On the politics of informal dwelling in western urban contexts: contributions from the city of Porto

This article discusses how informal dwelling can be understood as a political manifestation, in the context of a
gentrified western city. The city of Porto provides a case study in which the aesthetics and semantics of informal
dwellings confront hegemonic representations and narratives, namely heritage-based discourses.

The argument builds on the conceptual framing of the phenomenon within the thought of Jacques Ranciére, and the
interpretation of empirical evidence through the analysis of visual documentation of architectural and urban forms.
Furthermore, we examine how the inherently transgressive character of these practices is visually manifest in the
dissonant and unconform aesthetics of informal dwellings, providing visual expressions of dissensus, materialized in
the city’s landscape.

Drawing on Ranciére’s conceptualization of politics, as acts that challenge the distribution of the forms of partaking
in society, we argue that practices of informal dwelling and building configure such acts of redistribution, as they
appropriate unauthorized territories, literally as well as metaphorically. By uninvitedly taking part in the construction
of built environments, they offer often precarious re-configurations not only of what can be done in the common space
but also of who gets to do it. They create possibilities for the expression of those who are not entitled to express
themselves in such modes and spaces as urbanism and public space.

Finally, we posit the potential of visual and semantic aspects of informal dwelling, to contribute to the formulation of
alternative discourses stemming from everyday practices, and to the resignification of the urban landscape.
Addressing issues of visibility and acknowledging the scarcity of research regarding informal dwelling in western
contexts, we argue for its relevance for contemporary urban problematics and the importance of its study.
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