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Rationale

No land in the urban peripheries is vacant. The spaces which governments and urban developers eye for
future urban planning are often already claimed, constructed, occupied and in use. Individual citizens,
social movements, squatters, real estate agents, and urban developers struggle to make their land use
look legal and become durable in time. Peri-urban development is the meeting point par excellence where
competing representations, material claims and institutional authorities collide. This special issue
proposes to analyze these processes by considering the matter of law in urban peripheries. It is in relation
to law — in all its statutory, customary, religious, and improvised forms — that actors seek to stabilize
fragile arrangements, to justify their access to land, and to transform precarious claims into durable rights
(Murphy, 2015).

Yet, despite extensive scholarship on informality, peri-urbanization, planning, and frontier urbanism,
existing research often treats law either as a background condition or as a formal regulatory framework
rather than as a dynamic, material, and contested practice. The gap we identify is twofold.

First, much of the literature conceptualizes peri-urban development through lenses of illegality,
speculation, or planning failure (Amankwaa and Gough, 2022; Harms, 2016; Roy, 2005), without
examining how law itself is continuously produced, interpreted, and materially embedded in these spaces.
Yet urban peripheries are where competing authorities, rules, and systems of recognition collide most
visibly, generating legal ambiguity that both destabilizes and enables new forms of accumulation, identity,
and institution-building (Rhoads, 2023; Lund, 2025). This volume proposes to analyze these dynamics not
as aberrations but as fundamental processes of state-making, property formation, and urbanization.

Second, while scholarship acknowledges the coexistence of statutory, customary, religious, and emergent
regulatory practices (Holston, 2008; Gayer, 2014), it rarely examines how these normative orders intersect
with material infrastructures to reconfigure regimes of possession. The everyday work of surveys, pipes,
boundary walls, registries, and zoning codes is typically treated as technical and material rather than an
essential institutional terrain where legality and illegality are conjured, contested, and reproduced. Our
contribution is to conceptualize infrastructures as legal infrastructures—channels through which rights,
recognition, and authority are inscribed.

By bringing together case studies from across the Global South and North, the volume fills a comparative
and theoretical gap. The frontier dynamics shaping the urban periphery—assetization, rezoning,
legalization, financialization, institutional improvisation—are globally resonant yet rarely theorized
together. Existing approaches often isolate economic, spatial, or legal processes; we instead foreground
their entanglement. What becomes eventually “urban” emerges through competing legal codings,
material assemblages, and figures of public authority.
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