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Abstract. This paper explores how marginal urbanities are produced, contested, and dismantled through
grounded processes of territorialization, deterritorialization, and reterritorialization. While Latin American ur-
ban studies have extensively analysed structural territorial struggles, the lived everyday processes through which
low-income individuals are (re)appropriating, defending, and losing territory remain poorly understood.

Retracing the history of Terra de Deus, a self-built marginal urban settlement located within Sao Paulo’s eco-
logical peripheries, this study draws on Latin American traditions of situated oral history to re-centre residents’
testimonies and expose what is at stake under lived (de/re)territorialization struggles.

Based on 3 years of fieldwork (2022-2024) — including community workshops, in-depth interviews, and
participatory cartography — this paper introduces the concept of grounded relationalities as the fragile socio-
ecological relations emerging and conditioning the (de/re)territorialization process. This study exposes how
grounded relationalities represent the emerging terrain on which marginalized communities dispute territorial

appropriation and longevity.

We don’t want land, we want territory’ (Bolivian
peasant, Porto-Gongalves, 2006a).

1 Introduction

Séo Paulo, Latin America’s largest metropolis (UN-Habitat,
2017), expands not only through formal development but
also through the everyday practices of millions of low-
income residents self-building marginalized settlements.
While these peripheries host the workforce essential to the
functioning of the megalopolis, they remain subject to struc-
tural precarity. As frontier zones of speculative land mar-
kets, marginal urbanities become tense fronts of struggles
over territorial control and appropriation, defining various
degrees of included—excluded, marginal-central agents. For
low-income groups, self-building and inhabiting marginal ur-
banities represent one of their primary means of accessing
the urban life and conditions.

In the last few decades, the intense production of marginal
urbanities has expanded in the southern peripheries, particu-
larly in highly protected areas, such as the Billings watershed
and the UNESCO Biosphere Atlantic Reserve. Stricter en-
vironmental regulations and climate pressures have intensi-
fied urban tensions. While the poorest population inhabits the
ecological peripheries, their presence has led to further expo-
sure to “natural disasters” and has advanced their marginal-
ization as ecological arguments are deployed by the state to
legitimize eviction. As a result, the production and defence
of marginal urbanities has become a socio-ecological strug-
gle (Martins, 2005; Denaldi and Ferrara, 2018; Lerchs et al.,
2024).

While Brazilian urban studies have extensively denounced
structural oppression and the resistance of organized move-
ments in territorial struggles (Fernandes, 2000; Wolford,
2013), often indigenous or landless, the everyday processes
of appropriating, defending, losing, and re-appropriating ter-
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ritory in newly self-built marginal urbanities remain poorly
understood. The term territory is used in different ways
across Latin American geography, political ecology, and ur-
ban studies. In this article, I explore some of these multiple
understandings by following how these meanings are mobi-
lized and contested in practice and on the ground. In my own
analysis, I use the term not as a fixed spatial container but
rather as a provisionally stabilized socio-ecological config-
uration that emerges through inhabitation, material transfor-
mation, and symbolic attachment.

The process and struggles of appropriating territory in
the realization of political aims have been conceptual-
ized in Brazilian geography through the triad of territori-
alization, deterritorialization, and reterritorialization (TDR)
(see Halvorsen et al, 2019). Yet, while existing stud-
ies highlight such processes, a remaining lack of atten-
tion on how the ground-level struggles over processes of
(de/re)territorialization ! still obscures what is truly at stake
for low-income individuals in their daily struggles to gain
territorial longevity and to gain access to the city.

The struggles over territory resonate with longstanding de-
bates on self-building and urban marginality in Latin Amer-
ica. Since the 1960s, Latin American housing scholarship
has debated the emancipatory potential and structural limits
of self-building practices (Turner, 1963; Harms, 1976; Ward,
1982), oscillating between agency-centred and structural cri-
tiques.

From the 1990s onward, Brazilian scholars have begun to
examine more deeply how such structural forms of urban ex-
clusion have shaped access to land and infrastructure and the
fundamental rights of low-income populations.

Specifically in Sdo Paulo, Raquel Rolnik’s early concept
of “territorial exclusion” (Rolnik, 1999) builds on the idea
of “social exclusion” (Sposati, 1996) as the denial of rights
guaranteeing a minimum standard of living or depriving a
population of social or professional opportunities (Castel,
1995; Paugam et al., 1996; Rolnik, 1999). In Rolnik’s un-
derstanding, “exclusion” encompasses social rights and ma-
terial factors and addresses exclusion from goods, services,
safety, justice, representation, and citizenship. Rolnik argues
that territorial exclusion entails a form of spatial discrimi-
nation, characterized by the deprivation of access to urban
life and its opportunities, as well as the degradation of space
quality (Rolnik, 1999).

This argument is consolidated further by Kowar-
ick’s (1997) work on “urban spoilation” (Espoliacdo Ur-
bana), where the urban sociologist denounces how peripheral
settlements are not outcomes of exclusion alone but compo-

1Building on TDR, I use the terms “territorialization” in order
to refer to the processes through which such socio-ecological con-
figurations are produced, negotiated, and contested; I use “deterri-
torialization” to refer to the dismantling of such configurations and
“reterritorialization” to refer to the partial successive attempt at the
re-composition of new socio-ecological configurations.

nents of capital accumulation. Through studying the struc-
tural, continuous processes of urban exploitation, Kowarick
illustrates how self-construction (auto-construcdo) functions
as a “spatial fix” that reduces the cost of labour reproduc-
tion, allowing for capital to externalize housing and social
costs to the workers. For him, the favelas become part of a
“formula that reproduces workforce” as mechanisms of the
powerful to maintain a logic of exploitation, where the state
actively plays a key role in channelling public investment
to help exploitative companies to the detriment of worker
groups (Kowarick, 1997). Kowarick effectively frames the
interrelated dynamics through which capital produces and
relies upon marginal urbanities through processes of urban
dispossession, exploitation, and extortion or, in his words,
through “urban spoilation” (Kowarick, 1997).

In the face of the continuous expansion of urban exclusion
and spoliation, Teresa Caldeira contributes to the discussion
by exposing the scale of structural oppression faced by the
peripheral population, developing the concept of peripheral
urbanization. For Caldeira, the precarious and unequal ex-
pansion of Sdo Paulo is not a deviation from the norm but a
dominant mode of urban production in Brazil, shaped by le-
gal ambiguity, everyday negotiation, and informal legitimacy
rather than a chaotic or unplanned aberration (Caldeira, 1996,
2017).

While these earlier studies have importantly denounced
the oppressive systems in Sdo Paulo, Brazilian studies from
urban geographers have developed an interest in conceptu-
alizing how marginalized groups or social movements have
not only been oppressed by but also struggled and resisted
through the territory (Fernandes, 2005; Halvorsen et al.,
2019). The urban geographers examine how “socioterrito-
rial movements” appropriate space to advance collective po-
litical projects through territorialization, deterritorialization,
and reterritorialization processes. By doing so, they discuss
how certain oppressed groups have appropriate space to de-
fine or build a collective political project taking on both ma-
terial and immaterial forms (Fernandes, 2000; Halvorsen et
al., 2019).

Yet, despite these valuable conceptual advances, which
emerged from the need to understand much larger structural
marginalizing logics and potential territorial resistance prac-
tices, the cited studies produced analytical work at a dis-
tance from the ground-lived experiences of the marginalized
groups. Thus, the lived process of building, defending, or los-
ing territory remains underexplored and obscures a better un-
derstanding of how such processes can be mobilized to either
reinforce marginalization or re-centre the marginalized.

To contribute to this gap, I discuss the fragile socio-
ecological relations that emerge through everyday inhabita-
tion and that become both the terrain and the stake of terri-
torial struggles. These relations are not simply expressions
of territorialization and are not fully consolidated forms of
belonging but rather are emergent and unstable relations that
precede formal recognition and collective political articula-



tion. I refer to these as grounded relationalities — a concept
that this article develops as central to understanding how
marginal urbanities emerge and are consolidated and disman-
tled on the ground.

By retracing the lived history of Terra de Deus — a self-
built settlement in a floodplain of the southern peripheries —
this study aims to explore how a recently self-built marginal
urbanity is produced and dismantled through overlapping
processes of territorialization, deterritorialization, and reter-
ritorialization, aiming to reveal what is at stake in these lived
territorial struggles.

This research adopts a collaborative approach rooted in Latin
American oral history and counter-memory (Meihy, 2010,
1996; Jelin, 2022; Evaristo, 2006, 2020) in foregrounding the
voices and lived experiences of residents to give nuance to or
extend dominant conceptual frameworks.

The co-production of empirical material occurred dur-
ing several in-depth fieldworks in the Comunidade Terra
de Deus (2022, 2023, 2024). While the first fieldwork served
to build contact with the community and document through
on-site photography and drone footage, the second fieldwork
was key as it allowed for the organization of a workshop,
“Memorias de Comunidade” (MDC), in February 2023 in
co-production with 15 ex-inhabitants of diverse gender and
age. Participants were mostly Afro-descendant and all eco-
nomically from the lower-income class of Sao Paulo. The
workshop took place in a church beside the ex-Comunidade
Terra de Deus while it was, at the time, already undergo-
ing the eviction process. Ex-leaders mobilized the inhabi-
tants to collectively meet, and the workshop was developed
using chronological satellite images of Terra de Deus’ area
as visual prompts to stimulate memory and facilitate spatial
narration. The ex-residents were invited to share their his-
tories orally or by directly annotating or drawing them onto
the aerial images. Rather than fixed accounts, the process fos-
tered dialogic memory construction where participants added
to each other’s previously untold stories, and the rare dis-
agreements were clarified through further discussion. The
outcome was the co-production of the timeline of the his-
torical transformation of Terra de Deus.

Methodologically, this co-production of empirical mate-
rial aligns with Latin American scholarship on re-centring
collective oral history, such as in the work of Elizabeth Jelin
in post-dictatorship Argentina, where she uses the act of re-
membering as an act of resistance, allowing marginalized
communities to construct and transmit counter-histories un-
der conditions of invisibility (Jelin, 2022). Brazilian scholar-
ship also aligns with such a re-visibilization posture, such as
José Meihy’s concept of transcriacdo, the creative reconfig-
uration of oral testimony into “living texts”, and reconstructs
narratives in ways that retain the affective intensity and polit-

ical urgency from historically silenced agents (Meihy, 1991,
1996, 2010). Similarly, there is Concei¢do Evaristo’s notion
of escrevivéncia (Evaristo, 2006), which combines the term
escrita (writing) and experiéncia vivida (lived experience)
to represent the need to reclaim a counter-memory and the
voice historically denied and marginalized. For her, the rup-
ture with the colonial discourse is collective and not individ-
ual as the author claims, “writing is not about writing about
oneself, because this is limited to the individual. It carries the
experience of the community” (Herminio, 2022).

This study on the Comunidade of Terra de Deus aligns
with such approaches through collectively registering the his-
tory of Terra de Deus’s territorialization, deterritorialization,
and reterritorialization processes, striving to transcribe the
lived struggles, combined with cartographical drawings of
the evolution of the community, and to re-centre historically
marginal voices. In this light, the deliberate departure from
a more conventional paper structure prioritizes the lived nar-
ratives, using their testimonies as the central framework for
analysis and allowing their collective recollections to guide
the paper’s analytical path. While the inhabitants’ knowl-
edge guides the narrative to counter their invisibilization, the
various testimonies of the inhabitants will be kept anony-
mous — under the labels “ex-inhabitant” or “MDC” (Memo-
rias de Comunidade workshop) — to maintain confidentiality.
All of the quotes were translated from Portuguese by the au-
thor.

Sao Paulo’s history of occupying floodplains stems from
longstanding patterns of socio-spatial exclusion. Already in
the early 20th century, poor populations were pushed to set-
tle in flood-prone and forested lowlands that remained af-
fordable due to their risk exposure (Kogan, 2013). These ar-
eas, later turned into ecological reserves, became paradoxical
“refuges” for the marginalized, generating conflict between
legal environmental and social protection (Martins, 2005),
and, today, are home to 2.2 million marginalized individu-
als (WorldBank, 2007).

In April 2019, the first household of Terra de Deus was
built in the forested floodplain. At the site, the presence of
a river, water sources, lower topography, and abundant veg-
etation shielding it from main roadways offered beneficial
conditions to establish a community (MDC, 2023).

Families arriving in Terra de Deus sought to “exit the rent”
(sair do aluguel) after years of using meagre savings to sur-
vive in precarious rentals; securing an affordable plot and
materials represented a key strategy to save “money that does
not come back” (interview with ex-inhabitant, 2024). One ex-
inhabitant recalls the collective support:

For us, it was a dream come true to move out of our
rented home. Many people came to help us build it,



which was wonderful. It was something we never
expected to happen. (Interview with ex-inhabitant,
2024)

On the freshly occupied forest land, each family started
“cleaning” a piece of land, usually the same 5 m x 25 m plots,
by cutting down the vegetation until the red clay soil ap-
peared. In this preliminary stage, the families dig a septic pit
around 3-5m deep in the soil. If a tree was present on their
plot, the family usually cut it to ground height or extracted
it and re-levelled their terrain topography with construction
debris (entulho).

While all of these individual self-building practices (auto-
construcdo) were occurring, the families began to engage
with one another. Self-construction practices built solidarity
between newly arrived families as the dependency on others
is vital in these early stages of survival in the forest lands.
Such practice of mutual aid, known as mutirdo in Brazil,
is widely embraced in Sao Paulo’s marginalized communi-
ties (Arantes, 2002; Vilaga, 2015; Bonduki, 1992; Stevens,
2018). These practices, originating from the Indigenous Tupi
of Motyro (mutual aid), emerge from the necessity of col-
laborating in order to survive among marginalized individu-
als (Métraux, 1987). The practice involves families coming
together to support each other in various collective projects,
ranging from constructing homes to cleaning streets. In Terra
de Deus, the first mutirdo involved collectively creating ba-
sic infrastructure. The production of a bridge with recycled
wooden planks allowed the community to connect with the
other side of the river. Self-building infrastructure also con-
sisted of constructing a water and electricity provision sys-
tem by illegally diverting the formal system into flexible
tubes that connected the houses (Fig. 1). While water and
electricity are fundamental services to which Brazilian citi-
zens are entitled, the state considers any diversion practices
to be illegal. Performing the complex tasks of diverting re-
sources exposes inhabitants to arrest or fatal electrocution
(MDC, 2023).

In these early stages, while some self-building practices
could be done individually, the production of networks of re-
source access — such as terra-forming paths, accessing water,
deforesting entire areas for inhabiting them — was entirely a
communal practice. In this phase of high vulnerability, the
families had to protect themselves and their belongings from
external agents, both human and ecological (interview with
ex-inhabitant, 2024). These mutirdo practices enabled them
to autonomously access vital resources and collectively sur-
vive.

These collective practices of inhabitation as a form of
territory-making resonate with the work of the Brazilian ge-
ographer Milton Santos, who has progressively discussed the
notion of “territory” through his scholarship. In his concept
of “used territory” (territorios usado), Santos argues that
“territory consists of forms, but the used territory consists
of objects and actions, synonymous with human space, in-

habited space” (Santos 1994:16). The author highlights that,
despite highly modernized networked places and globalized
societies, the territory is still, at the end of the day, shaped by
the “everyday dimension” of how we live together. Santos de-
scribes this as a revanche (revenge) on such a networked ter-
ritorial organization, where “lived uses” produce and repro-
duce territory through contradictory forces (Santos, 2002).

This understanding of territory as an everyday, dy-
namic, and grounded reality is further developed by
Porto Gongalves, who defends an understanding of a lived,
contested territory as a constantly evolving process. For him,
“territory” is a core societal issue as it “concerns precisely the
new configurations of land, the new territorial boundaries,
and, since the definition of boundaries is the very essence of
politics, the whole question of the protagonists is at stake”
(Porto-Gongalvez, 2002). For him, these protagonists oper-
ate through a process of cooperation and conflicts, which
imposes interdependence as praxis in social groups (Porto-
Gongalvez, 2002). Porto-Gongalves (2002) emphasizes the
importance of the territory as a process of territorialization,
which, at each moment, defines a particular territorial con-
figuration (Porto-Gongalvez, 2002).

In Terra de Deus, the process of territory-making, or fer-
ritorialization, reveals that the early stage of building a set-
tlement is formed through the interaction of families among
themselves and with the local ecologies. A progressive “do-
mestication” of the ecologies is emerging and is visible
through the various community ground practices and the
families’ attempts at turning the protected environment into
a domestic space, enabling their inhabitation. This practice
of domesticating the ecologies becomes, in essence, the first
collaborative territorialization project. By rendering inhab-
itable their natural environment, the development of social
structures and solidarity among previously unrelated fami-
lies begins the process of forming a social group, commonly
called, in Brazil, a comunidade (community). These early
stages of socio-ecological transformation are expressed by
one ex-inhabitant as follows:

There was a lot of bush where the future commu-
nity would be. The vegetation was very dense, with
toucans, arrara birds, and snakes. We started clear-
ing the land by hand, each of us taking a piece
where we would build houses in the future. We
built a wooden bridge and made a path through the
vegetation that would later become ‘Rua da Con-
quista’. (MDC, 2023)

This exposes how the territorialization process finds its
roots in individual and collective material-ecological trans-
formation and adaptation. Under this light, the “protagonists”
mentioned by Porto-Gongalves in defining the boundaries of
the territories are also extended: they are no longer limited
to the families inhabiting the reserve but include the ecolo-
gies which are no longer just the background environment
but are actively mobilized in the making of the territory. In
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this sense, Terra de Deus’s early territorialization phase con-
tributes to Santos’ “used territory” by extending its definition
in demonstrating that, during this embryonic phase of terri-
torialization, the territory is formed not only through con-
tested social and political practices but also through socio-
ecological processes. This is visible through how ecologi-
cal domestication and social solidarities are co-constructed,
gradually forming fragile yet socio-material dependencies
that would later condition the consolidation and vulnerability

of the community.

In Terra de Deus, after the first months of inhabiting the site,
the families had developed a self-built neighbourhood with
approximately 500 families (MDC, 2023). While the first in-
habitants had settled on the upper part of the site, the second
wave of families settled on the site’s lower plateau, next to
the river. The central path was developed into a dirt street,

Street of the Conquest (Rua da Conquista), as a symbol of
the community’s advancement in their struggle to build and
consolidate their presence on the site. The number of fami-
lies had also grown as external families saw the opportunity
to acquire land in this promising settlement.

The arrival of an informal land grabber initiated impor-
tant changes in the socio-economic dynamics and in the re-
modelling of the ecologies around the comunidade. These
land grabbers, commonly known as grilleiros, literally “grid-
makers”, are prominent figures in Sdo Paulo’s peripheries.
Their practices involve carving streets and deforesting plots
for future self-built settlements. Grilleiros often possess
heavy machinery that allows them to construct streets, com-
pensating for the absence of state infrastructural provision.
By extending the boundaries of urbanization, they profit from
the presence of the poor, requiring communities to pay for
these services and illegally selling plots to them, while si-
multaneously consolidating their influence as territorial ac-
tors within the peripheries.
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In Terra de Deus, the families coming in this second wave
of arrival had to pay approximately RS 6000 (approximately
EUR 1200) for a regular plot (MDC, 2023). The neighbour-
ing farm started cultivating fast-growing vegetable crops on
the site to sell food to the growing community. In this con-
solidation of the territorialization phase, the soil became a
support, from a structural base for settlement building to a
pantry of nutrients. This consolidation process required the
communal construction of new electricity and water systems
as the early ones did not provide enough water or pressure to
the growing number of households.

During their first rainy season, significant challenges arose
for houses situated in the floodplain as they faced severe im-
pacts from rising water levels that reached up to 1.5 m above
ground level and reclaimed the entire riverbed during heavy
rains. Such events would wash away entire houses, destroy-
ing the furniture, taking away everything, and even destroy-
ing entire homes. The more tragic episode happened in 2021,
when one of these violent water rises occurred during the
night and killed a child. The testimony of an ex-inhabitant ex-
poses how ecological backlash changed the socio-ecological
relations:

It flooded so badly that you couldn’t get out of
there, the water rose and rose and rose, a child died
because of one of these floods that came at night.
When it started to rain, people left their homes and
went out into the streets. The homes became a dan-
gerous place. (MDC, 2023)

Through this challenging and evolving cohabitation with
the ecologies, the families simultaneously adapted their ar-
chitecture and shared spaces to the ecologies while also
building larger and relatively more robust houses, shifting
from basic shelters to more consolidated houses. Certain
families also started to re-elevate their houses by a metre.
Others would cover the floors with concrete, while others
would adapt their furniture to ensure that none of their ob-
jects would touch the soil directly; this includes sleeping
2ma.g.l. (above ground level) (Fig. 2). The families worked
collectively to collect construction waste to elevate the main
street by half a metre to create a “safe passage” for times of
moderate rains (MDC, 2023).

This household material transformation marked a shift
from early territorialization to a first stage of consolidative
and adaptive practices, developing a “longer-term” territo-
rialization. By adapting their houses, the families planned,
with more perspective, the spatial organization of their
households, invested in more robust materials, and projected
onto the growing occupation of their plots the possibility of
incremental growth for potential family expansion (MDC,
2023).

At this time, the practices of another grilleiro, who was
active in the direct vicinity, started having consequences for
the Comunidade Terra de Deus. Between 2020 and 2021,
the new grilleiro crafted new streets and plots of 25 mx5m,
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Figure 2. Bed structure at 2 m height as a measure against flood
struggles. Terra de Deus, 2022; photo taken by the author.

ready to be sold in the adjacent area of the Comunidade. The
presence of such a powerful actor began to have an ecological
impact, leading to soil instability in the community. Facing
uneven consequences, various families started to experience
differentiated exposure to soil risks. This subtly reconfigured
the patterns of mutual reliance which were previously sus-
taining the collective territorialization practices. Through the
grilleiro’s deforestation and excavation practices, mudslides
during heavy rains began to flow down into Terra de Deus,
blocking the streets and damaging the houses (Fig. 3). The
grilleiro’s soil movements, combined with the community’s
own geological presence, started to threaten the houses in
the higher area, which began suffering from structural is-
sues to the point of collapsing (MDC, 2023). In addition, the
presence of the grilleiro started to initiate a change in the
socio-economic dynamics in the community. As the grilleiro
opened the gates of commodification, logics of external and
internal speculation arose. Some inhabitants started building
empty barracos, hoping to sell these for a higher profit in
the eventuality where the community would be regularized
at some point (interview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024).
While the families continued to anchor themselves, the
presence of the grilleiro produced division and tension over
colliding territorialization projects. Colombian anthropolo-

https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-81-237-2026
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gist Zambrano examines the complex dynamics of domi-
nance over specific territories, exploring how various forms
of authority influence territorial configurations (Zambrano,
2001). The author reveals how multiple actors, whether in-
digenous or alien to a site, confront their forms of organiza-
tion, kinship, and use of space while fighting for the legiti-
macy of their own particular way of exercising domination
over a place. Zambrano thus differentiates between a “plu-
rality of territories”, which signifies their multiplicity, and
“plural territories”, which indicates the presence of a plural-
ity of jurisdictions and configurations of territorial control
(Zambrano, 2001). The author argues that, in places where
land ownership cannot be used as a criterion for sovereignty,
actors compete for new foundations of territorial control
through domination, attempting to establish their own sites
for territorial struggle (Zambrano, 2001; Haesbaert, 2012).
Porto Gongalves advances that thinking by exposing how
territories do not only function as sites of urban conflicts but
are also produced through conflicts over territorial practices
(Porto-Gongalves, 2006b; Schwarz and Streule, 2016). His

https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-81-237-2026

studies — mostly on indigenous groups and highly organized
social movements in Latin America — aim to highlight the
need to reflect on what is at stake in overlapping territori-
alization projects. For him, territory is not just a piece of
land, but the possibility itself of collectively using a piece
of land, to develop collective rights and emancipatory prac-
tices. He exemplifies this argument by describing that, when
self-organized groups are able to capture one of the vectors of
the global order — he takes the ecological one as an example
— and redefine it, we can re-understand “territory” as “bio-
diversity plus culture” (Porto-Gongalves, 2006a). For him,
through such processes of developing new territories, new
knowledge and symbolics are also produced, which he de-
scribes as inscritas (inscribed) in the protagonists — as em-
bodied, lived, and territorialized forms of knowledge that are
inscribed into the land, bodies, and practices of communities
— and which he places in opposition to property regimes that
are escritas (written) to refer to the formal, codified systems
of inscription justifying colonial domination and disposses-
sion, producing documentation that excludes. The author de-
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fends how the self-organized groups are reappropriating the
material conditions of production to create the conditions and
knowledge for their own emancipation and symbolic repro-
duction, which, in turn, produces further social formation.
For this reason, the author emphasizes the importance of ex-
amining the relations that shape the territories in order to
grasp what the core stakes are (Porto-Gongalves, 2006a).

For the families of Terra de Deus, the architectural consol-
idation represents a key physical step but also, more impor-
tantly, a symbolic moment through which families begin to
consolidate their territorial presence grounded in their shared
socio-ecological inhabitation of the land by investing further
into “grounding themselves” on the site. Beyond survival,
families are starting to develop a symbolic attachment to the
site through the consolidation and adaptation of their homes
to the local ecologies. Paradoxically, in consolidating their
territorialization, the consequences of their ecological trans-
formations started to generate uneven exposure to ecological
backlashes.

At the stage of consolidated territorialization, the integra-
tion of commodification practices shifted the shared “domes-
tication of the ecologies” into a competition of “appropria-
tion of the ecologies™ accelerated by the grilleiros practices.
This change in relation to the land is illustrated by Rolnik’s
argument, which claims that, in the language of finance, the
territorial ties are reduced to their economic value in a unidi-
mensional way (Rolnik, 2019).

This phenomenon becomes more evident in Terra de Deus,
where the increasing economic valuation of territories by ex-
ternal agents correlates with a diminishing emphasis on other
forms of connections, such as social, cultural, ecological, or
symbolic ties. Unfortunately, this changing relationship with
the ecologies often favours the most powerful actors by ex-
posing the community unevenly, dividing the community in
the making through fragmenting their initial common terri-
torialization project. In this sense, these grounded relational
changes did not simply alter spatial configurations but dis-
rupted the relational infrastructures that had sustained col-
lective inhabitation thus far.

Where Zambrano presents the tension among various en-
tities competing for territorial configurations, the case of
Terra de Deus contributes by highlighting that, under socio-
ecological pressures and speculative incursion, the plural-
ity of territorialization does not always consolidate a group
against the presence of an external actor but can internally
fragment the recently formed social cohesion and territorial-
ization project.

On the other hand, in contrast to Porto-Gongalves’s vision
of ecological appropriation as a vehicle for symbolic repro-
duction and social formation, the case of Terra de Deus illus-
trated the potential shifts in such a process. The community’s
early attempts to inscribe meaning through ecological appro-
priation were later fractured by the very logics of commodi-
fication that marginalized them in the first place — revealing a
tension between inscritas and escritas symbolic regimes not

only between groups but also within the socio-ecological fab-
ric of the community. As commodification intensified and ex-
ternal actors imposed extractive logics, the ecologies shifted
from being mobilized by the families and started to be in-
strumentalized by the various agents under their competing
territorialization projects. While the “domestication of the
ecologies” contributed to shaping the community’s territo-
rialization, their plural competing appropriations fragmented
1t.

In May 2022, the state issued a notice indicating that they
would expel all of the families from Terra de Deus. The state
agents specified that the families were inhabiting land that
was in a “risk area” due to the flooding?.

Through their inhabitation, the families had transformed
the ecologies through practices such as deforestation, re-
modelling of the topography, partial ground impermeabil-
ity, and progressive pollution of rivers when used as open-
air sewage. However, these families also engaged in various
planting practices, ranging from food cultivation to ornamen-
tal front gardens. Yet, in the marginal urbanities, the presence
of families in ecological reserves often subjects them to con-
ditions of illegality and exacerbates their socio-spatial seg-
regation (Acselrad, 2001; Maricato, 2011; Denaldi and Fer-
rara, 2018). As denounced by an ex-inhabitant, while ecolog-
ical concerns in these regions are valid, the state’s concurrent
construction activities in these areas undermine its claimed
commitment to environmental preservation (Fig. 4):

There were three springs, but the construction
companies came and destroyed everything. I
mean.... The ‘little people’ cannot build, but the
big guys can come and destroy everything, right?
(Interview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024)

This is precisely what is under scrutiny when Rolnik dis-
cusses the concept of “risky urbanization” to describe the no-
tion of living under risk. Risky urbanization characterizes the
vulnerabilities ranging from insecure land title ownership to
unstable terrains and building structures (Rolnik, 1999). By
conceptualizing risky urbanization, she contrasts the govern-
ment’s concept of “urbanization in risk areas”, which has
been used as justification for massive evictions around the
peripheries. In this way, Rolnik is able to reframe more fairly
the roles of the involved parties.

In Terra de Deus, the application of eviction processes
under the environmental argument left the families shocked
by the news. Most families believed they had purchased the
land from their owners and had by then invested all of their

2For a historical overview of various laws justifying eviction,
see Amaral and Ross (2022).
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Figure 4. Top picture: Comunidade Terra de Deus, October 2020. Bottom picture: Comunidade Terra de Deus, February 2024. Taken by the

author.

economies in their homes (MDC, 2023). One ex-inhabitant
voiced the unjust conditions of this treatment:

They said we had invaded. I asked, where did I in-
vade? I bought it here, I have official documenta-
tion that I bought it here. If I had invaded, I would
not have documentation so do not say I invaded.
Now, if you want to expropriate me there, that is
another story. I have never invaded anything in my
life. T have never needed to. I am a humble per-
son. I was a salaried employee at the time. Today
I am self-employed. I do not need to invade any-
one’s property. It was hard work. It was paid for
in instalments. It was built my way, but I bought
it. I am a human being like any other, struggling
in life to be able to have a home, which should be
the minimum a person needs. (Interview with an
ex-inhabitant, 2024)

State agents began the “sealing” process (celagem), which
involved identifying and estimating the self-built houses to
negotiate compensation for destroying the homes in which
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families had invested all of their savings (interview with an
ex-inhabitant, 2024). Three compensation options were of-
fered to families for vacating their homes. The first was an
“auxiliary rent” of about EUR 80 per month, and the second
was financial compensation for house destruction. However,
families often receive less than their investment in materials.
The last option was to candidate for living in a state’s social
housing unit, which has a waiting period of approximately
12 years (interview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024).

To organize the compensation and eviction, the state
worked on a case-by-case basis through its state social
agents, frequently returning to the community to negotiate
(MDC, 2023). Initial visits were described as reassuring but
later became threatening (interview with an ex-inhabitant,
2024). Inhabitants denounced how the city’s agents orches-
trated a campaign of intimidation and misleading informa-
tion during their visits, aiming to instil fear and divide the
community. Oppression practices varied from threatening
families with the loss of compensation if they resisted to
providing varying departure dates for families. When they
sensed that a family was nearly ready to leave, they adjusted
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their tactics based on the level of resistance encountered (in-
terview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024). As illustrated by this
testimony, the uncertainty was omnipresent, and eviction oc-
curred on a case-by-case basis:

The removal took several days. When the fami-
lies resisted — they gave the family a certain day to
leave and they did not leave — they filled the place
with police, and it was difficult. I could not even
stand there watching because it was too painful.
They came for them, but tomorrow they could
come for me too. (Interview with an ex-inhabitant,
2024)

Testimonies suggest that the state disseminated asym-
metrical information, effectively spreading confusion, fear,
and mistrust within an already vulnerable community. These
“misinformation campaigns”, commonly employed by local
politicians’ parties during elections (Casaes and Coérdova,
2021; Recuero, 2020), were adapted to divide marginalized
communities.

Such tactics of misinformation have emerged through my
doctoral research with other communities facing eviction
threats, such as Comunidade Toka do Sapo (2023) and Co-
munidade Linha do Trem (2024), where the state has system-
atically attempted to fragment communities before or during
eviction processes.

Many families began leaving the community due to the
oppression strategies (MDC, 2023). The state demonstrated
force during the eviction. Inhabitants recall that the scale of
the repression was so intense that the inhabitants went to seek
external legal support:

I stayed here at that time. I did not go to work to
make sure they did not break into my house. There
were cases of them breaking into houses by force.
Many residents were left homeless. Residents even
went to court. There were more than 960 com-
plaints about this construction project here. About
excessive force, abuse of force. About machin-
ery, etc. There were so many complaints that at
one point the construction project was halted be-
cause of so many complaints. (Interview with an
ex-inhabitant, 2024)

After days of destruction, the state departed (interview
with an ex-inhabitant, 2024). Seemingly, the chronogram of
works of the six private construction companies, not aiming
to be disturbed by resisting families, arrived in Terra de Deus
with their machinery and initiated the development of what
would become one of the largest on-going housing construc-
tion projects in Sao Paulo. The project consisted of produc-
ing more than 3000 units, which the inhabitants complained
about, stating that, even though the state labelled it as a “so-
cial project”, none of them could afford it (interview with an
ex-inhabitant, 2024).

The constructors took over the role of executioner and op-
pressor, organizing the eviction of all of the resisting families
while starting the construction of a massive housing com-
plex and the most significant transformation of the ecologies.
They first organized the deforestation of all of the remaining
vegetation. The trees that the families had not touched were
enumerated and excavated by the construction company. The
companies began large-scale soil remodelling and excava-
tion and transportation of soil across the site while back-
filling other areas. This included the construction of numer-
ous retention walls, altering all previous access points and
nearly enclosing the land in a walled complex with moving
soils. The soil was remodelled so that the remaining houses
in the higher area would be “dug” by excavating all around
them, leaving them on “hills”, with a drop of 5 to 10m to the
level of the remodelled ground. For the houses in the lower
area, the constant backfill of soil around their households
would surround them with piles of soil 2 to Sm high. As
expressed by ex-inhabitants, the construction company made
direct threats through their machinery power in transforming
the local ecologies:

The construction company removed everyone from
the upper area, cleared all the remaining vegeta-
tion, and took all the soil from the upper area to
place it near the residents, to surround and bury
us. The company said that if we didn’t leave, they
would bury us alive and extract us through the win-
dows. (MDC, 2023)

The topographical pressure was intense and highly effec-
tive. During rainy days, families living on higher ground
worried about erosion undermining their homes, while those
lower down faced significant mudslides that threatened to in-
vade their houses and compromise their self-built structures.
On hot and dry days, families had no choice but to keep their
homes tightly shut as the dust from the nearby excavated soil
settled on everything inside. In both scenarios, life in Terra
de Deus transformed into a struggle (interview with an ex-
inhabitant, 2024), with soil as a new ecological primary op-
pressive force (Fig. 5).

The worksite operated 24/7, and heavy machinery weak-
ened household walls, causing concern among families about
their self-built homes collapsing (interview with an ex-
inhabitant, 2024). The construction also oppressed families
by destroying their water infrastructure. The construction
company destroyed consolidated streets with land remod-
elling, leaving no drivable access for the remaining families
(Fig. 6) (interview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024), as illustrated
by an ex-inhabitant:

We had to go out and complain that they should
stop throwing soil. The amount of soil they throw
here, it was getting into the young man’s house.
Look at how much soil they threw into his house.
Eventually, that soil will get into the young man’s
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Figure 5. Digging practices around houses, Terra de Deus, Febru-
ary 2024, by the author.

house, and there are children there. Are you going
to kill people? (Interview with an ex-inhabitant,
2024)

At that time, the resisting families organized their resis-
tance in a state of high emergency. They established a What-
sApp communication channel to share live updates and the
results of negotiations with the constructors (interview with
an ex-inhabitant, 2024). They also began to educate them-
selves about their rights to push back against the construc-
tion company. The ex-inhabitants remember how it forged
new ties:

We stayed with the neighbours who remained. We
showed solidarity with each other. We formed a
kind of society. We communicate about everything.
Because there is a lot of misinformation. Because
housing, they will not give us. So since there will
not be any housing, we want an agreement that
we think is fair. (Interview with an ex-inhabitant,
2024)

The families rebuilt new water infrastructure alongside the
remaining houses in response to the emergency and fought
to ensure that the new infrastructure would not be destroyed
again. They also confronted the construction workers, insist-
ing that they leave and rebuild a “street” that would allow
cars to enter and exit their households. Although the con-
struction company did not agree to rebuild the street them-
selves, they consented to provide the materials, and the fam-
ilies would rebuild it by hand in mutirdo. The construc-
tion company aimed to disconnect all the electrical poles in
the community, but families resisted as they needed light at
night. The companies altered the landscape so much that, ini-
tially, some 10m high poles were now within hand’s reach,
with hanging cables that could electrocute someone upon
contact. Over the weeks, the number of resisting families de-
creased rapidly. From hundreds of initial families, only six

https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-81-237-2026

remained isolated on this city-scale construction site (inter-
view with an ex-inhabitant, 2024). The construction com-
pany was waging a war on both physical and psychological
fronts.

The loss of their territorialization aligns with the con-
cept of “deterritorialization”, initially conceptualized by
Deleuze (1995)% as a more nuanced departure of meanings
across multiple domains. In Brazilian urban studies, the ge-
ographer Rogerio Haesbaert later argued that, geographically
speaking, deterritorialization is a myth (Haesbaert, 1994,
2003, 2004) as humans are fundamentally multiterritorial or
inherently experiencing multiple territorialities. The author
nevertheless later discusses the term deterritorialization “in
a generic way” as “exclusion, deprivation and/or precarious-
ness of territory as a ‘resource’ or ‘appropriation’ (material
and symbolic) indispensable to our effective participation as
members of a society” (Haesbaert, 2004:315).

While this is also related to a previous idea of “territorial
exclusion” as deprivation in terms of access to a basic degree
of urban life and opportunities (Rolnik, 1999), the process of
deterritorialization is strongly aligned with Kowarick’s “ur-
ban spoilation”, whereby he argues that the capitalist sys-
tem, while exploiting the precarious working forces through
socio-spatial exclusion, also presupposes the destruction of
the autonomous means of subsistence. For him, practices of
auto-construction represent such means of subsistence, going
beyond a material form of saving and acting as an indispens-
able means of livelihood (Kowarick, 1997). He argues that
urban spoilation is produced through the existence of inter-
related processes intended to maintain the working class in a
condition of relative impoverishment and exploitation while
producing “urban dispossession” through the extortion of the
working classes’ access to collective consumption services.
Kowarick argues that the consequence of such interrelated
processes is exclusionary, displacing and dispossessing thou-
sands of people, “fixing” the poor to deprived areas as they
cannot “afford the price of progress” and will be further dis-
placed when such progress reaches them (Kowarick, 1997).

The testimonies from Terra de Deus contrast with the con-
ceptual reflection of Deleuze and Guattari, describing the vi-
olent reality of such processes through socio-ecological dis-
possession and the consequent erasure of the community.
While Rolnik’s “territorial exclusion” crucially denounces
the denial of urban life and services, the ground study
of Terra de Deus’s deterritorialization extends this further
through describing how the state and construction company
do not limit themselves to denying access but actively dis-
mantle the attempts of the precarious families to integrate
themselves into urban life. In this sense, Terra de Deus’ de-
territorialization aligns with Kowarick’s arguments, exposing

3The authors discussed how “there is no territory without a vec-
tor of departure from the territory, and there is no departure from the
territory, or deterritorialization, without, at the same time, an effort
to reterritorialize elsewhere” (Deleuze and Parnet, 1988).
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Figure 6. Cartography of deterritorialization of Terra de Deus, May 2023, by the author. (1) Topographical remodelling following the

destruction of existing streets and (2) redefinition of the river path.

the fact that deterritorialization strategies are not limited to
the fragmentation of the community’s material and symbolic
relations but rather aim to erase the autonomous means of
subsistence.

The case of Terra de Deus contributes to portraying how
the destruction of the community’s “means of subsistence”
was carried not only through the erasure of homes and infras-
tructure but also through the erasure of the community’s ter-
ritorialization process itself. This occurred through the phys-
ical “undoing” of the community’s domestication of ecolog-
ical resources and went even further by transforming one of
the community’s primary means of subsistence — the soil —
into a geo-oppressive tool.

This also occurred psychologically with the proposal of
distinct future housing alternatives to families. Instead of dis-
cussing and planning a relocation plan for the community as
a whole, the state operated — as they often do in Sao Paulo’s
peripheries — on a case-by-case basis.

Through this strategy, the state fragmented the commu-
nity’s reterritorialization future, furthering the inner division
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through uneven alternatives. By negotiating compensation
individually and distributing uneven future prospects, the
state weakened the possibility of collective decision-making
and emergence of a common strategy. In this sense, deterrito-
rialization targeted not only dwellings but the lived relation-
alities that had enabled territorial consolidation.

Lastly, what is absent from the discussion on deterritorial-
ization is how it can also produce reterritorialization. While
Rolnik mentions “territorial exclusion”, Kowarick mentions
the “fixation” of the poor or “urban dispossession”; the au-
thors do not integrate the agency of the oppressed and how
they actually can influence such processes.

The remaining six families, which operated as a well-
coordinated network to support one another, collectively im-
plemented a reterritorialization project through the reappro-
priation of soil (by rebuilding the street) and of water systems
(by reconnecting their houses) to re-establish means of sub-
sistence. Through its deterritorialization practices, the state
produced the formation of a smaller but much more unified
and interconnected sub-community that resisted more effec-

https://doi.org/10.5194/gh-81-237-2026
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Figure 7. Left-behind furniture of Terra de Deus inhabitants, Terra
de Deus, March 2024, by the author.

tively. The case of Terra de Deus illustrates how the process
of eviction can leave the oppressed in a situation where they
face losing their territorialization and can accept deterrito-
rialization or resist through reterritorializing themselves in
situ by producing a new territorial configuration adapted to
counter the deterritorialization actions. In the case of the re-
maining six families, they knew that they would inevitably
face deterritorialization at some later stage. Yet, they engage
in reterritorialization to negotiate a more just form of deter-
ritorialization.

6 Departing from the territory, the “weak”
reterritorialization process

For the families, departing from the territory includes carry-
ing with them pieces of their households, from roof sheets to
plants to wooden pillars, while abandoning others (Fig. 7).
Being back in the swing of the violent and competitive hous-
ing market, the families felt that they were quickly forgotten
by the state (interview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024) now that
they were not overlapping anymore with their divergent ter-
ritorializations.

For the evicted families, the new “deterritorialized life”
was a significant socio-economic sacrifice that few could sus-
tain for long (interview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024). Most
families who opted for auxiliary rent used the money to buy
food and continued searching for another self-built commu-
nity in which to resettle, often in much more distant terri-
tories, and lost their previous networks of solidarity (MDC,
2023). As one ex-inhabitant described,

Today it is more difficult. Close friends who lived
here are not anymore. Nowadays, even with a mo-
bile phone, it is more difficult. I do not know if
people can afford to top up phone credits. When
we lived closer, it was easier. When we live far-
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away from others, it is more difficult. (Interview
with an ex-inhabitant, 2024)

Additionally, through this continuous process of deterri-
torialization came destruction tied to the notion of “eco-
cide”, which relates to harming vital socio-ecological rela-
tionships and dismantling ecological and social life systems,
ultimately degrading both environmental and human condi-
tions (Lindgren, 2018). This notion of the dispossession of a
territory is also explored by Moira Milldn in her studies of
the Mapuche indigenous groups in Argentina in relation to
the concept of “terricide” (ferricidio). The author character-
izes this as part of the “civilizatory matrix of death”, which
encompasses ecocide (destruction of tangible ecosystems),
genocide (extermination of peoples), epistemicide (eradica-
tion of diverse ways of understanding how to live in the
world), and femicide (criminal politics against women’s bod-
ies). For Milldn, the defence of territory is inextricably linked
to the defence of the identity, sovereignty, language, knowl-
edge, and spirituality of an indigenous population (Mill4n,
2019; Gémez, 2023).

Lastly, for the families scattered across the many periph-
eries of Sdo Paulo and even further beyond, the primary
struggle was to achieve and successfully engage in the reter-
ritorialization processes. For many, due to the many obstacles
of restarting the process, the primary threat was being kept
in a state of constantly moving from one temporary solution
to another (interview with an ex-inhabitant, 2024), thereby
repeatedly exposing themselves to various agents that could
profit from their precarity.

For each new failed reterritorialization, the families faced
additional losses of scarce savings, which often included ad-
ditional debts. In sum, every failed attempt to engage in reter-
ritorialization represented a step toward further precarity or,
through Rolnik’s lens, putting themselves in “riskier”” condi-
tions.

The progressive development of “territoriless populations™
through the continuous movement of inhabitants in the
(de/re)territorialization cycle process illustrates how precari-
ous families are instrumentalized to produce the almost irre-
versible transformation of inhabited ecological reserves into
urban areas for “progress”.

In opposition to previous theories of deterritorialization,
which conceptualize deterritorialization as a dual rupture
(Deleuze and Parnet, 1988) or a structural phenomenon
(Kowarick, 1997), the Terra De Deus enables us to grasp
the extended temporal nature of deterritorialization, not as
a shifting point but rather as a longer dialectical process of
eroding the past territorialization and rendering the future of
its agents precarious. While Rolnik points to the existence of
processes for “unlocking land” through the instrumentaliza-
tion of the poor, her ideas do not engage with the grounded
realities of the deterritorialization—reterritorialization phase.
The post-deterritorialization phase of the inhabitants reveals
the struggle to engage with reterritorialization, producing
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rather varied “weak” reterritorializations rather than having
the capacity to reinitiate the cycle immediately.

While the presence of displaced families — at the city
scale — is consolidating the production of urban marginali-
ties through the inhabitation of the ecological reserves, their
presence — at the individual scale — often remains in a repeti-
tive movement in the (de/re)territorialization dynamic.

The existence of this dynamic exposes the consequence of
deterritorialization as an extended process, which, through
the various weak attempts to gain reterritorialization, illus-
trates how the capacity to build a relationality with a new
territory is not a simple material issue but entails a struggle
to develop various types of relations with material, social,
ecological, emotional, and epistemological elements.

This absence of relationalities contrasts with Milldn’s
work in traditional indigenous groups, where the studied in-
digenous community achieves a degree of relation to their
territory, enabling the development of a specific identity,
culture, language, and sovereignty, unlike the fragile yet
emerging socio-ecological relations formed in Terra de Deus,
where the displaced families struggle to reconstitute even
minimal relational infrastructures in their new locations.

In contexts such as Terra de Deus, such forms of relation-
ality were still emerging when the external competing agents
intervened. The timely deterritorialization intervention en-
abled the transformation of the inhabited ecological reserve
into formal urban land, producing land for the market while
erasing the in-the-making relations to the land and dividing
the in-the-making community. This reveals that the strength
of reterritorialization is not an individual process but a col-
lective one, and it is not only material but also fundamentally
relational.

While previous works have understudied the everyday pro-
cess of constructing, defending, and losing marginal urbani-
ties in peripheral Sdo Paulo, this study has unveiled how the
(de/re)territorialization of a marginal urbanity — as revealed
through Terra de Deus — is not merely a struggle for space but
also a struggle to develop and defend relations to it. Looking
from a ground-level perspective, it became clear that there
was never just a “community” but always a community in the
making and never a “territory” as a fixed object but always
a provisional territorial configuration continuously made and
unmade through (de/re)territorialization.

The Brazilian indigenous leader Ailton Krenak advocates
for such relationalities in many of his works, particularly in
his recent piece, Ancestral Futures (Krenak, 2024), where he
develops the notion of “florestania”, a term that combines
“citizenship” (citadania) and “forest” (floresta). This con-
cept aims to describe the “citizens of the forest” in contrast to
modern interpretations of citizenship, which often perpetuate

a divide between nature and culture, as well as between cities
and countryside, thereby contributing to the destruction of
ecosystems and livelihoods. For him, urbanization signifies
the erasure of traditional knowledge, with the primary symp-
tom of late capitalism being an “affective collapse”, which
is understood as a lack of emotional connection to nature
(Krenak, 2024). In response, Krenak proposes the concept
of “affective cartographies” to assign meaning to the land-
scape and to resist the exploitation of bodies and territories
by extractive practices (Krenak, 2024).

To discuss this, this article proposes the term grounded re-
lationalities. With “grounded”, the term refers to the “every-
day character” and lived-experience dimension. With “rela-
tionalities”, the term refers to the affective and symbolic re-
lations produced through territorialization. The analysis of
Terra de Deus has made visible the fact that grounded rela-
tionalities are not just the consequences and traces of the col-
lective domestication of ecologies but the very stakes through
which urban oppression and resistance unfold.

Across early phases of territorialization in newly self-built
communities, these relational grounds have been developed
through the domestication of ecologies and consequently fos-
tered place-based solidarities and mutual-help practices. The
progressive construction of grounded relationalities has not
only encouraged but also been a condition for the commu-
nity to continue investing their incomes, energy, labour, and
aspirations in building their comunidade.

In the consolidation of territorialization, such socio-
ecological bonds have been further consolidated by adapting
the architecture to the ecologies while simultaneously being
affected by the arrival of an external agent that redefined un-
even exposure to ecologies and commodification, which has
affected the families differently. In this process, the grounded
relationalities have been fragmented.

In the phase of deterritorialization, the grounded relation-
alities have been more intensely disputed between families
and the state’s agents. They have been systematically tar-
geted by the state as they represented forms of legitimacy
in relation to the land for the community, both physically
through the erasure of the community’s domestication of the
ecologies and symbolically by dividing the family’s future
reterritorialization. Additionally, in the deterritorialization,
the grounded relationalities helped the last resistant families
to gain reterritorialization in situ based on their previously
common knowledge of the soil, the ecologies, and their social
network; to develop new networks of solidarity much more
efficiently; and to enable themselves to negotiate a more just
deterritorialization.

In the later extended deterritorialization—
reterritorialization phase, relational bonds were erased
for some and fragmented for others, producing weak
reterritorialization for the families.

Uncovering the existence and struggle of grounded re-
lationalities in newly self-built communities highlighted
how they are produced through socio-ecological cohabi-



tation as simultaneously co-constitutions and outcomes of
the (de/re)territorialization cycle. Distinctively, in relation to
Krenak’s and Milldn’s indigenous forms of “affects” or more
traditional “territorial attachment” or ‘“belonging”, newly
self-built communities without a prior collective political
project — such as Terra de Deus — reveal how grounded re-
lationalities emerge through everyday socio-ecological inter-
dependencies.

These relationalities gradually stabilize territorial claims
while remaining structurally vulnerable to fragmentation and
external intervention.

Their process-oriented and dialectical character renders
them inherently fragile. Precisely because they often precede
formal recognition or political articulation, they can be tar-
geted and dismantled before being documented, institution-
alized, or mobilized as collective resistance.

Rather than treating marginal urbanities as territorialized,
deterritorialized, and reterritorialized, this study unveils how
grounded relationalities may operate as both the terrain and
the stake of struggle over territory in processes of marginal-
ization and resistance. These relationalities are not merely
the result of territorial processes but rather are their very con-
dition — the fragile relational infrastructures through which
marginalized communities struggle to assert their presence,
survival, and symbolic territorial legitimacy within violent
cycles of (de/re)territorialization.

The interview data and coding materials cannot
be made publicly available due to ethical commitments made to par-
ticipants at the time of data collection. Given the sensitive nature of
the research context and the potential risks of identification, partic-
ipants were assured that their contributions would remain confiden-
tial and not be shared beyond the scope of the study. Data access is
therefore restricted to protect participant anonymity and safety.
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