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This article discusses the relationship between the trajectory of the capitalist accumulation process and the material production of urban space, emphasizing its articulation with the advance of financialization. It argues that, through financial instruments, strategies, and mechanisms, capital has captured landed and real estate property, converting it into tradable assets and aligning it with the logic of financial assets. In this process, the notion of the “secondary circuit of accumulation,” formulated by Lefebvre (1999; 2000) and Harvey (1974; 1982), is revisited, highlighting its importance for understanding the reproduction of capitalism. At the same time, the article engages with literature that points to the limits of this conception in light of recent transformations, particularly regarding the growing interdependence between real estate and finance. In this sense, the concept of a “financialized real estate circuit” is adopted as an analytical tool to shed light on the increasing autonomy and centrality of the real estate sector in the current economic conjuncture.
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O presente artigo discute as relações entre a trajetória do processo de acumulação capitalista e a produção material do espaço urbano, enfatizando sua articulação com o avanço da financeirização. Argumenta-se que, por meio de instrumentos, estratégias e mecanismos financeiros, o capital tem capturado a propriedade fundiária e imobiliária, convertendo-a em ativo mobiliário e aproximando-a da lógica de funcionamento dos ativos financeiros. Nesse percurso, retoma-se a noção de “circuito secundário da acumulação”, formulada por Lefebvre (1999; 2000) e Harvey (1974; 1982), destacando sua importância para compreender a reprodução do capitalismo. Ao mesmo tempo, dialoga-se com a literatura que tem apontado os limites dessa concepção diante das transformações recentes, particularmente no que se refere à crescente interdependência entre o setor imobiliário e as finanças. Nesse sentido, adota-se o conceito de “circuito imobiliário financeirizado” como ferramenta analítica que permite iluminar a autonomização e a centralidade cada vez maiores do setor imobiliário na atual conjuntura econômica.
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// RESUMO
El presente artículo analiza las relaciones entre la trayectoria del proceso de acumulación capitalista y la producción material del espacio urbano, haciendo hincapié en su articulación con el avance de la financiarización. Se argumenta que, a través de instrumentos, estrategias y mecanismos financieros, el capital ha capturado la propiedad de la tierra y la propiedad inmobiliaria, transformándolas en activos mobiliarios y aproximándolas a la lógica de funcionamiento de los activos financieros. En este recorrido, se retoma la noción de “circuito secundario de acumulación”, formulada por Lefebvre (1999; 2000) y Harvey (1974; 1982), subrayando su importancia para comprender la reproducción del capitalismo. Al mismo tiempo, se dialoga con la literatura que ha señalado los límites de esta concepción frente a las transformaciones recientes, particularmente en lo que se refiere a la creciente interdependencia entre el sector inmobiliario y las finanzas. En este sentido, se adopta el concepto de “circuito inmobiliario financiarizado” como herramienta analítica que permite iluminar la creciente autonomización y centralidad del sector inmobiliario en la coyuntura económica actual.
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INTRODUCTION[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This article presents discussions, debates, and arguments drawn from the author’s recently defended doctoral dissertation.] 


The relationship between the production of urban space and the economic dimension of accumulation is not, strictly speaking, a novelty within the scientific field, particularly in Geography and critical urban studies. Prominent and classical authors have long examined this relationship, among them Lefebvre (1999; 2000), Castells (1983), and Harvey (1974; 1978; 1982; 1989; 2017). From a Marxist perspective with an emphasis on the spatial dimension, these authors developed a theoretical approach that underscores the role of capital accumulation as the driving force behind both the material and symbolic transformations of urban spaces (Sancelici, 2020).
Although more recent, investigations and debates on the relationship between financial capital and real estate property already span several decades (Harvey, 1982; 1989; 2017; Topalov, 1979; Melo, 1990; Pradilla Cobos, 2018). What has emerged in the last few decades, however, is a growing body of work emphasizing the proliferation and commercialization of contemporary financial instruments. These studies highlight the need to grasp the specific ways in which financial markets have extended their reach to an increasing number of objects and agents. Their ability to capture rents and create new investment channels has been reshaping the production, consumption, and appropriation of the built urban environment (Fix, 2011; Aalbers, 2008; 2014; 2015; Sanfelici, 2013; Rolnik, 2015; Melazzo, 2013; 2019; Klink & Barcellos De Souza, 2017; Barcella, 2023; 2024).
The proliferation and commercialization of financial instruments are defining features of a historical context marked by the centrality of financial circuits in the accumulation of wealth (Braga, 1997; Lapavitsas, 2013; Chesnais, 2016). The growing relevance of the financial sphere permeates multiple dimensions of space production and has been the focus of extensive research since the late twentieth century, placing financialization at the forefront of analysis.
To understand the financial circuit beyond its traditional role—frequently conceived as ancillary to real estate production and consumption, in which interest-bearing capital is regarded as fundamental to the continuous production of the built environment, a role widely discussed in the literature (Topalov, 1979; Melo, 1990; Capel, 2013; Harvey, 1982; 2017; Pradilla Cobos, 2018)—is to shed light on the growing orientation that treats landed and real estate property as tradable assets analogous to financial assets (Harvey, 1982). This reorientation has repositioned finance in defining the conditions of material production, in the management of real estate stock (Botelho, 2007; Halbert, 2016; Fix & Paulani, 2019; Sanfelici, 2020), and in shaping the roles that space and cities come to perform (Melazzo, Abreu, Barcella & Ferreira, 2021; Klink, 2022; Barcella, 2023; Abreu, Barcella & Melazzo, 2024; 2025).
Moreover, financialization as a historical process cannot be understood as detached from the progressive advance of neoliberalization, which unfolds unevenly across the globe (Jessop, 2001; Peck, 2010; Peck & Theodoro, 2010, 2012; Barcellos de Souza, 2013; Brandão, 2018; Brandão & Souza, 2018; Pereira Júnior, 2019). In the Brazilian case, it can be argued that the convergence between real estate and finance has generated logics, instruments, and mechanisms that are both common and context-specific. These dynamics have become increasingly present, albeit selectively and with varying intensities, throughout the national territory, shaping cities of different sizes and positions in the urban hierarchy (Barcella, 2023).
This article advances the understanding of the relationship between the trajectory of the continuous process of accumulation and the material production of space (Lefebvre, 1999; 2000; Harvey, 1982; 1989), articulating it with the constitution of a financialized real estate circuit (Aalbers, 2008; 2014; 2015; Rolnik, 2015). Through the development of instruments, strategies, and mechanisms, this circuit has become capable of capturing property and transforming it into a tradable asset analogous to a financial asset (Harvey, 1982).
The article is organized into three sections, in addition to this introduction. The following section revisits the classical debate on the fundamental role of urban space production in the continuous process of capital reproduction. We emphasize the contributions of Lefebvre (1999; 2000) and Harvey (1974; 1978; 1982), whose formulation of the “secondary circuit of accumulation” has guided much of critical urban studies in recent decades.
In the third section, we discuss how the development of the productive forces, coupled with the increasing relevance of urban space under industrial capitalism, conferred upon the secondary circuit a progressively central role in reproduction. From this standpoint, we argue for the need to move beyond the notion of the “secondary circuit of accumulation,” considering the growing autonomy of the productive circuit responsible for real estate. We contend that it is necessary to recognize its own insertion within the dynamics of capital reproduction, since, in certain contexts, it can even emerge as the leading sector. For this reason, we privilege the notion of a “real estate circuit” over that of the secondary circuit.
This provocation is fundamental to the fourth section, where we place at the center of debate the constitution of a real estate circuit that, in an economy increasingly driven by finance at the forefront of accumulation, takes shape as a “financialized real estate circuit.” We argue that although the relationship between financial capital and real estate property is not new, the proliferation and commercialization of financial instruments in recent decades have altered the nature and composition of this relationship. It thus becomes possible to identify a transition from a circuit of financial intermediation to a “financialized real estate circuit,” in which real estate and financial spheres intertwine, articulate, and acquire new characteristics.
Finally, by way of conclusion, we discuss the centrality of real estate within the process of financialization, emphasizing that it cannot be understood merely as one more sector acquiring the traits of this process. We align with contemporary authors who argue that the nature of financialization confers upon this circuit a distinctive character, endowed with sui generis features, and that it must therefore be understood as a key component in the financialization process.



The Material Production of Space as a Fundamental Dimension of the Continuous Process of Reproduction 

Although not recent, the discussion on the relationship between the production of space and the continuous process of capital reproduction occupies a central place in the scientific field, especially in Geography and critical urban studies. Classical authors such as Lefebvre (1999; 2000) and Harvey (1982; 1989) engaged in this debate from a Marxist perspective that incorporates the spatial dimension. Within this context, they developed a theoretical framework capable of highlighting the role of the logic of capital accumulation as the foundation of the material and symbolic transformations of urban spaces (Sanfelici, 2020; Barcella, 2024).
From this perspective, the premise is that urban spaces cannot be reduced to land, infrastructure networks, labor reserves, or agglomerations of economic activities. The elaboration of new theoretical approaches to financialization and the production of space requires acknowledging the complexity of cities as privileged arenas for the generation, appropriation, and circulation of income and value, as well as sites of collective consumption and, ultimately, of (re)production (Klink, 2020; 2022). Cities may thus increasingly be interpreted as platforms for financial profitability (Barcella, 2023; 2024; 2025). In this sense, cities and their spaces emerge as central elements in investigating the contradictory spatial trajectory of capitalism, fundamental for understanding the dynamics of capitalist accumulation and reproduction (Lefebvre, 1972; 1999; 2000; Harvey, 1982; 1989).
Throughout the history of the development of the capitalist mode of production, space, in its material dimension, has been captured by circuits of capital valorization “whether through the commodification of land, its subdivision, or, more recently, its growing inclusion in the circulation circuits of financial capital” (Botelho, 2007, p. 16). In this context, it becomes necessary to understand how the circuits of accumulation came to dominate and incorporate space as a strategy of survival and of maintaining capital reproduction (Botelho, 2007).
Thus, the production of space has historically assumed a fundamental role in the continuous reproduction of capital accumulation. For Lefebvre (1999), there is a growing interdependence between capitalism and the production of space, particularly urban space. This relationship, according to the author, must be understood dialectically, as co-determined and complex.

[...] capitalism seems to be exhausting itself. It has found new breath in the conquest of space, in trivial terms in real estate speculation, in major works (inside and outside cities), in the buying and selling of space. And this on a global scale. (...) The strategy goes further than the simple sale, piece by piece, of space. It not only brings space into the production of surplus value, but also aims at a complete reorganization of production subordinated to centers of information and decision-making. (Lefebvre, 1999, p. 142).

Therefore, the relationship between the circuits of capitalist accumulation and the production of space arises from capitalism’s own need to reinvent and restructure itself on spatial foundations. From this perspective, the survival of the system depends on its ability to capture, produce, and reproduce space. In the contemporary context, marked by an advanced process of urbanization, what stands out is the production of urban space.
In addition to Lefebvre (1999), Harvey (1982; 1989), in analyzing the limits faced by capital in each productive cycle and the consequent crises of overaccumulation generated by the internal contradictions of the mode of production itself, identifies the tendency for a significant portion of produced and overaccumulated capital, located in what he calls the primary circuit of accumulation, to shift toward new flows that materialize largely in the production of space, or, as he defines it, in the production of the built environment.
This flow generates what Harvey terms the “secondary circuit of accumulation,” which finds in the capture of space and its material production the continuous possibility of reproduction. For Harvey (1982; 1989), the tendency of capital to produce surpluses that result in crises of overaccumulation requires mechanisms capable of reabsorbing them into the circuits of accumulation to prevent their devaluation. In this sense, the production of spatial materiality, especially that of the city, constitutes the privileged pathway for the absorption of surplus capital (Harvey, 1982; 1989). It is therefore up to urban analysis to clarify under which conditions, and through which projects this absorption occurs (Sanfelici, 2020).
Thus, the secondary circuit of accumulation is linked to the production of the built environment—that is, to investments in the real estate sector, both in the construction of housing, offices, and commercial buildings, and in the production and maintenance of infrastructures and other materialities that “lubricate” the gears of reproduction, functioning as a kind of special fixed capital (Harvey, 1989; 2004).

Within the secondary circuit of capital, flows are divided between fixed capital for production (factory facilities and equipment, energy generation capacity, railway junctions, ports, etc.) and the production of a consumption fund (housing, for example). Joint uses are often possible (a highway, for instance, may serve both production and consumption activities). A portion of the capital that enters the secondary circuit is incorporated into land and forms a stock of fixed assets in a given place — a built environment for production and consumption (including industrial parks, ports and airports, transportation and communication networks, water and sewage systems, housing, hospitals, schools, etc.) (Harvey, 2004, p. 94).

From this perspective, the development of the logics of the accumulation process entails a profound and intense spatial dimension. This dimension is not limited to the use of space as a mere “place” where productive activities occur or commodities are produced, but rather concerns, above all, the very production of space as a necessary mechanism for overcoming crises and for the continuous process of accumulation.

There must obviously be a 'surplus' of both capital and labour in relation to current production and consumption needs in order to facilitate the movement of capital into the formation of long-term assets, particularly those comprising the built environment. The tendency towards overaccumulation produces such conditions within the primary circuit on a periodic basis. One feasible if temporary solution to this overaccumulation problem would therefore be to switch capital flows into the secondary circuit (HARVEY, 1989, p. 106).

Space, as both a commodity and a product of the reproduction of accumulation, cannot be understood as just any other produced good, for it presents singular characteristics that confer upon it specificities of its own. Once materialized in the built environment, fixed capital acquires a condition of immobility, since the value embodied in it cannot be transferred without being destroyed. Investment in space thus implies the creation of a physical landscape destined for production, circulation, exchange, and consumption, making space a fundamental element for the continuity of accumulation (Harvey, 1989).
The analytical focus on the processes associated with this circuit has become paradigmatic in investigations that have sought, and continue to seek, to understand the different forms of capital circulation in the production and material transformation of space. Aalbers and Christophers (2014), in analyzing the centrality of housing production and its advance through interactions and articulations with financial circuits, revisit the notion of the “secondary circuit” developed by Harvey (1982; 1989):

Harvey’s capital switching may sound uncomfortably structural and abstract, but once we start looking at actual housing crises, it is easy to see how many of them have been caused by overinvestment in the previous years of housing boom (Aalbers e Christophers, 2014, p.7).

Therefore, in line with Harvey, Aalbers and Christophers (2014) emphasize the relevance of the notion of overflow between circuits and construct the debate on the contemporary relations between housing production and the circuits of accumulation from the perspective of political economy. The authors argue that the debate on the secondary circuit of accumulation developed by Harvey (1982) constitutes a fundamental milestone and highlight its contribution to investigations that seek to shed light on the relationship between finance and the built environment.

The idea of capital switching [...] needs to be situated against the backdrop of Harvey’s wider (1982) argument that financial institutions see the built environment – which includes but is not limited to housing – as an asset in which money can be dis/invested by directing and withdrawing capital to the highest and best use. If the generic “circuit of capital” which we sketched above (revolving around the production of goods and services) represents the “primary” circuit of capital, then Harvey suggests that we can think of production and reproduction specifically of the built environment, including housing, as a “secondary” circuit of capital. (Aalbers e Christophers, 2014, p.379).

The authors draw attention to the broader conception contained in the analytical framework developed by Harvey (1982). This approach entails considering institutions, agents, and property owners connected to the “world of finance,” who come to view the built environment as an asset into which capital can be invested and directed toward its most profitable uses. In other words, it consolidates the tendency to treat the built environment as an asset capable of providing remuneration and profitability.
Space, as a necessary instance for the continuous process of reproduction and for overcoming crises of overaccumulation, leads “capital to find in real estate a kind of refuge” (Lefebvre, 2000, p. 69). However, we emphasize that although subtle at first, certain changes become fundamental and cannot be disregarded, as they express transitions and mutations arising from the very development of the productive forces connected to the circuits of accumulation and to the production of the built environment. In this sense, we consider it necessary to rethink the positions, roles, and functions of the sectors linked to this circuit in light of the historical transformations of capitalism. It is from these considerations that the subsequent section unfolds.

From the “Secondary Circuit of Accumulation” as a Subordinated Circuit to the “Real Estate Circuit” as a Specific Circuit 

The examination of changes and transitions in the relationship between the material production of urban space and the continuous process of capital reproduction requires, above all, a reconsideration of the historical trajectory of this articulation. Initially, one observes the subordination of the real estate circuit—also termed the secondary circuit of accumulation—to the industrial productive circuit, understood as the primary circuit of accumulation.
It is from these problematizations and constructions that we advance the analysis in this article, proposing the replacement of the expression “secondary circuit” with “real estate circuit.” In The Urban Revolution, originally published in 1970, Lefebvre (1999) argues in a similar direction when discussing the development of the circuit responsible for real estate production and for the appropriation of space. For the author:

The “real estate sector,” as it is called, plays the role of a second sector, a circuit parallel to that of industrial production oriented toward the market for “goods” that are non-durable or less durable than “real estate.” This second sector absorbs shocks. In times of depression, capital flows into it. At first, they generate fabulous profits, but soon become buried. In this sector, the “multiplier” effects are weak: few activities are induced. Capital becomes immobilized in real estate. The overall economy (the so-called national economy) soon suffers as a result. Yet the role and function of this sector continue to grow. As the main circuit, that of current industrial production of “movable goods,” loses momentum, capital will be invested in the second sector, real estate. It may even happen that land speculation turns into the principal source, the almost exclusive site of “capital formation,” that is, the realization of surplus value. While the share of global surplus value formed and realized in industry declines, the share formed and realized through speculation and real estate construction increases. The second circuit supplants the main one. From contingent, it becomes essential (Lefebvre, 1999, pp. 146–147).

In Lefebvre (2000), one can observe the beginning of a process of autonomization of the productive circuit responsible for real estate production and for the capture of space (land), which comes to acquire its own position within the dynamics of capital-reproduction circuits. In certain contexts, this circuit may even become the principal sector, should the prevailing structure of capitalist reproduction so require at a given historical moment (Botelho, 2007, p. 18).
Thus, based on Lefebvre (2000), it can be observed that for a long time the “real estate sector” neither occupied a central position in capitalism nor represented a possibility of relative autonomy, being considered of secondary importance up to a certain point. This occurred largely due to the obstacles faced by capitalism in conquering land and the ownership of property. However, Lefebvre (2000) emphasizes that, once taking possession of land and space, capitalism opened a fundamental field of investigation.


For a long time, real estate had only minor importance within capitalism. Land belonged to the remnants of a defeated class, the landed proprietors (...) of feudal origin. In the past, construction, a branch of production initially subordinate and almost artisanal, was less important than the production of steel and sugar (...). Now, the situation of this “branch” has completely changed, and not only in the major industrial countries. To explain this fact, it is necessary to show how and why capitalism seized land and space. Hence the tendency for what was once “real estate,” henceforth mobilized (construction, speculation), to become central in capitalism, since it represents a new industry (Lefebvre, 2000, p. 117).

Building on the provocations formulated by Lefebvre as early as 1972, when he highlighted the major transformations in the relationship between capitalism and space, Melazzo (2019) identifies key elements that must be considered to advance the understanding of this relationship today. Melazzo (2019, p. 74) emphasizes four central aspects: (i) the change in the position of the real estate sector, understood as part of a historical process of capitalist transformation; (ii) the recognition of land ownership as a legacy of earlier periods, stressing that capitalism appropriated it; (iii) the constitution of the real estate branch as a central element of the system, since its processes of expanded reproduction find in it essential, and perhaps sufficient, conditions to sustain its expansive logic; and (iv) the expression used by the author to reveal the action of capital upon what was previously merely immovable.
This amounts to the historical recognition of a major transformation. In this context, two essential points can be highlighted for understanding the relationship between the production of space and its capture by capitalist accumulation circuits: (i) a relationship that goes beyond mere proximity, taking shape almost as a symbiosis between the circuit of capitalist reproduction and the production of space, wherein capitalism captures and produces space as a fundamental strategy of survival and continuous reproduction; and (ii) the development of a specialized circuit of material space production that, from a certain point onward, comes to perform functions, dynamics, and roles of its own with relative autonomy. This autonomy should not be understood as isolation, but as the capacity to establish dynamics, characteristics, and logics of accumulation that surpass the condition of an auxiliary circuit, thus constituting a genuine real estate circuit that initially occupied a subordinated position as the secondary circuit of accumulation.
Thus, the existence of a specific circuit, the real estate circuit, is recognized, whose importance in the composition of accumulation has expanded over time. As Lefebvre (2000, p. 69) affirms, this is a parallel circuit, not because it is disconnected from other fractions and circuits of capital, but precisely because it presents agents, strategies, and logics that have granted it growing relevance. In contemporary capitalism, this circuit develops dynamics, instruments, and strategies characteristic of a period in which the financial dimension assumes a central position (Aalbers, 2008; 2014; 2018; Méndez, 2019).
Therefore, space, and especially urban space, has come to assume increasing importance for the continuous process of capital accumulation, while at the same time becoming largely governed by the very dynamics and characteristics of the capitalist mode of production (Carlos, 2007). The predominance of financial logics, strategies, and agents in contemporary forms of accumulation finds in the production of space one of its central conditions of realization (Botelho, 2007).
Weber (2015), in From Boom to Bubble, albeit briefly, problematizes the notion of the secondary circuit, recognizing its historical value as a structural analytical construction that explained the process for decades, while also pointing to its limits in the face of recent transformations in the relationship between accumulation circuits and the appropriation of space and cities as a continuous frontier of capital valorization. In this context, real estate came to be configured as a specific circuit, structuring a complex and specialized mechanism oriented toward the generation of real estate profits and rents (Weber, 2015).
Thus, a common point is resumed in Harvey (1982; 1989) and Lefebvre (2000, p. 69), who showed how the real estate circuit was, for a long time, a subordinated and subsidiary sector, but with the development of capitalism itself gradually became a parallel sector. In contemporary capitalism, this circuit proves strategic for the consolidation of the accumulation regime under the dominance of finance.
Such a strategic position within an accumulation structure, as a privileged position of financial capital, had already been anticipated, to some extent, by Lefebvre (2000), originally published in 1972.

The mobilization of landed and real estate wealth must be understood as one of the great extensions of financial capitalism; the incorporation of construction into the industrial, banking, and financial circuit was one of the strategic objectives during the last decade (Lefebvre, 2000, p. 68).

In the same vein, Méndez (2019, p. 317, our translation) emphasizes that capitalism appropriated land and mobilized it in such a way that the real estate sector came to occupy a central position. The capital circulating in the production of space, by moving away from the productive sphere associated with capital, consumer, or intermediate goods, finds in the real estate sector and the built environment a fertile ground for its action and reproduction. The advance of this process, articulated with the relationship between the built environment and financialized capitalism, makes it possible to understand that the contemporary city cannot be reduced to the place where surplus value is generated only from the activities located within it. More than that, the very production of urban space becomes a fundamental source of surplus value generation, transforming housing into a commodity and opening a new frontier for capital accumulation (Méndez, 2019, p. 317).
This change marks a historical moment of capitalist transformation, in which the city becomes a privileged locus of reproduction and the role of the state is reoriented, not toward absence but toward subordination to new dynamics of accumulation. In this context, the hegemony of a paradigm of city-making as business is consolidated. Botelho (2007), analyzing the position of the city in the advance of logics associated with circuits of financial accumulation, highlights that space, particularly urban space, has acquired increasing importance for capital and that the predominance of finance in accumulation strategies finds in the production of space one of its fundamental conditions of realization. Based on this observation, the following section is devoted to problematizing this debate.



Real Estate and Property as Vectors of Financialization: The Constitution of the Financialized Real Estate Circuit in Brazil 

The debate on the relationship between the financial sector, the production of the built environment, and real estate property is not new (Pradilla, 2018; Topalov, 1979; Harvey, 1989). Several authors have already highlighted the structural dependence of the real estate circuit on the financial circuit of accumulation, among them Abramo (1989), Melo (1990), and Fix and Paulani (2019).
Fix and Paulani (2019) emphasize that the material production of space maintains an immediate relationship with financial circuits, whether through the need to make production viable or to ensure its circulation for consumption. For this reason, the authors argue that it is essential to analyze the changes brought about by the growing penetration of finance into a sector already traditionally linked to financial dynamics.
The magnitude of the resources required by the sector, such as the purchase of high-cost materials, the payment of labor across different levels of specialization, technological adaptation, and access to urban land, frequently exceeds the investment capacity of private agents, which makes financial intervention indispensable, particularly through credit. Furthermore, real estate demand is fragmented among different uses and income groups, which, in the Brazilian case, intensifies the need for financing to ensure that real estate commodities effectively circulate.
In this sense, the relationship between real estate and finance is structured around two complementary dimensions. On the one hand, the high operating costs, the acquisition of landed property, the contracting of the construction industry’s production chain, which involves workers ranging from low-skilled laborers to engineers and architects, and the long maturation period of investments explain why the sector has historically been characterized by a slow turnover of capital. On the other hand, the moment of circulation reveals the singularity of real estate as a fixed, unique, and high-unit-value commodity, whose realization almost always depends on financial intermediation, mainly through buyer credit.
Pradilla Cobos (2018), in analyzing the relationship between financial circuits and real estate production in the Latin American context, highlights that the complexity of real estate, combined with the weight of rents incorporated into land prices and the long production and commercialization period, results in high costs that compel developers to resort to bank credit to finance construction, whether as fixed or circulating capital. This financing, in turn, is subsequently transferred to the buyer through mortgage credit. The combination of these factors, together with bank interest, increases the final price of the product and makes the granting of long-term credit to the buyer indispensable, particularly in the case of housing. Such a dynamic prolongs the realization of real estate as a commodity and the return on invested capital, which makes the presence of financial capital not only recurrent but also structural and irreplaceable in the accumulation process.
In the Brazilian context, housing is commonly the most valuable asset a family acquires over the course of its life, particularly when we consider the large contingent of middle- and low-income social strata. In this specific situation, the possibility of a potentially large consumer market for the acquisition of real estate without a financing system, that is, through full cash payment, would be minimal (Melo, 1990; Pradilla Cobos, 2017).
In the same vein, Melo (1990) observes that large-scale residential space production, whether public or private, necessarily depends on the establishment of a financing structure. Such a structure must operate simultaneously at two levels: in supporting production, by offering credit to investors in the sector, and in circulation, through a credit system that enables an effectively solvent demand.
Similarly, Sanfelici (2020) emphasizes that, given the high unit value of real estate in relation to the income flow of most consumers, real estate activity has always been strongly conditioned by external financing. For the author, this dependence explains why real estate cycles are almost always articulated with credit cycles and why the most severe crises tend to occur in contexts of credit abundance and the diffusion of speculative practices among developers and borrowers.
It is evident, therefore, that the real estate circuit is dependent on financial intermediation structures, which are responsible for enabling not only production but also the circulation and consumption of real estate (Melo, 1990; Sanfelici, 2020). In this sense, Melo (1990) stresses that only with the development of such structures was it possible to leverage large-scale real estate and housing production and consumption in Brazil. To support this argument, the author compared the housing finance systems of three countries (Brazil, the United States, and England), which demonstrated different forms, conceptions, and mechanisms capable of fostering large-scale housing production.
The comparison among the three large-scale housing production structures highlights profound differences in conceptions, operability, and the role played by the state. However, one central aspect proves to be common to all models: the necessary articulation between the housing production sector, or the real estate sector, and financial intermediation circuits as a condition of viability (Melo, 1990).
In the Brazilian case, an embryonic credit structure based on Savings Banks, Capitalization Companies, and Retirement and Pension Institutes enabled only an incipient and short-lived boom in the early 1940s, which was quickly undermined by inflation. It was only in the mid-1960s that the credit system was effectively unblocked (Melo, 1990). In this context, Sanfelici (2020) observes that for much of the twentieth century, housing and real estate production in Brazil had very few financing channels available.
From the 1960s onward, Brazil consolidated its first experience with a robust credit system, capable of enabling an institutional engineering that provided the financial infrastructure necessary to intermediate large-scale housing production and consumption (Melo, 1990; Royer, 2009; Eloy, 2013; Rolnik, 2015; Sanfelici, 2020). The creation of the Housing Finance System (SFH) in 1964, linked to the National Housing Bank (BNH), was decisive in raising housing production to unprecedented levels in the country (Bolaffi, 1979; Oliveira, 1979; Melo, 1990; Royer, 2009; Rolnik, 2015). The institutional measures implemented during this period introduced fundamental instruments, such as the Brazilian Savings and Loan System (SBPE) and the Severance Indemnity Fund (FGTS), which provided the necessary funding for mortgage credit, along with the innovation of monetary correction in contracts. Added to these were the Real Estate Credit Societies (SCI), Real Estate Bonds (LI), and the Federal Housing and Urbanism Service (SERFHAU). The BNH thus acted as the central regulatory and financing body of the SFH and the Sanitation Finance System (SFS), consolidating the institutional and financial basis for mass housing production in Brazil (Royer, 2009).
Therefore, from 1964 onward, Brazil consolidated a state-shaped financial infrastructure capable of providing the necessary support for the development of the national real estate sector, especially housing production. At this moment, a closer relationship between the real estate sector and a robust financing system was established. It is important to emphasize, however, that this was a circuit of financial intermediation, fundamental for enabling the mass production and consumption of real estate, rather than a process of financialization per se. It is thus necessary to distinguish the existence of a credit structure oriented toward the intermediation of the real estate sector from the constitution of a financialized real estate circuit, in which the financial sphere comes to redefine the agents, strategies, and products of the sector. In the Brazilian case, the trajectory of constituting this financialized circuit only began with the creation, in 1997, of the regulatory and instrumental framework of the Real Estate Financial System (SFI). This new normative arrangement emerged in the context of profound political-economic transformations, which resulted both from the advance of neoliberal rounds (Brandão, 2017) and from the country’s insertion into the accumulation regime under the aegis of finance (Paulani, 2013; 2016).
Within this context, the proliferation of financial mechanisms, instruments, and products directly backed by the real estate sector stands out, such as the process of housing securitization. Over the past three decades, a growing number of studies have emphasized the need to understand how financial markets have reached an ever-expanding range of objects and agents, in their capacity to capture debts and create investment channels, which has transformed the forms of production, consumption, and appropriation of the urban built environment (Fix, 2007; Aalbers, 2008; Daher, 2016; Rolnik, 2015; Halbert and Attuyer, 2016; Sanfelici, 2020; Barcella, 2024).
This proliferation and commercialization of financial instruments, which come to find in the built environment and in landed and real estate property their collateral and basis for remuneration, constitute central features of a historical moment in which the primacy of financial circuits in the accumulation process becomes marked. The centrality of finance has promoted a profound redefinition of the ties between the different components of the circuit of capital valorization associated with the real estate sector and the very rationality of the roles of real estate and landed property (Harvey, 1982; Haila, 1988, 1990; Ward and Aalbers, 2016). With regard specifically to real estate and its relation to financing, these changes translate into a greater dependence on private investment to the detriment of public subsidies, whether direct or indirect, aimed at housing production, thereby redefining traditional forms of sectoral financing (Aalbers, 2008; Rolnik, 2015).
What is striking in this process is the gradual transformation of the role traditionally exercised by financial capital as a structure of intermediation for real estate production and consumption (Topalov, 1979; Melo, 1990; Pradilla, 2018; Sanfelici, 2020) into an expanded role in which finance not only intermediates but also penetrates more deeply and accumulates strategic functions in defining the conditions of production, management, and circulation of the real estate stock, which is now conceived as a tradable asset (Botelho, 2012; Halbert and Attuyer, 2016; Fix and Paulani, 2019). It is important to stress that this trajectory should not be understood as a natural or inexorable evolution toward a more mature stage of the market. As Sanfelici (2020, p. 130) warns, these transformations result from strategies of coalitions of economic actors to modify the institutional environment in which they operate, reorganizing the economic field, redefining the relationships between firms, investors, and consumers, and directly impacting the material production of space.
The implementation of financial liberalization and deregulation measures made possible, on the one hand, the emergence of new agents such as pension funds, insurance companies, and real estate investment funds, and, on the other, the development of new products and instruments such as financial derivatives, which came to play a central role in the production and governance of the real estate market (Fix, 2007; Aalbers, 2008; Daher, 2016; Halbert and Attuyer, 2013, 2016; Sanfelici, 2017). In this process, not only did new agents emerge, but structural transformations also took place within already existing ones (Weber, 2015; Chiapello, 2019). Many of these agents began to organize and articulate themselves according to the logics typical of the world of finance, in some cases becoming publicly traded companies directly subjected to the dynamics and pressures of the stock market.
This structural change redefines the role of finance in the real estate sector. From a mechanism that supports the financing of specific projects, financial capital comes to guide and condition the dynamics of the sector. Under this logic, housing demand, usability solvency, and the concrete need for shelter cease to be determinants. What prevails is the capacity to extract financial rents from real estate assets, which generates speculative bubbles and a growing disconnection between use value and exchange value. The city is converted into a potential financial asset, and the success of projects comes to depend on their integration into financial valorization circuits (Weber, 2015).
In this regard, Halbert and Attuyer (2016) highlight that the interdependencies between capital markets and the production of urban spaces result from the diffusion of financial logics and instruments, mediated by the actions of different agents, both financial and non-financial, which place cities and urban spaces as fields increasingly integrated into the dynamics of financial capital, but also exposed to its inherent instability.
According to Aalbers (2008), investment in real estate markets remains more dependent on financing than ever before, and the links run in two directions. When two markets become entangled, a relationship of codependence emerges. Ultimately, the development of financial markets also depends on the development of real estate and housing markets (Aalbers, 2008).
Therefore, the idea of the advance of the financialization phenomenon, already highlighted earlier (Braga, 1997; Chesnais, 2016; Paulani, 2012, 2016; Aalbers, 2008, 2019), is confirmed. This process of financial dominance in the economy is not restricted to banks, financial agents, and financial assets. It is, above all, a movement that increasingly comes to dominate and penetrate productive sector firms as well, since it “has shaped the strategies of all relevant private agents, conditioned the operation of finance and public expenditures” (Braga, 1997, p. 196), in addition to coordinating the production of surplus value under the rhythms, strategies, and logics of finance (Chesnais, 2016; Paulani, 2010).
By identifying this gradual process, which is neither punctual nor easily delimited in a specific moment, since it is a historical process in the making, it becomes possible to envision the interpenetration of financialized accumulation circuits within the real estate circuit. What was initially characterized as a circuit of financial intermediation (Melo, 1990), necessary for the development of a large-scale housing and real estate sector, has, over the last decades and in the present period, come to be configured as a financialized real estate circuit (Fix, 2011; Paulani, 2016; Fix and Paulani, 2019).
It is within this context that we observe the multiplication of new financial products tied to and backed by real estate, such as real estate investment funds and transnational corporations entering financial markets not only to diversify assets and reduce risks, but also to penetrate different scales and territories, expanding geographically and subjecting the production of the built environment, that is, cities, to the logic of financial valorization and profitability (Aalbers, 2014; Rolnik, 2015).
These innovations cease to be peripheral and come to occupy a structural role in the forms of reproduction and profitability of the real estate circuit, insofar as financial circuits expand and begin to drive decisive transformations in essential elements of the sector’s functioning. From a theoretical point of view, the challenges point to the need to identify the links between the logic of rent generation through financial securities and the forms of production and appropriation of the built environment (Harvey, 2006; Haila, 1988), as well as to analyze the extent to which the built environment, and thus property itself, becomes an open field for the circulation of interest-bearing capital (Haila, 1988). This contributes to the gradual transformation of cities into abstract spaces conceived as bundles of income-generating assets (Klink, 2022, p. 21), turning them into platforms of financial profitability (Barcella, 2023, p. 430).
In this sense, especially over the last two decades, a vast literature has drawn attention to the development of instruments and products characteristic of the world of finance, directly linked to the financing of urban and real estate (re)development projects in different cities around the world. These instruments simultaneously present particularities that are consistent with their concrete spatial realities.
The notion of a financialized real estate circuit elaborated here thus expresses the need to understand the very trajectory of relations between the real estate sector and finance, a trajectory marked by complex dynamics and by the power relations that structure contemporary economic processes. This analytical key makes it possible to highlight that the interdependence between these circuits is not limited to the creation of financial instruments or the increase in asset liquidity, but also involves political disputes, state regulations, and strategies of economic agents that selectively orient urban development. By integrating these dimensions, it becomes possible to reveal how the structures of production, circulation, and distribution of value are embedded in specific historical and spatial contexts, reflecting both the reproduction of class relations and the unequal configuration of power among landed, real estate, financial, and state agents. This perspective reinforces the relevance of geographically and historically grounded analyses of specific markets, capable of capturing the concrete materiality of these processes and their implications for the reproduction of urban space and social relations.
Barcella (2024a; 2025) demonstrates that, in the Brazilian context, the challenges of interpretation and analysis are significant, since the growing convergence between the real estate and financial sectors has produced logics, mechanisms, and instruments that diffuse unevenly across the national territory. In this sense, it is fundamental to recognize that the financialization of the real estate circuit does not occur homogeneously, based on an idealized and closed model moving toward an ideal type of financialization. Rather, it presents substantive variations according to different socio-spatial formations. The degrees of financialization depend not only on the insertion of each urban economy into global accumulation dynamics, but also on the specific historical, institutional, and political mediations that structure local markets.
In certain contexts, financialization manifests itself in denser capital markets in relation to the socio-technical milieu (Santos, 2004), supported by complex financial instruments. In others, it assumes incipient forms, associated mainly with the expansion of credit and housing policies mediated above all by the state, a key agent in this process (Barcella, 2024; 2025; Abreu, Barcella and Melazzo, 2024; 2025).
This diversity reveals, on the one hand, the inequality in the diffusion of the technical-scientific-informational milieu (Santos, 2004), which is fundamental for the capture of space by finance, and, on the other, the capacity of certain agents, such as states and financial and real estate actors, to articulate local and global scales, reconfiguring the relative weight of real estate in accumulation processes. Understanding the financialized real estate circuit in Brazil therefore requires situating it within its concrete historical and territorial dimension, in order to grasp both its global connections and the socio-spatial specificities that shape its intensity and effects.

By Way of Conclusion: The Centrality of the Real Estate Circuit in the Process of Financialization 

Urban space and its materiality can be understood as fundamental dimensions of the reproduction of the accumulation process, functioning simultaneously as the result, condition, and expression of continuous reproduction (Lefebvre, 1999; Harvey, 1978, 1982). In light of this, understanding contemporary processes of accumulation requires moving beyond the notion of the “secondary circuit” as formulated by Lefebvre and further developed by Harvey. While that notion remains crucial to the reproduction of capitalism, it must be advanced and articulated with concepts that encompass historical processes of transformation.
What can be observed today is the emergence of a real estate circuit that progressively becomes autonomous and assumes centrality within the machinery of financialized accumulation. It ceases to be merely a circuit for surplus absorption and becomes a structuring locus of accumulation dynamics themselves. By articulating landed and real estate property with financial instruments, strategies, and increasingly complex mechanisms such as real estate investment funds, securitization, and specialized intermediaries, this circuit promotes a qualitative shift by subordinating the production of the built environment to the logic of financial profitability.
More than reinforcing the centrality of private property, this process reorganizes urban practices, institutions, and policies, converting cities into privileged platforms for capital valorization. The notion of a “financialized real estate circuit” is therefore proposed as an analytical tool that more precisely captures the specificity of current forms of capital reproduction, showing how the real estate sector has moved beyond a merely complementary role to operate as a decisive dimension of the current accumulation regime. In the present context, as argued, the real estate circuit has increasingly converged with dynamics of financial valorization, establishing synergies that structurally tether it to financial logics. The absorption of capital by the real estate sector is one of the defining features of the current financialized accumulation regime (Aalbers, 2018).
The financialization of the real estate sector should not be understood simply as a by-product of the centrality of finance in the economy, but as a decisive element in its contemporary configuration. This centrality is evidenced by the role of mechanisms and products arising from the articulation between finance and real estate, such as securitization and mortgage markets, which not only sustain the expanded reproduction of capital but also reconfigure the dynamics of the global economy. The U.S. subprime crisis is the most emblematic example: instability generated in the real estate market spread worldwide, revealing the systemic and multiscalar character of financialization (Aalbers, 2008).
According to Aalbers (2008), markets that articulate the relationship between real estate and financialization, such as mortgage markets, constitute a particular type of financial market. They were originally conceived as part of the structuring of credit markets, intended to facilitate circulation and fluidity between the primary and secondary circuits in Harvey’s terms (1978, 1982). However, the expansion of these markets and the growing autonomization of financial circuits of accumulation transformed this arrangement into a new organizational structure in which “mortgage markets no longer facilitate the transfer of capital to the secondary circuit,” but instead sustain accumulation within a financial circuit increasingly interdependent with real estate.
The expansion of the financialized real estate circuit is not limited to deepening the logic of private property, but also advances “the neo-liberal agenda of private property, firms and growing profits” (Aalbers, 2008, p. 151). In this process, homeowners become increasingly dependent on and “familiarized” with financial markets, so that their behaviors, logics of action, and choices come to decisively incorporate the financial sphere. As Aalbers (2008, p. 152) emphasizes, “the financialization of the house forces more and more families to see the purchase of a house not only as a house, as a place to live, but as an investment”.
It is considering such analytical constructions that Aalbers, in his debate with Haila published in Aalbers and Haila (2018), argues that real estate cannot be understood merely as just another sector subjected to financialization, like any other economic activity. Its specificity derives from the fact that housing directly connects the global logic of finance to the everyday lives of households, concentrates most credit operations carried out by banks, especially in the residential segment, and stands, alongside sovereign debt, as one of the main sources of high-quality collateral for institutional investors.
Therefore, the built environment, whether in the sphere of real estate in general or housing, constitutes a central element in the process of financialization. From this perspective, placing real estate at the center of analysis is not simply a conceptual choice, but an empirical necessity. This idea had already been raised by Aalbers and Christophers (2014), when they proposed the debate on the need to “centralize housing in political economy,” arguing that understanding the circulation of capital, especially in the current phase of capitalism, requires recognizing the multiple materialities of housing and the built environment within this process. Later, Aalbers (2016) reinforces this position by reaffirming that housing must occupy the center of the debate on the political economy of financialization, stating that housing and finance are in a relationship of increasingly close interdependence, such that the financialization of housing can be understood as the main mechanism through which it becomes possible to analyze this intensification of interdependence (Aalbers, 2016).
Thus, the interdependence between the financial circuits of accumulation and the elements of the built environment must be understood as a constitutive part of a broader process of capital reproduction (Halbert and Attuyer, 2016). In this context, the real estate sector plays a strategic role, since the absorption of capital by this segment constitutes one of the defining features of the contemporary accumulation regime, which is financialized and oriented around real estate (Aalbers, 2018).
To grasp the real effects and characteristics of what can be defined as the financialized real estate circuit, it is first necessary to understand how the trajectory of the relationship between the real estate circuit and the financial circuit unfolded. Initially, this relationship was configured as an infrastructure of intermediation that made possible the expansion of real estate activities, until both circuits became articulated and effectively constituted a financialized real estate circuit. For this reason, it is essential to situate the analysis within a historically constructed and concrete time-space.
The financialization of housing should not be seen as merely one case among others, but rather as a central aspect of contemporary economic dynamics. Mortgage markets occupy a strategic position in the global economy, while housing remains indispensable for families and has become a key indicator of economic performance. The value of housing assets directly influences homeowners’ consumption capacity, the volume of credit they can access, and even their broader perceptions of the economy.
From this perspective, certain limitations can be identified in the way the political economy of financialization has often approached the issue, reducing the financialization of real estate to just another productive field vulnerable to the new power of finance. This interpretation, however, is misleading, since the very nature of the built environment as a commodity inherently linked to landed property confers upon it a specific role in its process of financialization.
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