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ABSTRACT
Informal street trade has historically been seen by local authorities as
backward, inefficient, and detrimental to urban areas and thus, has
been subject to formalization policies. This paper reports on an
ethnographic study of a project that sought to formalize street trade in
Recife (Brazil). Street trade was presented by the City Council as
hindering urban mobility, unhygienic and detrimental to the
development of the city. A spreadsheet was developed to record,
license and enforce the formalization of street trade. The spreadsheet
and its classification scheme expanded the possibilities of control over
individual street vendors. We will argue that formalization requires
street traders to be rendered objects and subjects of knowledge. What
this does is to individualize and discipline street trade. More
substantially, we argue that the regulations and classification scheme
shaped understandings of street trade as becoming individualized and
this led to some contradictory implications for urban street trade.
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1. Introduction

Informal street trade, the focus of this paper, is a widely prevalent feature of cities and towns across
the Global South. It is an activity that comprises:

the production and exchange of legal goods and services that involve the lack of appropriate business permits,
violation of zoning codes, failure to report tax liability, non-compliance with labour regulations governing con-
tracts and work conditions, and/or the lack of legal guarantees in relations with suppliers and clients. (Cross,
1999, p. 580)

Critics argue that informal street trade is associated with low working conditions and is only under-
taken when there is no alternative (Dibben et al., 2015; Evers & Seale, 2015). Many see it as being
backward, inefficient and detrimental to the development of urban areas (Bromley, 2000; Cross,
2000; Seligmann, 2001; Smith, 1996) for the following reasons. First, informal street trade is
claimed to hinder pedestrian and traffic mobility. Donovan (2008) highlights that informal street
trade often leads to increased pedestrian and vehicular congestion, which not only hinders move-
ment around urban areas but also impedes emergency vehicles and results in increased traffic acci-
dents (Smith, 1996). Second, informal street trade is claimed to threaten the livelihoods of formal
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traders (Duneier & Carter, 1999). Informal street traders often sell products at lower prices than
formal traders. This is possible due to lower costs associated with the absence of rent, mortgages,
statutory employment contributions, or taxes (Williams, 2017). Further, avoiding tax leads to the
charge of not contributing financially to the development of the city. Third, informal street
traders are criticized for selling contraband and sometimes unsafe products (Loukaitou-Sideris &
Ehrenfeucht, 2009; Williams, 2017). Fourth, informal street trade is seen as contrary to the modernist
perceptions of what a city should look like and how commerce and tourism should function (Wil-
liams, 2017). Consequently, informal street trade is in opposition to many countries’ and municipa-
lities’ visions of security, orderliness and development – aspects that normatively constitute a
modern civilized city (Turner & Schoenberger, 2012).

Governments have thus tried to ‘solve’ the problem of informal street trade by developing forma-
lization policies and regulations that seek to control and enforce what is sold, who is selling, and
where trade can be conducted. Through these policies, informal street traders are often relocated
to government-built malls or given fixed positions in streets (Bromley, 1998). However, commenta-
tors have argued that formalization policies often fail to achieve their objective of taking informality
out of the streets. Further, critics argue that its implementation can marginalize and disempower
informal workers and in doing so, formalization reinforces the existing structures of inequality (Ben-
jaminsen et al., 2006). Moreover, findings show that informal trade is often associated with the local
production of society and culture (Mete et al., 2013); enables urban participation and community
building (Nurudeen & Usman, 2010; Singerman, 1995; Williams & Windebank, 2002), resilience and
social capital (Lyons & Snoxell, 2005; Watson, 2009) and helps with the regeneration of deprived
urban areas (Middleton, 2003). The reason why this broad spectrum of developmental possibilities
is left invisible in formalization programs is because these programs are anchored in modernist
understandings of ‘development’ (Cross, 2000; Hart, 2006; Scott, 1998; Williams, 2005). Moreover,
to achieve this, formalization requires governments to know their population by creating records
and by classifying formal and informal street traders (Miraftab, 2007). This is facilitated by classifi-
cation technologies that allow for licenses to be issued (Dibben et al., 2015; Henman & Dean,
2010). It is thus important to critically question the role of classification schemes in the formalization
of street trade. This is the focus of this paper. Specifically, we investigate the relationship between
formalization regulations and classification schemes and how both relate to the local enactment of
formalization.

Literature that looks at the link between technology and development (ICTD) has a long tradition
(Avgerou, 2008; Brown & Grant, 2010; Walsham, 2017). In relation to informality, some studies have
looked at how technologies are associated with non-standard forms of work (ILO, 2016). Others have
looked at how informality relates to digital innovation (Cozzens & Sutz, 2014; Kaushik & Rahman,
2016) and appropriation (Chen, 2016), while others have looked at how it relates to productivity
(Cáceres et al., 2012), entrepreneurship (Link et al., 2020) and participation within formal-informal
businesses (Kleine et al., 2012; Rangaswamy & Nair, 2012). Additionally, examining the link
between technology and the formalization side of informality, recently the International Labour
Organization (ILO) coined the term ‘e-formality’ to describe policies where technologies are designed
and implemented to aid a transition from informality to formality and identified four pathways to
formalization which can be facilitated by technologies: productivity, regulations, incentives and
enforcement (Chacaltana et al., 2018). While the study sees potential in how technologies can
help in achieving a just and fair formalization, it also points out how new technologies are drastically
impacting the very definition of ‘formality’ in the ways in which in some countries it is increasingly
being referenced as ‘registration’ (Chacaltana et al., 2018, p. 11). To be ‘formal’ is to be properly ‘regis-
tered.’ Thus, we might add that being properly ‘registered’ implies a classification scheme that
signals what is to be considered as ‘formal’ and ‘informal.’

Classification schemes are useful in the conduct of government because they categorize and
record populations, enable analysis, and are often the basis for resource allocation for citizens
(Hayes et al., 2018; Mosse & Whitley, 2009). Classification thus reduces the complexity associated
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with analyzing and resourcing citizens’ requirements (Nyberg, 2012). Without classification, all
people and things are unique and individuals thus are difficult to control (Mosse & Whitley, 2009).
Classification enables governments to develop enforceable actions and decisions (Henman &
Dean, 2010). At the same time classification schemes are highly political and are inextricably inter-
linked with the exercise of power (Jacob, 2004; Mosse & Whitley, 2009; Nyberg, 2012). Formalization,
through classification, is thus a power-constituted process which shapes the developmental scope of
populations as it involves the constant negotiation of what is to be considered as ‘appropriate’ or
‘inappropriate’ street trading activity (Cross, 2000).

Critical literature that looks at classification can be positioned within the nascent field of critical
data studies (Dalton et al., 2016) as part of a growing trend towards the adoption of critical
approaches to ICTD that question issues of data justice associated with power, representation and
subjectivity (De et al., 2018; Zambrano, 2021; Zheng et al., 2018). This critical ICTD research looks
at the various practices associated with the production and analysis of data and their implications
for development, also known as ‘data for development’ – D4D (Hilbert, 2016; Leonelli & Beaulieu,
2021), with a specific focus on ‘data inequalities’ associated with access to data, control of data,
and what is represented by data (Cinnamon, 2020). Our study adds to these discussions by critically
inquiring on the relationship between formalization regulations and classification schemes.

As discussed, classification is greatly facilitated by modern information technologies (IT), which
can store, retrieve, and distribute records of individual street traders (Jacob, 2004). However, the lit-
erature to date has not explicitly considered the role of classification schemes in formalizing street
trade in the Global South. This is the specific focus of this paper. Our empirical setting is based in
Recife, the Northeast capital of the state of Pernambuco, Brazil. It reports on an ethnographic
study of Recife’s city council and its ongoing implementation of a formalization program that
seeks to regulate informal street trade. Formalization was done by stipulating the locations that
traders could sell from and by specifying the products that they could sell. This contrasted with
the unregulated forms of street trade that had operated in the center of Recife for decades. The tech-
nology for enacting this classification was a spreadsheet developed by the city council to record,
license and enforce the formalization of street trade. The spreadsheet’s classification scheme com-
prised of categories such as the name of the stall holders, their location and the products that
they sold. These categories were crucial for dispensing licenses, monitoring compliance and
issuing fines.

Our theoretical lens draws from Foucault’s writings on power (Foucault, 1980, 1982). Foucault
(1982) contrasts a sovereign view of power from a relational view. A sovereign view conceives of
power as being in laws, people, the hierarchy and their access to resources to monitor and
enforce compliance. In contrast, the relational view conceives of power as being enacted relationally.
Power thus is never in the hands of a person or in laws as a commodity, it is enacted through
relations (Petrakaki et al., 2009). It is this relational view that our paper adopts and, specifically, in
relation to the ways in which the formalization regulations, through its implementation on the
spreadsheet’s classification scheme, were implicated in the exercise of power relations. Our paper
asks the following research questions: First, how are classification schemes implicated in the forma-
lization of street trade in the Global South? Second, how do classification schemes shape the prac-
tices of street traders and government officials?

In answering these questions, we will highlight how the classification scheme provided for new
and expanded possibilities of control. We will argue that classification schemes render traders visible
and marks them out from each other. In doing so they become an object of knowledge. This allows
for street trade to be examined, ordered and disciplined. Most substantially, we will argue that the
formalization regulations, and the apparently mundane classification scheme in the spreadsheet,
shaped how the people involved conceived of themselves and others (Hayes et al., 2018). It normal-
ized the everyday practices of all actors to focus on the city council’s agenda of rendering informal
street trade as problematic, and on a recognition of what it should become – formalized trade.

186 R. R. RAMOS ET AL.



The paper is structured as follows. The next section outlines the theoretical underpinnings of this
paper. Here we outline literature on classification, power and governmentality. We then discuss our
research methods. Section four presents our case and ethnographic data. Section five develops our
argument about the ways in which classification schemes are operationalized in the formalization of
street trade. In section six we describe the implications of our study for the formalization of street
trade in the Global South. Finally, we conclude our paper.

2. Theoretical underpinnings: classification, formalization and governmentality

In this section, we outline our theoretical underpinnings, namely the notion of governmentality and
related literature on classification. Governmentality can be understood as ‘processes of tactics, tech-
niques and procedures of governments to define and direct individuals and populations’ (Nyberg,
2012, p. 1672). Foucault (1982) argues that the state operationalizes power by putting in place
systems to collect and develop analytical knowledge of the population and of the individual. Classifi-
cation schemes are central to the operationalization of power as they provide for the categorization
of people and entities. Such modes of enquiry objectify the individual, thus allowing for the individ-
ual to be examined and disciplined. The discursive framing of classification schemes provides for
individuals to become the subject of power. Governmentality, thus relates to the ways in which
freely acting and responsible subjects come to regulate their own actions within a wider system
of meaning, and within defined categories and conventions (Henman & Dean, 2010; Miller, 2001).
Governmentality then is understood as the conduct of conduct (Miller, 2001, 2008; Rose & Miller,
1992). How do we conceive of formalization and classification through the lens of governmentality?
We argue that governmentality leads us to view street traders and city officials as both the object
and subject of knowledge as we outline below.

First, viewed through the lens of governmentality, classification schemes provide for the develop-
ment of knowledge of the population as well as of specific individuals (Henman & Dean, 2010). What
this does is to make individuals the object of knowledge. Townley (1993, p. 527) highlights that
classification schemes develop this knowledge through partitioning taxonomies. She argues that
‘partitioning imposes an order by constructing a rational classification of living beings.’ Townley
(1993, p. 533) highlights that classification schemes are used so that ‘individuals may become
objects of enquiry through being made the subjects of scientific study.’ Townley (1993, p. 534)
goes on to explain that through rendering the individual visible, as an object of knowledge, individ-
uals can ‘become compartmentalised, measured, and reported, for administrative decision making.’

Second, formalization, understood through the lens of governmentality, suggests that while all
actors are acting freely, they act in terms of how they understand what formalization is and what
it will become. The problem of informal street trade is tightly framed by contrasting it to its
‘formal counterpart’ in what Cross (2000) defines as ‘formalomorphism.’ It frames informality not
in relation to what it is, but in relation to what it is not (non-licensed, non-regulated, not clean,
not human, etc.). By doing this, it becomes difficult to conceive of a solution to informal street
trade outside of formal trade.

We draw on these two core notions of governmentality to consider how formalization regulations
and the classification scheme made all actors in urban Recife (traders, government staff and citizens)
both the object and subject of knowledge.

3. Methods

The primary data collection for this research was undertaken by the first author between April and
October 2014, as part of a broader ethnographic study on informal street trade in Recife. Specifically,
our study focused on the formalization program that the Department of Mobility and Urban Control
(CSURB) within Recife’s City Council, introduced in 2014. Our research design and methods were
informed by previous ethnographic studies of informal urban street trade (Dovey, 2012; Evers,
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2015; Evers & Seale, 2015), of informality in Brazil and Recife (Araújo et al., 2012; Barroso, 2008;
Coletto, 2010; Costa & Pintaudi, 2003; Pinheiro-Machado, 2009; Silva, 2009) and of formalization of
informal trade in Brazil (Carrieri & Murta, 2011; Kopper, 2012). The inquiry had two aims: First, to
uncover the perceptions of CSURB officials and traders concerning informal trade and the formaliza-
tion program. Second, to examine how the formalization program was implemented. Specifically, we
studied how CSURB made use of a spreadsheet to record, monitor, license and enforce the formali-
zation program.

Primary data was gathered through ethnographic observations. This was aided by field notes,
audio recordings, pictures and enhanced by interviews and informal conversations (Creswell,
2008). These were supplemented by official CSURB documentation such as the action plan associ-
ated with the formalization program as well as paper forms associated with the registering of
traders and licenses of traders.

The observations consisted of roughly six hours a day, primarily on weekdays and either between
8am and 2pm or 1pm and 7pm. In total, 25 interviews were conducted. Eight with enforcement
officers, two with supervisors, one with a senior official, four with licensed traders, five with unli-
censed traders and five with citizens. In relation to audio recordings, a total of 88 audios were
recorded corresponding to 25 recordings of interviews and/or conversations, 10 of soundscapes
and 43 of personal notes/memos/observations. Roughly four A5-sized paper notebooks were
written with field notes and more than a hundred pictures were taken during fieldwork. All this
data was daily arranged into a fieldwork diary.

Primary participants interviewed were of two kinds. The first were the CSURB officials, mainly
enforcement officers, supervisors and a senior official. The second were licensed and unlicensed
street traders. Eight enforcement officers were interviewed. They were responsible for registering
the information pertaining to the street traders’ activities into paper forms. Two supervisors were
interviewed. They were responsible for managing the enforcement officer’s processes and specifi-
cally, for transcribing the data from paper forms into the spreadsheets. One senior official was inter-
viewed, who was responsible for the overall management of the program. Five unlicensed and four
licensed street traders were interviewed. Interviews with street traders focused on their opinions
about the formalization program and informal street trade in Recife. They followed an open structure
so to give space for the actors’ own narratives to emerge. The structure of interview templates
evolved towards it being less and less structured as the ethnographic fieldwork progressed and
as new topics emerged from observations. This offered the richest data to be covered in interviews
and/or conversational interactions. Reducing the imposition of structure gave space for ‘flexibility,
improvisation, and openness’ (Myers & Newman, 2007, p. 14) which translated into freeing the
stories to naturally emerge and unfold and make changes to the relevance of topics accordingly.
Initially, interviews were focused on the governing officials’ opinions about the formalization
program and informal urban street trade. However, the interviews evolved towards unfolding
their rationales for the legitimacy to the formalization program or gathering their opinions about
their usage of spreadsheets and paper forms. In addition, extensive notes were taken during unstruc-
tured interviews and conversations with street traders, enforcement officers and citizens.

The ethnographic observations were focused on the processes associated with formalization as
these took place within the CSURB office and on the streets of Recife’s city center. They evolved
from being semi-participant (Musante & DeWalt, 2010), associated with following governing
officials in their daily tasks, to non-participant flaneur (Jenks & Neves, 2000), associated with the eth-
nographic descriptions of city life and informality (Lewis & Russell, 2011). In the CSURB office, the
observations focused on the usage of the spreadsheets, specifically observing how information
was transcribed from paper forms into the spreadsheets, the mismatches the transcription produced,
and how these were analyzed. Observations on the streets focused on (a) following the enforcement
officers’ as they registered information associated with street traders into paper forms; (b) how enfor-
cement officers monitored the traders’ compliance with the formalization rules; and (c) how street
traders interacted with customers and enforcement officers. The observations where CSURB
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officials were present had to be carefully planned and scheduled. Seven visits to the CSURB office
occurred. Four were associated with following enforcement officers’ activities on the streets. On
the other hand, the observations of traders’ activities on the streets were more emergent and
casual, and conducted throughout the duration of fieldwork as events unfolded. Participants’ reac-
tions to the observations were varied. CSURB officials were open and enthusiastic about sharing
information about their managerial skills. Informal street traders, on the other hand, showed
some suspicion as to what they perceived could be yet another form of surveillance. In the case
of CSURB, observations were registered in a notebook. In the case of traders, a mobile phone
audio recording was mostly used to enable non-intrusiveness. Both the notes and the recordings
were focused on rich descriptions of events and conversations between the ethnographer and
traders, between traders, or between them and customers or enforcement officers. All notes
(written and recorded) were taken in real-time as events unfolded or soon afterwards, when it
was impossible to do it in real-time.

Analysis was undertaken by recording and comparing the themes that emerged (Miles & Huber-
man, 1994). This was shaped by a ‘proximal view’ of the data and an inductive theme analysis
(Cooper & Law, 1995). Field notes were grouped daily into a themed research diary which was popu-
lated with the main happenings of the day listed through the interviews, informal conversations,
observation notes, audio notes, and pictures taken. This proved useful for the day-to-day analysis
and continuous tightening and focusing of the inquiry in relation to emergent themes which
were later compared with the interview transcripts. QSR software NVivo was used to aid this
process (Beekhuyzen et al., 2010). However, as the inquiry evolved, the role of the fieldwork diary
also grew as the primary on-the-fly analysis tool.

4. Recife’s formalization program

In this section, we describe how the process of formalizing informal street trade occurred in Recife.
We start by introducing the context and background of street trade in Recife. Then, in the second
sub-section, we show the motivations and strategies for formalizing and in the third sub-section,
the specific roles the spreadsheet played in the formalizing processes.

4.1. Context and background

Recife provides a distinctive and relevant empirical setting to investigate our research questions
because it has a rich historical association with both informal street trade and formalization. The
city was formed around its seaport and thus trade has been endemic since its inception. It is the
fourth highest urban agglomerate in Brazil, after São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and Belo Horizonte. Its
population was 1.54 million in 2010 and the most recent estimate was its number increased to
1.63 million in 2016 (IBGE, 2017). Data available from 2010 indicates that Recife’s Human Develop-
ment Index, which is a composite statistic of life expectancy, education, and per capita income indi-
cator, was 0.734, positioning it as the highest among the Northeast cities of the country. While 64.8%
of the population were economically active, 12.1% were registered as unemployed (UNDP, 2013).
Further, among those considered economically active, around half were associated with informal
work, meaning, without a signed contract (17.74%) or self-employed (19%), of which informal
street traders constitute a big part (Gomes, 2016).

Informal street trade in Recife came under specific scrutiny in the 1990s. At this time, there was a
rise in the number of informal street traders as a consequence of the financial crisis. This resulted in
conflicts erupting between formal and informal street traders and led to Recife’s City Council, like
other municipalities throughout Brazil, implementing formalization policies. These policies aimed
to achieve an ‘urban revitalisation’ by disciplining informal street trade and reallocating these
traders into specially-built shopping malls. This required the specification of what formal trade
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was, what it was not, what was sold, where it was sold, who sold it etc. It thus required a classification
scheme.

4.2. Motivations and strategies for formalizing

Informal street trade is prevalent across Recife’s popular squares and streets – as illustrated in Figure
1 – where informal street traders are found selling food, drinks, cell phone accessories, illegal copied
CDs, etc.(as illustrated in Figure 2). These come at low prices and thus reach a wider population that
includes the poor. Such trade provides an income not only for the informal street traders but also for
the local producers of food, crafts and music, who use informal street trade as their main distribution
platform. Given this, it is important to question how informal street trade came to be framed as a
problem in Recife and how CSURB’s formalization program came to be perceived as its solution.
This will be the focus of this sub-section where we will describe three key rationales associated
with the legitimacy of the formalization program. These were first, associating informal street
trade with the deficient infrastructure and pedestrian and traffic mobility of Recife and against the
aesthetic imaginary of a modern economic urban center; second, responding to the threat of illegi-
timate trade and unfair competition; and lastly, promising the reallocation of licensed traders to
purpose-built malls.

CSURB’s formalization program spoke to concerns of Recife’s population associated with the
deficient urban infrastructure and pedestrian and traffic mobility in the city center. It did this by posi-
tioning informal street trade as a main contributing factor adding to these issues. An enforcement
officer said: ‘They [informal street traders] complain but we need to ensure pedestrian and traffic
mobility.’ Interestingly, some traders also shared CSURB’s concerns. An informal street trader said:
‘I know I speak against myself but it’s true. I mean, look at that [overcrowded sidewalk with
stalls], it’s chaos.’ But although traders could add to this chaos, they were also often responsible
for solving what the city council failed to, such as fixing broken pavements, adding ‘public seats’
to the sidewalks or sunshades for the elderly, etc. This was observed, for instance, in relation to a
street trader who had a stall on the pavement in front of a national bank: ‘The elderly [clients of
the bank] use his plastic chairs as the queue expands [from the bank to the pavement outside].
Bellow his sun umbrella, they’re drinking water and eating his chicken snacks.’ Notwithstanding
this, CSURB also blamed traders for much of the dirt and rubbish that littered the streets, even
though that was, in a large part, due to the poor infrastructure as well. A supervisor said: ‘We will
remove them to leave the sidewalks clean.’ Moreover, it was also observed that traders often orga-
nized collectively for cleaning and infrastructural maintenance and repairs in their sites. Thus, the
rationale for eliminating informal street trade seemed more to do with an aesthetic understanding
of modernity and progress which positioned street vending as backward and dirty (Bromley, 2000;
Cross, 2000), rather than with the logic of actually cleaning up the streets. Indeed, some of the popu-
lation, especially those that did not live in the urban center, saw informal street trade as one of the

Figure 1. Informal commerce in Recife’s city centre.
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more aesthetically unpleasant aspects of Recife. Sarcastically, a middle-class citizen said: ‘Look!
[pointing at the stalls]. This is our “order and progress” [“order and progress” is written on the Bra-
zilian flag].’ This not only positioned informal street trade as an obstacle hindering commercial pro-
gress but also, and more strikingly, as inhuman, as an enforcement officer mentioned: ‘Our plan is to
humanise the streets.’ Not surprisingly, informal street traders were not happy with this as one said:
‘A person worthy of his work need not be mistreated. But the city council doesn’t want to know that.’

The formalization program was also relevant to formal vendors, who considered informal trade
unfair and damaging to their business. First, because the formal shop owners, unlike the informal
traders, had to pay taxes on products sold, for their building and permits as well as for purchasing
products through official supply channels. Second, because informal street trade was associated with
counterfeit products. A CD shop owner had this opinion: ‘they don’t want to [be formalised]. They
prefer the streets. They just don’t want to pay taxes.’ But formal vendors also saw positive aspects
of informal street trade. For example, a national bank claimed an informal street trader was
valued by their staff and customers and thus, prevented his registering by CSURB by stating he
was working on their private space outside and not on a public pavement. There were also
formal shops which claimed informal street traders attracted clients, or coffee shop owners who
liked the music stalls being nearby as it entertained their customers: ‘If they’re less, less clients
get inside [the coffee shop]. If they’re there, they attract clients which can come in.’ On the other
hand, a clothes shop owner said: ‘(…) if we let them, they abuse, but if we don’t let them, we
miss them.’ Thus, common to most formal vendors was the idea that informal street trade could
benefit from a better organization but, at the same time, that such organization did not have to
be associated with their complete removal from the streets.

The formalization program aimed to reallocate traders to specially-built shopping malls known as
Camelódromos. A specific Camelódromo had been built over a decade before with the same intent
but the ones associated with this formalization program were yet to be built. While these were yet to
be built, licenses were temporary and issued in relation to ‘disciplined sites,’ i.e. streets where only
licensed traders could work. Traders saw the Camelódromos as an opportunity to expand their
business while having a better workspace infrastructure and mostly, not being continuously har-
assed by authorities. As an informal street trader said: ‘(…) a toilet, a cleaned space, organised,
instead of this… never knowing when they’ll come [enforcement officers] and put us away.’ But
some believed the promised infrastructures would never be built. Moreover, the planned locations
of the malls were not attractive for them and the experience of a previously built Camelódromo a few
decades ago had not been positive for street traders: ‘Who would go there [to a Camelódromo] to
buy this [grabbing a coconut]? No one goes to a mall for this (…) Look at the old Camelódromos.
Everyone sells outside, not inside.’ They were also suspicious towards CSURB’s true purposes as
an informal street trader mentioned: ‘They say: “You’re out today!”; “Tomorrow we’re gonna take
it away!”; “After tomorrow you’ll get a notification!” – You see? It’s this psychological pressure.’
Indeed, as a supervisor mentioned, these reallocations would greatly help CSURB control the

Figure 2. Street traders selling in Recife’s city centre.
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streets: ‘(…) they’re very scattered. This [reallocating them] makes it easier to monitor. [Easier] To do
everything.’ Additionally, CSURB believed this would facilitate the progressive limiting of the licenses
available for traders, as noted by a supervisor: ‘It’s a palliative measure. Once in the Camelódromos,
no new licenses will be issued.’ Thus, reallocations could be read as an interim strategy to remove all
signs of street trade from Recife. The formalization program was to facilitate this. The spreadsheet
was developed to record and capture the licensing of informal street trade.

4.3. Formalizing through the spreadsheet

This subsection will focus on the spreadsheet which provided the central record of all traders.
Further, licensing decisions were based on its classification scheme. The scheme mirrored the forma-
lization rules, which specified that a trader could only be licensed for one specific commercial
activity, one location, and one stall and, if licensed, no other family member of the trader could
be registered under the formalization program. On the spreadsheet, this rule was mirrored by the
fact that its classification scheme only permitted the registering of one-to-one relations between
the categories of identification of stall owner, product category sold and site location. We will
next describe four important aspects associated with the use of the spreadsheet in this context
which we briefly outline now. First, the use of the spreadsheet’s printed forms on the streets facili-
tated the traders’ own self-reporting. Second, the mismatch between the forms’ structure and the
reality of the streets made for trader’s activities to be registered on the spreadsheet as ‘deviances’
to the formalization rules. These deviances needed to be addressed or ‘fixed’ by pressuring
traders to change their behavior, issuing fines, confiscating products or revoking licenses. Third, in
those sites where ‘deviances’ were high, formalization was slow or even not enforced while in the
‘disciplined sites,’ licensed traders helped enforcement officers with surveying and reporting any sus-
picious activities. Lastly, spreadsheets were also used by enforcement officers to help friendly infor-
mal street traders targeted by disciplinary measures.

Every morning, enforcement officers printed off the forms and spreadsheet relevant to the area
that they were to patrol. When walking with these documents in their hands – as illustrated in Figure
3 – they would often become the center of attention. As observed while accompanying enforcement
officers on their patrols, street traders would often approach them, look at the forms and ask: ‘Is my
name there?’; ‘What about my brother?’; ‘When are you issuing the licenses?’; ‘When is the Cameló-
dromo gonna be built?’. Traders didn’t question the accuracy of the records or the authority of the
enforcement officers. Driven by fear and/or expectations of a better life, they would run after them
when noticing they were collecting data for the licensing process. An informal street trader said: ‘It’s
their job. I’m nice to them and I never had any problem. I would just like if they could be faster in
giving me the authorisation, you know?! My license.’ Traders too believed some change was
needed, but whether the change offered by the formalization program was appropriate wasn’t ques-
tioned. They were either unaware or didn’t believe that the one family member per stall rule would

Figure 3. Enforcement officer collecting data from street traders.
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be enforced and would often provide the names of their family members to get them formalized. An
informal street trader said: ‘I don’t know and I don’t believe it. Everyone is doing it [trying to register
as many family members]. You must be one for the other, right?!’. Enforcement officers were aware of
this and by making these forms visible, they made traders aware of the formalization program,
stressed that there was no alternative to it and encouraged their own self-reporting. An enforcement
officer said: ‘First they did not believe it but when they realised they had no alternative they began
running after us to register.’

Enforcement officers were accountable for how many licenses and fines were issued to the sites
they patrolled. Moreover, they were under pressure to complete their paper forms in detail. For this,
they were expected to explain the licensing and regulations to traders so that they would comply.
This would lead to more licenses being issued and ensure the program’s success. However, the
forms, based on the spreadsheet’s classification scheme, were too structured to capture the
reality of informal street trade. From an observation of an informal street trader answering enforce-
ment officers’ registering questions regarding selling location, products sold and who the owner of
the stall was, we noted the trader’s response as: ‘We sell everywhere around here. All types of stuff.
But now he’s sick [his father], so I’m here with my brother. The license would really help the family.’
This information didn’t ‘fit’ the forms’ structure. The forms’ structure was derived from a classification
scheme which only allowed the registering of one-to-one relations between stall owner, location and
category of products sold. However, in this case, the reality was that there were more than one stall
owners which sold a diverse set of product categories and moved between different localities, i.e.
this was a many-to-many relation between stall owner, product category and location. More to
this point, there was also the case when traders’ activities, such as infrastructure cleaning and main-
tenance, did not fit into the activities specified by the formalization program. For instance, it was
observed that a small group of traders built a small ramp on the sidewalk for people with disabilities,
but when questioning an enforcement officer about these activities he said: ‘they have no author-
isation for that [from city council] and sooner or later it [the ramp] will be removed.’ In these
cases, the information regarding such activities would be registered in the ‘other’ boxes or on the
margins of the paper forms – as shown in the left and middle pictures in Figure 4. Later, this infor-
mation would be transcribed by supervisors into the spreadsheet’s ‘other column’ and considered as
‘deviances’ to the rules of formalization – as shown in the picture on the right in Figure 4. Not sur-
prisingly, ‘deviances’ were high as traders usually didn’t ‘fit’ the formalization rules. This was evident
from the spreadsheet’s ‘other column’ being full. CSURB believed that this was so because the
traders did not want to, or were unable to comprehend the formalization rules and so, surveillance
and punishment were necessary. One supervisor said: ‘Some want this, but they are not prepared to
work in a formal way. They’re used to the streets. (…) Inspection and seizure is the only weapon we
have.’ Thus, the spreadsheet was perceived as the central mechanism for surveillance. This happened
specifically through the spreadsheets’ ‘other column’ because that column rendered most traders’

Figure 4. Left and middle pictures showing observation notes written on the margins of forms; picture on the right showing an
excel sheet with data registered in the ‘other column.’
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activities visible as ‘deviances’ and thus, candidates for elimination when disciplinary measures had
to be taken so to ensure the formalization program’s success. As one supervisor said: ‘Why change
the “other column”? That’s where we find out everything.’

While ‘deviances’ persisted on the spreadsheets, supervisors pressured enforcement officers to
ensure the traders’ compliance with the formalization rules. Thus, contrary to the licensing
patrols, the principal objective of the enforcement officers was to survey the streets for known
‘deviances’ and apply disciplinary measures accordingly. In these cases, enforcement officers
would purposefully not use the official forms and the printed spreadsheets but instead, hand-
write the information regarding the locations and the names of the traders they were to check, as
this would draw less attention from traders wishing to register or ask questions about the formaliza-
tion program. As an enforcement officer said: ‘They don’t bug me this way.’

Moreover, some locations had a high concentration of unlicensed traders or a high number of
‘deviances’ registered and it could be unsafe to make overt the official forms or enforce the regu-
lations. As one enforcement officer said: ‘There’s still too many here [unlicensed street traders]. It’s
too risky.’ Informal street traders became aware of this, and where there were many of them, they
would sell openly. One informal street trader said: ‘They’ll [enforcement officers] never risk
coming here. This is ours!’. On the other hand, at the ‘disciplined sites,’ enforcement officers had
the help of licensed traders who believed they were responsible for their sites’ compliance with
the program and thus would survey and pressure unlicensed traders to move away or even
report them to the enforcement officers. As a licensed street trader said: ‘If anyone out there puts
a stall here, I’ll report it. I’ve worked too hard for this [for the license] No one is gonna take that
away from me.’

Enforcement officers were often local residents. Not only did they know the traders, but they also
frequently purchased from them. Informal traders thus often queried enforcement officers about
issues registered against their names or of their friends and family. During such instances, enforce-
ment officers sometimes showed sympathy for the informal traders. For instance, we observed one
enforcement officer saying this to an informal trader who asked him about another informal trader:
‘Seu Leo? Who told you that? There is nothing here on him [checking the spreadsheet for the trade’s
name]. (…) I’ll ask around, but don’t worry, nothing will happen to him.’ By checking the spread-
sheets for relevant information, at the request of those informal traders with whom they had devel-
oped relations, enforcement officers could implicitly alert them to issues and allow them to take care
of them. Thus, along with enforcing formalization, in keeping with the relational cultural fabric of the
local social context, enforcement officers also showed support for informal traders and saw them as
an integral part of the daily life of Recife and of its social and economic infrastructure.

5. Discussion: formalization through classification

In this section, we draw on our theoretical underpinnings and the empirical data to consider how
classification schemes are implicated in the formalization of street trade. What we will argue is
that the classification scheme acted on traders, officials and citizens, and in doing so, individualized
their conduct and understandings of street trade. In the first subsection, we will argue that forma-
lization, operationalized through a classification scheme, disciplines the activities of individual
traders by making them an object of knowledge. In the second subsection, we will suggest that
what the formalization regulations and the classification scheme did was to shape the subjectivities
and imaginations of all actors about what informal street trade was and what it was to become under
the formalization program.

5.1. Classification and knowing individual street traders

The ‘problem’ that the formalization program sought to respond to was that informal street trade
was diffuse and uncontrollable. The formalization regulations addressed this by requiring that
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individual stall holders, their location and their products were disclosed. However, what our case
highlighted was that to operationalize the regulations, and to discipline informal street trade, a
classification scheme was required. The classification scheme operationalized the formalization of
informal street trade by making individual traders an object of knowledge. Classification is an impor-
tant disciplinary apparatus. It provides for the possibility to know, order and control the activities of
individual street traders and gather knowledge about the population of street traders. Individual
street traders become an object of knowledge in the following four ways.

First, the classification scheme partitioned traders in terms of stall ownership, location and
product. This allowed for individuals and specific dimensions of street trade to be known. What
this did was to render the individual traders visible and in doing so they became an object of knowl-
edge. By making the individual street traders an object of knowledge and by partitioning their activi-
ties, the classification scheme provided for the population of street traders to be divided up into
governable subsets (individuals, locations, products, legal or illegal). By rendering individual
traders visible (as an object of knowledge), this provided for their conformity with the regulations
to be examined (Gitlemen et al., 2013). The more complete the details were pertaining to an individ-
ual trader, the more they were rendered visible and the more they could be known and disciplined
(Foucault, 1982).

Second, the classification scheme provided for the examination of street trade. It allowed for office
staff to review if the formalization project was on track and if certain districts or areas should be
subject to more targeted intervention. It allowed for the planning and control of the population
en masse. For this examination and disciplining of informal street traders to be possible, it required
the individual records to be perceived of as being accurate and objective (Introna & Whittaker, 2004).
As previous research has highlighted, accounting information such as tax and pensions are relatively
impenetrable to average people and take on the appearance of being objective and accurate
(Graham, 2014). This is despite figures often being merely best estimates (Hayes et al., 2018;
Miller, 2001). Similarly, in Recife, the accuracy of the records was assumed by traders and enforce-
ment officers alike. The classification scheme allowed for the objective and unquestioned specifica-
tion of what trade was being conducted, where and by whom. It led to the knowledge claims of
enforcement officers, on behalf of the city council, being accepted as objective and true (Hayes &
Westrup, 2012). Thus, through knowing, partitioning and examining the population’s activities in
these ways, the classification scheme transformed individual street traders from being a unique
and unknowable population into a manageable and ordered population (Foucault, 1977/1979,
p. 148). Classification schemes transform ‘confused, useless or dangerous multitudes into ordered
multiplicities’ (Foucault, 1977/1979, p. 148). To paraphrase Foucault (1977/1979, p. 143), the classifi-
cation scheme was put in place to eliminate the effects of imprecise distributions of traders, their
uncontrolled trading activities and their diffuse circulation. As has been emphasized in the account-
ing literature (Miller, 2001), spreadsheets, as Ilcan and Phillips (2010, p. 849) highlight are, ‘far from
neutral objective tools, the mundane accounting procedures associated with audit and economic
assessment are powerful mechanisms for shaping social and economic life.’ The classification
scheme thus, was far from neutral. It disciplined individual traders through attaching individual
accountability and responsibility for aligning with the regulations (Cheney-Lippold, 2011; Cohen,
2018).

Third, auditing expertise was fundamental in the objectification of street trade. Studies have high-
lighted that the apparent objectivity of records and analysis is predicated on the assumed expertise
of those that construct, audit and analyze records (Graham, 2014). Those in positions and roles of
auditors are able to make claims of knowledge that are unquestioned (Introna & Whittaker, 2004).
Auditing expertise is fundamental to the exercise of power (Miller, 2001). However, claims of exper-
tise in Recife were not equal. The city council had access to information technology, spreadsheets,
and qualified staff (relatively) who could audit the records, and issue licenses or fines accordingly.
City Council staff, due to their position as expert auditors, became the ones who could distinguish
between formal and informal street trade (Cashmore &Morgan, 2014; Richardson & Cashmore, 2011).
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This placed the city council as being in a powerful position. In the Global South, expert knowledge
such as that related to auditing and analyzing formal and informal street trade takes on special sig-
nificance (Hayes & Westrup, 2012). Street traders, largely being the urban poor, were not able to
question the classification scheme or records in the spreadsheet (Banerjee & Linstead, 2004). This
is despite the spreadsheet not being especially sophisticated. Many traders only had a basic level
of education and were unfamiliar with spreadsheets and information technology more generally.
There is a significant discrepancy in expertise between those that are governing and those being
governed (Richardson & Cashmore, 2011). The possibility to participate in shaping street trade in
the Global South is thus unevenly distributed. Those with access to expertise and information are
better placed to shape the future of street trade (Miller, 2001).

Fourth, classification was central to the expanding possibilities of control through the panoptic
effect it led to amongst traders. As we saw in the case, when enforcement officers were seen review-
ing the printout of the spreadsheet on the streets, it was a visible reminder to traders of the legiti-
macy and authority of the enforcement officers. The daily patrols of enforcement officers led to
traders seeking to find out more about what was required to voluntarily register themselves and
their families. Alternatively, others would seek to avoid detection. The Panopticon has been dis-
cussed extensively within the literature, and we will not rehearse the argument here (Knights &
McCabe, 2003; Zuboff, 2015). However, this panoptic effect was necessarily incomplete. In our
case, this was noticeable when enforcement officers feared being assaulted by traders in locations
where unlicensed traders were in high numbers, due to their sympathy with traders. What we see
in Recife, and in the literature that has examined informal street trade in the Global South (Little,
2015; Turner & Schoenberger, 2012), is that the governing of informality is intrinsically related to
the legal ambiguity and negotiable enforcement of laws (Devlin, 2011; Tucker & Devlin, 2019).
The state often ignores the flouting of some formal regulations, as ‘political costs of imposing regu-
lation may greatly outweigh the benefits of intervening’ (Dibben et al., 2015, p. 387).

5.2. Formalizing as an individualizing governing rationality

In this second subsection, we will highlight that the individualizing strategy needs to be understood
as operating within a governing rationale that shaped the imaginations and practices of all actors.
Formalization had a moral basis. It was tied to claims of cleanliness, urban pedestrian and traffic
mobility, licensed trading and other desired esthetics of formalization and progress associated
with the future prosperity of the population. These are the values by which all actors consider
their own activities and the activities of others against. Informal street trade was seen as detrimental
to achieving this vision. As the literature on governmentality has highlighted (Miller, 2008), such
moral rationales are hard to question and come to construct the ways of thinking and acting. This
focusses the attention away from the problem (whether formalization was necessary) and instead
offers reformatted solutions (licensing and enforcement). Formalization thus becomes hard to ques-
tion, as all actors assume that formalization is the appropriate way in which trade should be con-
ducted and that the ways to be a successful trader or government official are already known
(Hayes et al., 2018; Ilcan & Phillips, 2010). Thus, key to formalization was the normalization of the
moral basis and expectations for formal street trade.

Formalization provided for the self-examination of the practices of traders and enforcement
officers, and thus was akin to what Ilcan and Phillips (2010) refer to as a key instrument ‘that privilege
and oblige particular conceptions… [encouraging] certain individuals, groups and places to rein-
vent themselves.’ As studies of accounting and calculative practices have highlighted, classification
schemes such as those in spreadsheets have been central in connecting responsibility to the political
rationalities of the day (Graham, 2014, p. 1627). Classification schemes are mundane but crucial tech-
nologies that enroll traders in formalization programs. They come to recognize themselves as requir-
ing change, for them to align with the regulations, and to be responsible for their own future and the
future of the broader population. This was perhaps most evident in the ways that traders were
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responsible for registering themselves, specifying the individual owner of the stall, the location they
trade from and the products they sold. It also led to them reporting unlicensed traders to enforce-
ment officers. Such acts of confession saw them defining themselves, in terms of the formalomorph-
ist rationale. Enforcement officers were required to elicit who the owner of the stall was, and to
explain the licensing and regulation process to traders (even though this was often difficult). Enfor-
cement officers too were individually accountable for demonstrating that more licenses and fines
were being issued. The active participation of enforcement officers and traders was thus central
to the individualizing strategy of formalization.

The classification scheme, operating within this governing rationale, was performative (Gitle-
men et al., 2013; Zuboff, 2015). The classification scheme acted on traders and enforcement
officers to shape the capacities and conduct of all actors. It constructed the subject positions of
government officials, traders and enforcement officers as being responsible for their own future
and the future of the broader population (Cheney-Lippold, 2011; Noble, 2018). For government
officials, formalization came to be explained by their success in completing the forms in detail,
in issuing licenses and fines and in the absence of urban congestion and cleanliness of the
streets. As Graham (2014, p. 1627) argues we ‘understand ourselves reflexively in relation to
who we were and who we will become.’ Even on those occasions when enforcement officers
would ignore and advise rather than enforce regulations, they did not question formalization as
a governing rationality, purely the speed and way in which it was implemented. As such the for-
malizing rationale, operationalized through the classification scheme, was fundamental in con-
ducting the conduct of government officials. The formalizing discourse recast understandings of
informal street trade by contrasting it with what it was not – clean, unhindered pedestrian and
traffic mobility, regulated products etc. Informal street traders came to understand themselves
as part of the problem and that their activities needed to change for the betterment of the city
and /or to maintain their possibility of being a trader. Thus, success as good traders and citizens
was defined by aligning their trading practices to the regulations, seeking out information
about when they may be able to move into a mall, and reporting other traders that were not in
compliance. Not all traders aligned themselves with such an image of what street trade would
become. However, formalization, and the classification scheme, also acted on them, as it led to
them avoiding detection and sanctions.

Finally, what about the citizens themselves? While we do not have detailed empirical data on the
views and practices of citizens in Recife, based on our interactions with citizens, and the literature, we
might suggest that it partitioned citizens between those that welcomed formalization as being
urban desirables from those that did not align with the formalizing rationale as being urban undesir-
ables (Swanson, 2007, p. 709). Thus, in line with other cities in the Global South, it not only placed
informal street traders as backward and hindering the development of Recife, but also the citizens
who purchased goods from them (Bromley, 2000; Seligmann, 2001; Turner & Schoenberger, 2012).
However, such a partitioning was partial and unclear. There were long-established norms around
community and lifestyle in Recife. Shopping, eating, drinking, friendship, music as well as low
prices were all fundamental aspects of the street scene of Recife and the day-to-day activities of
all citizens. Indeed, such a community understanding of informal street trade is pervasive across
the Global South (Carrieri & Murta, 2011; Nogueira, 2020; Nogueira, 2021; Nogueira & Shin, 2022).
As Schindler (2017) suggests, the urban community, and particularly the middle-class citizens,
through their consumption habits, often act as power brokers that shape the daily governance of
informality. It is thus not entirely surprising that in Recife both the middle-class residents that
lived in the suburbs (those citizens that the formalization appeared to privilege) and the enforce-
ment officers continued to purchase products from informal street traders, enjoy the music that
came from the music stalls while drinking coffee and eating food in the bars, etc. This revealed con-
tradictory implications concerning notions of trade and citizenship. It exposed contestation between
the individualistic mentality of rule and the collective and community understanding of citizenship.
It highlighted the partiality of the formalizing regime of governance amongst citizens.
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6. Implications for urban street trade in the Global South

Several important implications arise from this argument about the individualizing of street trade in
the global south. Most fundamentally, it recasts and transforms notions of citizenship and commu-
nity. Formalization of trade does much more than merely issue and enforce licenses. Community and
street scene for many in the Global South is fundamental to their everyday lives. Formalization thus
threatens to transform the long-established notions of kinship which shape the urban population’s
‘forms of living (Millar, 2018) and disrupt a well-functioning popular economy’ (Nogueira, 2020;
Nogueira, 2021; Nogueira & Shin, 2022). As Crossa (2016) argues, formalization policies encounter
resistance because they are aligned with neoliberal logics of homogenized trade which are contrary
to the diversity of informal practices that characterize street trade and urban life. Indeed, as Carrieri
and Murta’s (2011) study of formalization in Belo Horizonte (Brazil) found, the move from informal
street trade to formalized trade in malls resulted in a shift from a community and cooperative
trading ethos to an individualized and competitive view of trade. Similarly, our case highlights
that formalization was dependent of individual accountability and this conflicted with the commu-
nity norms pertaining to street trading. It reveals the ongoing tensions between the formalomorph-
ist mentality of rule, operationalized through the apparently mundane classification scheme, and the
long-established community and family-based understandings of informal street trade. Informal
street traders provide services and products that are valued by all citizens. They create identity
and community through the local products, foods and music that they sell and promote (Crossa,
2016). They also provide products at much-reduced prices and an income for many extended
family members. Marginalization is problematic in the Global South as informal street trade provides
a safety net for the poor in the absence of developed welfare systems (Bromley, 2000; Millar, 2018).

Critical ICTD scholars have brought attention to a broad range of issues associated with data
justice which affect its developmental potential. These are associated with, for instance, who gets
access to and is able to retrieve value from data (Boyd & Crawford, 2012), what are the mechanisms
which enable the control over personal data (Cohen, 2018; Zuboff, 2015) and how is the production
of data representative of the world and how it shapes it (Introna et al., 2019; Gitlemen et al., 2013)
specifically in relation to collective and individual subjectivities (Cheney-Lippold, 2011; Noble, 2018;
Viera Magalhães & Couldry, 2021). In Brazil, several ICTD scholars have suggested that the increased
use of digital technologies to assist governing policies comes attached to an imagery of modernity
and progress (Cavalheiro & Joia, 2016; Ferreira et al., 2016; Malaquias et al., 2017; Nemer, 2016).
Cavalheiro & Joia (2016) adds that the government’s move towards digitalization is intended to
appeal to a general belief that this shift brings more transparency and accountability to govern-
ments. In doing so, this serves the aim of making governments more trustworthy to their citizens
(Avgerou et al., 2009). However, Hayes and Rajão (2011) point out that the developmental impact
of any ICT-mediated project is always emergent and contested. It is the momentary outcome of
ongoing disputes between different institutional logics. There is also reasonable consensus
among critics that see the increasing interplay between governing and digitalization being mostly
shaped by a technological determinist logic which often fails to appreciate the inequality that Bra-
zilians face both in terms of access to resources and education (Nemer, 2016, 2018; Poveda &
Roberts, 2018). Critical studies have further highlighted that rather than increasing trust and
accountability, many ICT-led government interventions fail to provide the space necessary for the
active participation of populations in shaping their own developmental futures (Ferreira et al.,
2016; Nemer, 2018).

Our case speaks to these concerns and has highlighted the centrality of data justice and inequal-
ity, most specifically in terms of access to resources and claims of expertise between informal street
traders and City Council officials. With the requirement of auditing expertise, even basic expertise as
evidenced in this case, opportunities for traders in the Global South to question the operationaliza-
tion of formalization are also curtailed, especially when most urban citizens and traders lack the edu-
cation to actively question the knowledge claims of government officials. How might street traders
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intervene and question the transformations taking place in their city and trade when they are indi-
vidualized and divided through calculation and classification? Over time, we might anticipate this
inequality being increased as classification schemes become more extensive and sophisticated
through an individualized institutional logic which is ontologically distant and even contrary to
the community-based values that are shared by street traders and intrinsic to the cultural and socio-
economic development of these communities. There is thus a danger that the disciplining of street
trade shapes urban centers such as Recife to become framed through the interests of the dominant
classes and understood as their attempt to tame the wild city and bring it under their control
(Swanson, 2007).

7. Conclusion

Our paper has highlighted that formalization is a power-constituted process which involves the
direct and indirect intervention in the activities of street traders, government officials and citizens
alike. What we have thus highlighted is that the operationalization of the classification scheme
renders individual street traders as being more amenable to the intervention of the state. Seen
through governmentality, formalization casts informal street trade as being uncitizen-like (Brown
et al., 2015). It does this by contrasting informal street trade with what it is not (unhindered ped-
estrian and traffic mobility, hygienic streets, etc.). A formalomorphist governmentality then frames
the problem and offers the solution. It shapes the imaginations and aspirations of all actors about
‘appropriate’ or ‘inappropriate’ economic behavior (Cross, 2000). This leads to contradictory impli-
cations. It is done in the name of community – for the betterment of all (in relation to pedestrian
and traffic mobility, hygiene, economic development, etc.). However, it challenges the existing
understandings of community/family ownership of stalls, space, infrastructure, ambience, etc. The
alignment with this formalomorphist governmentality renders the population of street traders as
being subject to intervention and management. All actors come to see themselves as being indivi-
dually accountable, and thus participated in this self-regulation and identity formation through their
acts of confession, which included self-registering and/or reporting others.

Classification schemes are not neutral; they act on people as political instruments of rule. We have
shown that classification acts on the actions of others by structuring the possibilities available to
individuals. Classification schemes do much more than merely order and discipline life, they actively
shape the performativity of actors (Contu & Girei, 2013; Hayes et al., 2018; Introna et al., 2019). This is
the panoptic effect of the classification schemes. They configure the practices of those enforcing for-
malization, those seeking to comply with formalization, those that are unaware of the requirements
of formalization, and those that seek to avoid formalization. The regulations, through the classifi-
cation scheme, frame what is conceived of as a good street trader, enforcement officer or citizen.
What this Foucauldian-inspired analysis highlights is that mundane accounting technologies such
as spreadsheets act on people. By this, we mean that they come to create roles and identities and
govern what people consider to be important and appropriate (Cheney-Lippold, 2011; Henman &
Dean, 2010; Viera Magalhães & Couldry, 2021). This is the political dimension of classification. In
our case, classification is fundamental in establishing the problem of informal street trade as self-
evident and hard to question and, through its panoptic effect, enforcing the subjectivities of all
actors to align with the objective of formalization.

Some limitations of this study derive from the challenges in producing and communicating thick
ethnographic work. This aligns with the growing voices within critical ICTD that ask for more thick
ethnographic work (De et al., 2018; Zheng et al., 2018) aligned with critical perspectives on power
and subjectivity (Stratton & Nemer, 2020). However, any in-depth study contains in itself the cost
of being harder to generalize findings. The challenge of aligning these findings with a Foucaul-
dian-inspired literature on governmentality, classification and critical data studies meant that
what was gained in theoretical cross-reference between the fields might have come with the cost
of it having slightly less theoretical depth in each specific theoretical domain. On the other hand,
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because formalization and street trade is a highly contested domain, as governing officials became
aware of our growing familiarity with street traders, they also became suspicious of our intentions
and less welcoming to their facilities or answering our requests. If this wasn’t the case, we could
have potentially gathered more data about other knowledges, materials and technologies used in
the realm of formalization and assessed their alignment/contestation to the ones of traders. A poten-
tial strategy to cope with this could be to investigate more deeply on the role of mediators, such as
workers’ unions or NGOs. This could offer a wider picture of these issues and help on maintaining
access to both sides of such a highly contested space.

In relation to future research that considers the important yet under-researched relationship
between formalization and classification, we suggest several possible lines of future development.
First, we argue that there is a need for similar in-depth studies in different cities in the Global
South that can help us surface the ways in which formalization programs are put in place with
different regulations, cultural conditions, infrastructures etc. Second, that future studies should
focus on mundane classification schemes to further understand why formalization works itself out
in the ways that it does. While our spreadsheet at first glance looked like a very basic technology,
and thus potentially uninteresting, we discovered that it had profound effects in understanding
issues of regulation, trade and community. We would encourage further reflection on the ways in
which classification schemes operate within a formalomorphist governing regime, and shape, in
this case, the conduct of conduct of government officials, street traders and citizens.
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