In the following 
years, it assumed a supply-side approach, 
arguing that RDP 

“functioned not as a development frame-
work, but as an aggregation of social policies 
designed to alleviate poverty without affect-
ing the complex economic policies and 
practices that reproduce poverty and inequal-
ity” (Cheru 2001:507). 

In 1996, the GEAR (Growth, Employ-
ment and Redistribution) report advocated for 
an outward-oriented economy to respond to 
global market pressures: redistribution through 
growth (Peet 2002, original emphasis). Influ-
enced by the liberal think tank Urban Foun-
dation, bankers and developers steered the 
housing provision process, with sites-and-ser-
vices and credit schemes available at market-
based rate (Cheru 2001; Christopher 2005).

The first large-scale informal settlement 
upgrade scheme in South Africa took place in 
Freedom Square and Namibia, in Mangaung, 

Figure 2.  Mangaung Metropolitan Municipality Map According to Racial Distribution, Highlighting 
Bloemfontein (Top Right) and Botshabelo and Thaba Nchu (Bottom Right).
Source of data. Statistics South Africa, 2011.
Source. The authors, 2021.
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with a gradual process of infrastructure deliv-
ery (settlement upgrading, 1992–1994), sub-
sidy for housing (1995–1999), and provision 
of 24 square meters houses mediated by a 
contractor (1998). In total, 4,000 plots were 
made available in the area (Marais and Ntema 
2013). Steered by a neoliberal underpinning, 
the project had drawbacks, including the fixed 
amount of subsidy, which resulted in small 
plots and little flexibility in the development 
process (Marais and Ntema 2013).

Launched in 2004, The Breaking New 
Ground (BNG) program continued the mass 
provision of housing in the country, and in 
nearly 20 years more than 2.7 million RDP/
BNG houses have been built, accommodating 
one in five South Africans (Turok and Borel-
Saladin 2014). The program is highly criticized 
for its discourses on poverty eradication, the 
reduction of vulnerability, and the promotion 
of social inclusion, which have been used as 
arguments to justify displacement  and the 
“eradication” and “elimination” of informal-
ity (Huchzermeyer 2009). Furthermore, RDP/
BNG housing schemes are criticized by their 
quantitative focus, inability to respond to local 
conditions, and  failure to deliver low-cost 
housing in urban centers, thus producing dor-
mitory settlements far from amenities and jobs, 
which are low-paying (Harrison and Todes 
2015; Turok and Borel-Saladin 2014; Turok 
and Scheba 2019). Lastly, this strategy rep-
resents “asset-based welfare” (Litheko et  al. 
2019), which presupposes access to residential 
property as a means of inclusion: those previ-
ously excluded from the market can benefit 
from subsidies to accumulate assets and create 
wealth, climb the housing ownership ladder, 
and thereby escape poverty.

Nevertheless, wealth accumulation through 
property value increase, while a necessary 
mechanism in the asset-based welfare system, 
is not feasible in a dysfunctional housing market 
in which the housing backlog is still high and 
that access to existing housing stock is lim-
ited to properties with little market value and 
which are difficult to be traded up (Marais et al. 
2020)12; or which housing backlog is still high. 
In MMM, the backlog is estimated at 31,200 (11 
percent) housing units (Mangaung Metropolitan 

Municipality 2017). Housing subsidies to the 
local government have been inconsistent and 
unevenly distributed in MMM so that no long-
term plan could be established. Due to land 
costs, the local government struggles to provide 
housing in the central areas, and the repurpos-
ing of apartheid buffer zones was not enough 
to avoid an eastward sprawl of formal and 
informal housing. Perpetuating the racial lines 
observed during apartheid (Figure 2), today 
65 percent of new housing is still built on the 
peripheries. The logic of land scarcity remains, 
where the expropriation of vacant private land 
(especially in the former white areas) or urban 
reform is not even considered, given their eco-
nomic costs.

Even when desegregation happens through 
the real estate market, it unevenly concentrates 
in the south-eastern part of Bloemfontein, 
where plots are smaller and have a lower mar-
ket value (Rex and Visser 2009). In a recent 
study, Marais, Hoekstra, et al. (2018) looked at 
residential mobility of the black middle class to 
argue that of 401 housing states investigated, 
75 percent of ownership is still located within 
former black townships and only 15 percent 
in formerly white suburbs (desegregated in the 
1990s). Furthermore, a series of recent evic-
tions in regions such as Lourier Park, one of 
the most desegregated areas in the municipality 
(Rex et  al. 2014), beyond underscoring dis-
content among the population (Heerden 2020; 
Setena 2020), point to how the asset-based 
welfare model, built on the premise of climbing 
the property ladder without challenging white 
ownership, continues to marginalize most black 
individuals (Marais et al. 2020). The black mid-
dle class, which has ascended through property 
acquisition, remains economically vulnerable—
at “one paycheck from poverty” (Zizzamia et al. 
2016 in Friedman 2019).

Acknowledging racial inequality through 
slow-paced backlogged housing policy does 
not challenge apartheid-era spatiality, espe-
cially when the state avoids confronting  how 
apartheid denied a black urbanization alto-
gether, implicitly rejecting cities as black 
spaces (Parnell and Crankshaw 2013). Such a 
denial is made patent by its refusal to propose  
urban reform (Huchzermeyer et  al. 2019). 
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Instead, a de facto approach promoting the 
“elimination” of informal settlements, How-
ever, the actual approach, still impregnated 
with the idea that “formal” equals “develop-
ment”, continues to promote the “elimina-
tion” of informal settlements, remains. Such a 
framework still assigns “blame for the exclu-
sion of the poor from their rights as citizens 
on the poor themselves” and justifies evic-
tions and relocations to substandard “formal” 
housing (Bradlow, Bolnick, and Shearing 
2011:267). While South African planning 
legislation acknowledges its racialized past, 
it rids itself of guilt by structuring its actions 
on a class-based approach, assuming that 
spatial desegregation will follow a socioeco-
nomic framework shift built on asset-based 
welfare, rendering the black middle class in a 
precarious position on the property ladder and 
condemning a large part of the population to 
remain  at the urban margins.

Contexts In Comparison: 
Concluding Remarks on 
the Role of Urban Planning 
For Racial Capitalism

We put South African and Brazilian experi-
ences in comparison, highlighting the bottle-
necks of “progressive” planning to address the 
racialization of urban spaces as part of broader 
trends, particularly those tied to the entwine-
ment of racial capitalism and urbanization. We 
do it, firstly, by underscoring the limited (albeit 
essential) role of recognizing the legacy of 
racial segregation in the postcolony and, sec-
ondly, by reinforcing the role of property for 
the reproduction of the black dispossession/
white privilege continuum. Two main ques-
tions guide those reflections: (1) Is recognizing 
the legacy of racial segregation enough? (2) 
Which are the persistent racial traits of the 
property regime in such a context?

The changing legislative framework in 
South Africa since the end of apartheid insists 
on a nonracial democracy, highlighting the 
legacy of apartheid in defining the lingering 
inequalities in the country. Nevertheless, such 

a legacy was only considered as a departing 
point: race was acknowledged, and a non-
racial democracy, where everyone is equal, 
became a desired outcome. RDP aimed for 
a “fundamental transformation” that entailed 
eliminating racial and gender inequalities, 
eradicating poverty, and deracializing the 
economy (Wolpe 1995). The program failed 
to provide a framework where such deep 
transformations were possible. Making con-
cessions to previous economic policy, RDP 
continued to be driven by a capitalist view of 
development (measured by GDP), which sub-
scribes to specific forms of capitalist repro-
duction even if not openly abiding by racial 
lines. It unsuccessfully sought redistribution 
through economic growth, creating a precari-
ous black middle class and exacerbating class 
inequalities within the black population. Rec-
ognizing the country’s open racist history is 
insufficient if the inherited political, juridical, 
and institutional structures—both product and 
structure of modernity, and therefore, inher-
ently racist—are left untouched.

Contrarily, the Brazilian legislative frame-
work does not challenge the racial democ-
racy myth, framing “urban” and “social” 
problems from a socioeconomic perspective. 
By evading the discussion of racial-urban 
inequality and neglecting the legacy of racial 
spatial formation, race is placed outside 
urban planning concerns and, thus, planners 
are not confronted with the need to pursue 
an active deracialization of the unequal pro-
duction of Brazilian cities. Poverty allevia-
tion strategies based on massive investment 
in urban development guaranteed profits to 
the groups already inserted in the logic of 
the market, be it the owners, the capital 
agents themselves, or developers. This pro-
cess is naturalized by capitalist formulation 
of development, regardless of how the major-
ity of the black population is impacted by 
the large-scale urbanization projects. Their 
uneven (racial) results perpetuate the segre-
gation of the black population in marginal-
ized, under-serviced areas of the city.

Focusing now on the property regime, 
if we follow the land, we can underscore 



18	 City & Community 00(0)

continuities in patterns of racial segregation 
production for the benefit of racial capitalism. 
Capitalism needs the stability of contractual 
and property relations to thrive. The racial-
ized property regime in place in both cities 
aimed, from their onset, to support the inter-
ests of white elites and also control the pro-
duction and reproduction of relations within 
a racialized labor force and exclusive access 
to property. Its consequences are still present 
in the unequal land access between whites 
and blacks, echoing Harris’s (1993) remarks 
that “the interaction between conceptions of 
race and property [. . .] played a critical role 
in establishing and maintaining racial and 
economic subordination” (p. 1711).

In both cases, urban space and its uneven 
racialized property regime have been left 
at the service of financial capital to profit 
through urbanization. After all, urbanization 
is a major motor of racial capitalism, which 
depends on racist governmentalities to serve 
the purposes of racial capital. The public 
investment in majority-black neighborhoods, 
which is highly needed, does little to chal-
lenge the historical investment in white prop-
erty and white access to the city and its 
benefits, including the benefit to profit from 
land speculation and development schemes. 
Informal settlement upgrading schemes or 
social housing schemes do not confront the 
fact that the white population continues to 
enjoy elevated levels of “residential exclusiv-
ity” (Christopher 2005), and self-segregated 
spaces remain uncontested and even desired 
today. Such segregation also marks a division 
of access to social welfare and urban infra-
structure. The relocation of the population to 
social housing and plots they own title deeds 
for only includes them  at the margins of the 
property market, trapping the black popula-
tion into a system they cannot escape (Marais, 
Hoekstra, et al. 2018).

White property is still protected by the 
legal regime and planning practices in Belo 
Horizonte through a double-standard for ten-
ure/property compensation and implementa-
tion of City Statute regulations. In MMM, its 
protection is guaranteed through the limited 

and uneven market-led desegregation in the 
past decades that limits the opportunity of 
black ownership. This outcome is also the 
result of the relationship between racializa-
tion and the production of “valued spaces” 
in racial capitalism, as white spaces are still 
perceived as more desirable and valuable  
than undervalued black spaces. Those logics 
are forming the basis for planning practices 
and choices.

For studies on urban sociology commit-
ted to social justice, the cases discussed here 
also illustrate what Chakravartty and da Silva 
(2012) concluded when they argued that “the 
targeting of ‘othered’ populations can hardly 
bring about radical social or global justice” (p. 
381). This conclusion relates to how modern 
logics constantly reproduce racial difference 
for the working of capitalism. Planning inno-
cence, in this sense, is one facet of modernity 
that updates emplaced racial difference by 
reproducing race-based value. In this manner, 
even progressive policies perpetuate the spa-
tial precarity of blackness while reinforcing 
whiteness’s rightful gains in urbanization.

To conclude, we argue that racialized spa-
tial segregation in the postcolony is a result 
of planning and public investment and not 
the lack of them. Hence, placing the solu-
tion to urban inequality on urban planning 
without challenging its role in promoting and 
organizing value-differentiation through racial 
segregation will hardly change the racially 
unequal access to urban resources and social 
welfare or the unequal distribution of public 
investment.

We suggest that planning as a field in 
general, but specially planning policies 
and practices in particular, must denude 
itself from its innocence to grapple with 
its own contribution to the lingering of 
“racial states.” And while racial conception 
is relational, and institutional arrangements 
are deeply local, we agree with Gold-
berg (2014:1273) that “local resonances 
nevertheless are almost always tied to 
extra- and trans-territorial conceptions and 
expressions, those that circulate in wider 
circles of meaning and practice.” As such, 
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this article hopes to contribute to transdis-
ciplinary approaches to critical studies on 
race and space that explore racial capitalism 
as a framework and further critical work 
that centers the postcolony.
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Notes
  1.	 We understand the postcolony with Mbembe 

(2001:102), who argued that such a notion encom-
passes a “given historical trajectory” that stems 
from the violence of the colonial project, and whose 
“corporate institutions and political machinery . . . 
constitute a distinctive regime of violence.”

  2.	 We use the official race nomenclature in each country 
acknowledging that it remains problematic to date. 
Despite the limitations of official data, in both coun-
tries race is self-declared in their census. By drawing 
on official datum, we hope to develop the sociopo-
litical and spatial critique needed when discussing the 
racialized production of space in both countries.

  3.	 For the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statis-
tics (IBGE) blacks or negros are the group of popula-
tion that identify either as pardo (light skin black) or 

preto (dark skin black). Despite this differentiation in 
self-identification among those groups, the similari-
ties in relation to levels of socioeconomic or living 
conditions have led to the grouping of afrodescen-
dants since studies from the 1970s (Gonzalez and 
Hasenbalg 1982). The grouping of afrodescendants 
as black is the terminology we use for this work.

  4.	 Those innovations are in the constitutional provi-
sion of the social function of urban property, which 
stated that a property fulfills its social function if 
conforms to city’s master plan, enumerating legal 
instruments that can be used by municipalities to 
prevent under-used or unused urban land. Later, the 
City Statue expanded the constitutional provision 
and regulated in detail planning instruments and 
citizens’ rights to the city.

  5.	 The Project Voyages has examined 34,948 records 
of Slaveship, building an extensive database on 
the history of the transatlantic trade, showing how 
Brazil/Portugal ships have been major responsible 
for the biggest forced migration of history, and 
estimates are that more than 5.8 millions of Afri-
cans were forcedly brought to Brazil throughout 
400 years of racial enslavement. Available at http://
www.slavevoyages.org/assessment/estimates, 
accessed on August 3, 2021.

  6.	 For a detailed account of the historical development 
of policies that allowed for the segregation and dis-
possession of the black population in South Africa, 
please refer to Strauss (2019).

  7.	 Apartheid’s racial classification divided the popu-
lation in four large groups that guaranteed white 
supremacy during the regime: “white,” “Native” 
(encompassing the black South Africans), “Asian” 
(referring to the Indians), and “Coloured” (which 
considered multiracial groups or groups with dif-
ferent ethnic background than those defined by 
the other three categories as homogeneous). These 
were determinant in the patterns of urban develop-
ment and planning.

  8.	 Information available at the IBGE Web site, at 
https://cidades.ibge.gov.br/brasil/mg/belo-hori-
zonte/panorama, accessed on April 15, 2021.

  9.	 Pata Data Racial Map uses georeferenced racial 
information from the 2010 national census to build 
a national racial map. Available at https://patadata.
org/maparacial/, accessed on July 19, 2021.

10.	 An analysis of the period has evidenced that “between 
2001 and 2015, the period analyzed by the World 
Wealth and Income Database, an institute co-run by 
the economist, the richest 10% absorbed 60.7% of 
income gains in Brazil, while the poorest 10% took a 
mere 17.6%” (Martins 2017). Despite critiques to the 
studies’ conclusions that show that there was a small 
reduction in the inequality gap, the data still reveal 
that public investment was mostly absorbed by who 
was inserted in the market economy.

11.	 Already in 1995, Asghar Adelzadeh and Vishnu 
Padayachee (in Wolpe 1995) raise the risk that a 
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“neoliberal RDP strategy” would lead to the con-
solidation of a white and an Indian bourgeoisie, 
incorporate some of the black working class, while 
excluding the large majority of the black population 
of the benefits of the program.

12.	 A similarity in social housing programs in both con-
texts was the provision of subsidies for low-income 
population to acquire small private properties, often 
in peripheral areas and with deficient provision of 
public services and amenities and distant from the 
labor market.
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