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Rethinking the political: Informality, governance and the rule     
of law in an urban world 

 

The RECIM (Red continental de investigacion sobre la informalidad en las metropolis) is a 
network of researchers in Mexico, the United States, and Canada, working on various “informal” 
practices in urban settings. Created in 2008, the network’s first public meeting took place in 
Ottawa and Montreal (November 2009), followed by a public meeting in Mexico City (February 
2010), and a panel session at the Metropolis national congress held in Montreal in March 2010. 
These meetings aimed at developing a research question that would animate comparative 
discussions. We began by asking “Under what conditions do informal practices become illegal 
and punishable under the law?” A book emerging out of our discussions in Ottawa and Mexico 
City is to be published shortly, reflecting on this central question. 

These discussions have emphasised the fact that tolerance of informality will vary across places 
and that managing urban space is a key element to maintaining a balance between informality 
and formality. Deals at the neighbourhood level, for instance, can hardly be sustained nationally 
because the central state does not have that sort of control over space. This leads to further 
questions: “Are there new forms of informality emerging in this global context which affects 
degrees of tolerance?” Or again, “Are there new forms of transnational learning (or prejudices) 
which can change degrees of state tolerance to informality?” 

The specificity of the RECIM is that we have a continental comparative outlook, which also 
combines macro analysis with micro studies of how it unfolds on the ground. This enables us to 
think about the legitimacy of the law. With the expansion of informality and the strengthening 
of transnational legal spaces, state capacities are changing and laws are legitimated differently. 
In the 1990s, much research has focused on the effects of neoliberalization and deregulation on 
weakening state capacities to provide welfare to its citizens. We are now witnessing more than 
global pressures on state action (through institutions such as the WTO, IMF, World Bank, etc.), 
but also a push from the bottom directly into transnational spaces (clandestine immigration, 
drug trafficking, commerce of pirated products, etc.). Was neoliberal deregulation really about 
“getting rid of the laws”? It seems to us it was more the expression of a power struggle on who 
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can use the laws for their benefit. Much work has focused on how deregulating some sectors is 
usually accompanied by the overregulation of other sectors (for instance, deregulating global 
trade, breaking down labour laws, but criminalizing pandhandling). But rather than looking at 
laws and regulation strictly for their content, it would be important to also consider how laws 
are used as tools and resources by certain groups (bankers or state officials, for instance). 

In order to be effectively implemented, laws need to be perceived as legitimate by those in 
charge of enforcing them: police officers, front-line workers, brokers, and so on. It is thus very 
important to understand processes of legitimation. In order to do so, we propose to develop a 
sociological (even anthropological) view of the state that is, looking at actors within state 
structures. We ask: Who is the law, rather than solely what is the law. Locating actors and their 
relation to the law (either as police officers, policy-makers, politicians, civil servants, lobbyists, 
migrant smugglers, and so on) can lead to a better understanding of how the law is used, 
negotiated, and legitimated in practice.  

RECIM researchers work on various practices that all contribute to changing the forms of 
modern state and civil society governance: 

• Certain youth groups drop, marking disaffection towards modern socialisation 
mechanisms 

• Knowledge is channelled through other means, social insertion is developed through 
alternative forms 

• Despite important poverty alleviation programs, unregulated work continues to grow, 
meaning that other revenue, retirement, and work sources are stronger 

• Formal businesses are recognizing the necessity to auto-regulate not because of state 
sanctions but because of their need to maintain a good reputation 

• Social mobilisations are seriously challenging the regular channels for exercising power 
• Non-state armed actors are defining the new frontiers of the law and their war rules are 

seriously challenging international and national institutions 

 

Objective:  

Based on each participant’s empirical work, the RECIM could contribute to the redefinition on 
certain concepts central to social sciences: the rule of law, the modern state, governance, 
socialisation. The idea is to work towards the creation of what Diane Davis calls a “new 
sociological imagination” or perhaps, as David Kyle suggested, the creation of a new 
transdisciplinary field of inquiry that could be termed the “economic sociology of the law”: 
economic because most of us are looking at actors aiming to make a profit (street vendors, 
bankers, drug dealers, corrupted officials, etc.), sociology because we are studying interactions 
between actors as constrained by their institutional structures, and the law because it is the 
resource that is at stake in these interactions. 
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In order to do so, we propose to set up a dialogical comparative method based on exchanges 
between researchers. The idea is to be reflexive on our own work, and to use the perspective 
of an “Other” (in this case colleagues working in a different city, discipline, institutional and 
national context) to inductively identify differences on how informality issues are treated and 
defined in the three countries. We do not compare objects, but processes through which 
objects are constituted as knowledge. By talking about the knowledge they produce to 
colleagues located in different institutional, disciplinary and cultural contexts, researchers are 
forced to explain underlying values and taken-for-granted premises. This dialogical process 
enables the uncovering of new interdependencies. This methodological approach is constructed 
as an interpersonal process based on trust. By testing it ourselves, we aim to propose new ways 
of doing social sciences. 

Specific objectives: 

• Each participant accepts to revisit his/her empirical data with the above delineated 
analytical perspective in mind. S/he presents (in English or Spanish) a short paper 
focused specifically on how informality can contribute to redefine social sciences. 20 
minutes per presentation 

• A group publication could come out of these discussions 

 

 

 

Program 

Wednesday, March 23, 2011 
 
14:00 – 
17:00 hrs  

 
Recorrido Plaza Aguilita, Casa Talavera, La Merced 
Historical Centre, Mexico City 

 
Joaquín Aguilar (UACM, Casa Talavera) 
Alicia Ziccardi (PUEC-UNAM) 
Patricia Ramírez Kuri (IIS-UNAM) 
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Thursday, March 24, 2011 
9:30hrs • Introduction, welcome  

• Some words about RECIM last meeting 
• presentation of RECIM Website 
 

10:30 -12:30hrs 

 

 

 

 

PANEL 1:    INFORMAL WORK AND SOCIAL SCIENCES – organised by 
Frédéric Lesemann 

• Frédéric Lesemann (INRS, Canada) 
La informalidad, el trabajo y los problemas  
emergentes en las ciencias sociales. 

• Jose Luis Gayosso (UAM-I, Mexico) 
El Trabajo en los Tianguis de la ciudad de México,  
regulación identidad y acción colectiva. 

• Leticia Poglighi (UAM-I, Mexico) 
El trabajo de taxista en la ciudad de México,  
regulaciones y conflictos. 

• Enrique de la Garza (UAM-I, Mexico) 
Problemas conceptuales, relaciones de trabajo y  
derechos laborales de los trabajadores informales. 
 

Pause  15min 
12:45 -14:45hrs PANEL 2:    POVERTY AND INFORMALITY – organised by Alicia Ziccardi 

• Alicia Ziccardi (PUEC-UNAM, Mexico) 
Informalidad y centros históricos 

• Patricia Ramírez Kuri (IIS-UNAM, Mexico) 
La construcción de lo público en el Barrio de la Merced, CHCM: 
reflexiones  sobre informalidad, género y ciudadanía 

• Rodrigo Meneses (CIDE, Mexico) 
Los informales y el derecho 

 
14:45-16:00hrs Lunch 
16:00-18:00hrs PANEL 3:    THE CONCEPT OF INFORMALITY: SOME THEORETICAL 

REFLECTIONS  –  organised by Carlos Gallegos 
• Carlos Gallegos (FCPyS, UNAM, Mexico) 

Como pensar críticamente los problemas nuevos 
• Oscar Eliel Briseño  

El concepto de la Informalidad desde la epistemología crítica 
• Salvador Moreno Luna (FCPyS, UNAM,Mexico) 

Formas de organización del espacio informal 
• Jorge Laucirica (CIET, Canada) 

ideological implications of safe motherhood discourse in a rural 
indigenous community in Mexico  
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Friday, March 25, 2011 
9:30 – 
11:30hrs 

PANEL 4:    POLICE, NON-STATE ARMED ACTORS AND INFORMALITY – 
organised by Diane Davis 

• Diane Davis (MIT, USA) 
Police and the Power to Define Criminality: Some Notes on the Social 
Construction of Law in Mexico. 

• Luis Astorga (IIS–UNAM, Mexico) 
El narcotráfico en las ciudades principales de México: un panorama. 
 

12 - 14hrs PANEL 5:    INSECURITY, YOUTH AND INFORMALITY – organised by Julie-
Anne Boudreau 

• Julie-Anne Boudreau (INRS–UCS, Canada) 
Youth citizenship : Informality as a space and mode of relation to the 
State  

• Guénola Capron (UAM–A, Mexico) 
Las estrategias cognitivas y afectivas de securización en una 
gran metrópoli de América Latina 

• Carlos Zamudio (CUPIHD, Mexico) 
Adolescentes en el narcomenudeo: análisis de las redes sociales 
 

14-15:30hrs Lunch 
15:30- 
18:30hrs 
 

PANEL 6:    INFORMALITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUE – organised by 
Felipe de Alba 

• Felipe de Alba (MIT, USA) 
Informality in environmental issue: a framework 

• Emmanuel Raufflet (HEC-Montreal, Canada)                                                       
Pedro Moctezuma Barragán (UAM-A, Mexico) 
Repensar el agua en Mexico 

• Analiese Richard (U.Pacific, USA) 
Food and Sovereignty: Contesting the Legitimacy of the Mexican State 
as a Manager of Public Goods 
 

Pause 15 min 
 • Maria Fernanda Paz (CRIM-UNAM, Mexico) 

Destrucción de espacios de vida y fomento de la informalidad en los 
ámbitos urbanos. Reflexiones desde las luchas socio ambientales  

• Karina Kloster (UACM, Mexico) 
Legitimidad, legalidad e informalidad en la lucha por el abasto de agua: 
procesos intervinientes. 

• Arsenio Gonzalez (PUEC-UNAM, Mexico) 
Discursos y conflictos territoriales en la apropiación del agua 

17:30-
18:30hrs 

CONCLUSION:    WHERE NEXT FOR THE RECIM? 
• Synthesis and future actions 



RECIM 
   4th Annual meeting 

 

6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sede 
Programa Universitario de Estudios sobre la Ciudad 

  Isabel La Católica No. 7 (entre Tacuba y 5 de Mayo) 
Centro Histórico de la Ciudad de México 

 
Teléfonos Conmutador 5522-2326 / 2330 / 2361 / 2260 

Fax General 5522-5441 
puec@servidor.unam.mx 
www.puec.unam.mx 

 

 


