
vibrant
v. 14, n. 3 | September – December 2017

Dossier

The Urban Peripheries



ii vibrant v.14 n.3

Editorial board

Alba Zaluar (UERJ), azaluar1984@gmail.com

Antonio Arantes (UNICAMP), antonioarantes@terra.com.br

Bela Feldman  Bianco (UNICAMP), bfb@uol.com.br

Carmen  Silvia de Moraes Rial (UFSC), rial@cfh.ufsc.br

Claudia Fonseca (UFRGS), claudialwfonseca@gmail.com

Cornélia Eckert (UFRGS), chicaeckert@gmail.com

Jane Beltrão (UFPA), janebeltao@gmail.com

João Pacheco de Oliveira Filho (UFRJ/MN), jpo.antropologia@mn.ufrj.br

Karina Kuschnir (UFRJ), karinakuschnir@gmail.com

Lux Vidal (USP), luxvidal@usp.br

Manuela C. da Cunha (Universidade de Chicago), mcarneiro@uchicago.edu

Mariza Peirano (UnB), mpeirano@uol.com.br

Omar Thomas (UNICAMP), omarr.thomaz@gmail.com

Paul Elliott Little (UnB), paulelittle@hotmail.com

Rafael M. Bastos (UFSC), rafael@cfh.ufsc.br

Ruben Oliven (UFRGS), ruben.oliven@gmail.com

Simoni Lahud Guedes (UFF), simonilahud@uol.com.br



v. 14, n. 3 

09 – 12 / 2017

vibrant



iv vibrant v.14 n.3

Honorary Editor: Peter Henry Fry, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro

Editor: Antonio Carlos de Souza Lima, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro

Editorial Assistant: Roberta Ceva

International relations: Gustavo Lins Ribeiro, Universidade de Brasília

Design & typesetting:  Tarcísio Osório Ferreira tarcisio@fattoedicoes.com

Cover image:  Photograph taken by Flávio Lara

V626 

 Vibrant : Virtual Brazilian Anthropology / Associação Brasileira de 

Antropologia. Vol. 1, n. 1/2 (jan./dez. 2004) – . Brasília : Associação Brasileira 

de Antropologia, 2004 - 

 v.

 Quadrimestral

 ISSN 1809-4341

 1.  Antropologia - Periódicos. I. Associação Brasileira de Antropologia.

 CDD : 301

Sponsors



vvibrant v.14 n.3

vibrant v. 14, n. 3

09 – 12 / 2017

Articles

1 Is natural selection a chimera?
 Reflections on the ‘survival’ of a principle
Gláucia Oliveira da Silva 

22 Sexual desire, testosterone and biomedical interventions:
managing female sexuality in “ethical doses”
Fabíola Rohden 

34 Biological Anthropology in Brazil:
a preliminary overview
Verlan Valle Gaspar Neto

58 Trust, gender and personhood in birth 
experiences in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
Claudia Barcellos Rezende 

Dossier “The Urban Peripheries”

72 Presentation:
Challenges from Peripheries
Neiva Vieira da Cunha,  Jussara Freire, Hélio R. S. Silva 

I - State violence:  
militarization of urban peripheries and ‘pacification apparatus’

75 The church helps the UPP,  the UPP helps the church 
pacification apparatus, religion and boundary formation 
in Rio de Janeiro’s urban peripheries
Carly Barboza Machado

91 Notes on the police presence in the urban periphery of Salvador
Hildon Oliveira Santiago Carade

113 Our Dead Can Speak:
Social Displacements, Affects, and Political Action in Comparative Perspective
Liliana Sanjurjo

132 Houses, tranquility and progress in an área de milícia
Marcella de Araujo Silva



vi vibrant v.14 n.3

vibrant v. 14, n. 3

09 – 12 / 2017

149 State, market and administration of territories 
in the city of Rio de Janeiro 
Márcia Pereira Leite

171 Violent action among friends: 
an ethnographic reflection on processes of moral and 
emotional perceptions and justifications of conduct 
Mauro Guilherme Pinheiro Koury, Raoni Borges Barbosa

192 From disarmament to rearmament:
elements for a sociology of critique of the Pacification Police Unit Program
Palloma Menezes, Diogo Corrêa

216 Transformations in Community Associations and 
Political Processes in a Rio de Janeiro “Favela”
Livia De Tommasi, Dafne Jazmin Velazco

II - Socio-spatial sexualities and agency: 
gender and feminine power field

238 Formal attire from one side of the “bridge” to the other: 
the wedding market and class and gender relations 
inscribed in the territory of the city
Michele Escoura

257 Making out with the city 
(homo)sexualities and socio-spatial disputes in Brazilian “peripheries”
Ramon Reis

279 Political displacements between the periphery and 
the center through territories and bodies
Rachel Barros,  Juliana Farias



Vibrant v.14 n.3e143001; DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1809-43412017v14n3p001

Article

Is natural selection a chimera?
Reflections on the ‘survival’ of a principle

Gláucia Oliveira da Silva
Universidade Federal Fluminense, Niterói, RJ, Brasil

Abstract

My objective is to discuss the persistence of the notion of natural selection in the biological sciences, 

exploring the fact that: (1) this notion, just like the term culture in anthropology, is historically an inaugural 

concept in its particular scientific field, and, insofar as both possess a value of heuristic delimitation, both 

thus came to be considered as explanatory concepts, although today they may be more widely accepted 

as descriptive in kind; (2) this persistence seems to be equally linked to the fact that the term combines 

randomness and teleology, but without foregrounding the inherent contradiction; (3) the anthropomorphic 

metaphors generally used in the description of biological processes, by attributing intentionality to beings 

lacking in self-determination, presume the existence of a nature defined by processes oriented towards 

precise ends, endorsing the finalism that, I believe, underlies the idea of natural selection; (4) and, finally, 

I think that ‘culture’ and ‘natural selection’ correspond to disciplinary labels – for social anthropology and 

biology respectively – that arose in Victorian Britain, as defined by the Great Divide, but they no longer have 

explanatory power.

Keywords: natural selection; biology; randomness and teleology.

Seria a seleção natural uma quimera?
Reflexões sobre a “sobrevivência” de um princípio

Resumo

Meu objetivo é discutir a permanência do conceito de seleção natural nas ciências biológicas considerando 

que: (1) este, bem como o termo ‘cultura’, sendo conceitos historicamente inaugurais em seus respectivos 

campos científicos, e tendo assim valor de delimitação heurística, passam a ser considerados como 

conceitos explicativos, embora atualmente possam ser mais aceitos como conceitos descritivos; (2) a 

permanência parece estar ligada igualmente ao fato de o conceito conjugar aleatoriedade e teleologia, 

sem que seja ressaltada a inerente contradição; (3) considero que as metáforas antropomorfizadoras, 

usuais na descrição de processos biológicos, ao emprestarem intencionalidade a seres desprovidos de 

autodeterminação, pressupõem a existência de uma natureza de processos que se orientam para finalidades 

precisas, endossando o finalismo que acredito estar subjacente ao conceito de seleção natural; (4) e, 

finalmente, avento que ‘cultura’ e ‘seleção natural’ correspondam antes a seus epítetos disciplinares – 

antropologia social e biologia – surgidos na Grã-Bretanha vitoriana, conforme limites estabelecidos pelo 

grande divisor, do que propriamente revelem poder explanatório.

Palavras-chave: seleção natural; antropologia e biologia; acaso e teleologia; adaptacionismo e finalismo; 

natureza e cultura
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Quant aux sciences, elles poseraient une seule question proprement historique: 

pourquoi ne se sont-elles pas développées plus tôt,  

pourquoi la raison humaine a-t-elle été si longtemps obscurcie pas les opinions irrationnelles?

Isabelle Stengers

For José Roberto

Introduction

The biological sciences, until recently solidly based on Darwinist foundations, have been experiencing 

some profound changes. One such change, endorsed by the scientists Jablonka and Lamb (2010), proposes 

– albeit through the adoption of innovative approaches – the revival of a fairly old conception, today known 

as neo-Lamarckist. Yet however radical these questionings of contemporary Darwinism may be, they always 

leave

unscathed its distinctive concept, namely the principle of natural selection. The aim of this article is 

to provide a panorama of these critiques and suggest an explanation for the persistence of the concept of 

natural selection. My intention is not, therefore, to interrogate its scientificity, given that this could only 

be questioned from the viewpoint of (political) epistemology) (Latour 2004: 354). Rather I wish to engage in 

an anthropologically-informed reflection on why the scientificity of this concept/principle continues to be 

reaffirmed even when its theoretical framework is thrown into question. Consequently, the present article 

is greatly influenced by the anthropology of Tim Ingold, which Carvalho and Steil (2013: 64) very aptly 

characterize as “immersed in life.”

In examining why the principle of natural selection still remains a scientific principle of practically 

hegemonic heuristic value in the biological sciences even today, despite the huge transformations seen 

in the field biology, I have in mind that the background to the proposed discussion is summarized by the 

expression ‘Romantic drive’ of Luiz Fernando Dias Duarte (2012), understood as a tendency in Western 

cosmology that always appears in tension with its opposite, the Enlightenment drive. Some of the eminent 

authors who, in biology, as well as anthropology, who have been closely involved in the series of critiques 

reinvigorating their respective disciplines, and are represented in this work, can be identified, according to 

Duarte, as authors associated with the ‘post’ moment, an expression of a neo-Romantic movement (Duarte 

2004: 16), who, though rejecting existing theoretical systems, nonetheless bring to light values central 

to the Romantic ideals. Among these values, the author highlights the desire to apprehend flows and 

totalities, focusing on the sensible, rather than remaining content to comprehend the world without the 

unpredictability of living phenomena, excluding the whole and its mediations.

This demand, which invades the biological and anthropological sciences, has provoked a new kind 

of interconnection between nature and culture at an epistemic level since it enables biologists and 

anthropologists to combine forces against universalist mechanisms and schemas, which fail to explain 

what they identify as essential to exploring and describing the phenomenon under examination (Duarte 

2004 and 2012). Following Gregory Bateson’s lead, Tim Ingold inaugurates an ecological anthropology 

(see, for example, Steil & Carvalho 2014) that refuses to excise the living dimension from the human 

condition, pursuing a wide-ranging dialogue with natural scientists, as well as calling for dialogue with 

other disciplines (architecture, archaeology, arts and psychology). His main interlocutors in biology are 

those who, following the footsteps of Richard Lewontin and Susan Oyama, argue for the renewal of neo-

Darwinism by adopting an approach in which the agency of living beings and a less generic and abstract 

‘environment’ form part of a totality with all its diverse nuances. A parallel movement of anthropologists 
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and biologists can be noted, therefore, which, driven be related concerns, are able to dialogue on very 

different and more productive grounds to earlier attempts like sociobiology (see, for example, Silva 1993 

and 2006).

But while the concept of culture has been explicitly questioned in anthropology by Ingold and other 

authors, among biologists the critiques have not struck the heart of neo-Darwinism – that is, the idea of 

natural selection – although Lewontin’s critique of adaptationism comes very close. We are compelled 

to reflect, then, on the capacity for survival of the concept that describes a natural principle that can be 

extended to almost all living beings – an exception being made originally by Darwin for civilized humans, 

a fact of fundamental importance. When he asserts in his work (Darwin 2004b) that civilized man is not 

governed by social selection, the naturalist left this explanation – that of social evolution – to be provided 

by a distinct paradigm of natural selection.

As a working hypothesis, I suggest that the longevity of this principle can be explained by its 

characteristic combination of randomness and teleology (without the inherent contradiction being 

emphasized). The central inspiration for this interpretation comes from a formulation of Latour 

concerning what he ironically calls “the invincibility of the moderns.” For him, the moderns enunciate 

in their Constitution two great divides, mutually interconnected, that found the production of scientific 

knowledge: on one hand, the possibility of distinguishing between facts and values, and, on the other, the 

separation between nature and culture. In practice, though, the moderns mix these domains unendingly, 

which allows them to maintain the modern Constitution without ever fulfilling it (Latour 1994).

Similarly, I argue that the capacity to remain safe from criticisms displayed by the concept/principle 

of natural selection is related to its contradictory character, an aspect highlighted, as we shall see, by 

Étienne Gilson (1971: 138), who asserted that Darwin achieves a “finalism without final cause.” It is thanks 

to this chimeric character (a mixture of randomness and finalism) that the concept of natural selection 

manages to become consensual and hegemonic, revered for more than a century as the seal of scientificity 

for biologists, combining its stochastic base (of chance genetic mutations) with a selection or adaptation 

to environmental conditions. This process of adaptation, which the biologist Lewontin critically labelled 

‘adaptationism’ (Lewontin 1978), is also known as the struggle of living beings for existence or survival. The 

idea of adaptation thus contains the presupposition of a common finality to the life of living beings.  

By attributing a selector role to nature/the environment, Darwinism can explain how the world acquires 

a ‘Larmackist appearance,’ that is, a world where everything seems to be formed in order to adapt ‘itself ’ to 

the ‘rest,’ only through an aleatory process.1 This effect is achieved thanks to the finalism contained within 

it (and expressed in the term ‘itself ’), already observed by Gilson (1971), a huge admirer of Charles Darwin.

Despite the fact that randomness is the characteristic that distinguishes Darwin’s biology from that 

of his evolutionist contemporaries and predecessors, and raises his theory to scientific status, there is a 

constant use in biology books of metaphors that describe genes and other molecules, as well as diverse 

types of living beings and organs, as though they possessed a capacity for volition, intention and decision. 

Now, if living organisms are selected thanks to a phenotypical peculiarity carried by themselves and which 

gives them an adaptive advantage, but which was obtained due to a genetic mutation, a chance outcome 

over which they have no power of influence or decision, then the use of metaphorical language to describe 

nature – which operates on a random basis, i.e. natural selection – betrays what it attempts to portray by 

anthropomorphizing it. I take the fondness for teleological metaphors to be a strong indication that natural 

selection is, itself, a chimeric conception.

1  And non-Lamarckist: for the use, disuse and inheritance of acquired characters.
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1 – Two concepts, one nature

In 1871, when the British freethinker Edward Burnett Tylor defined what came to be known as culture, 

he also defined a scientific field. He inaugurated the discipline called Anthropology at the University of 

Oxford. In 1975, Roy Wagner (2010) argued that what we anthropologists call culture is an invention: far 

from being a well-grounded concept, it is an index, a name encompassing a huge set of phenomena that 

anthropologists, along with ‘their’ natives, began to delimit amid the shock that took place (and still does) 

between colonizing industrial society and colonized peoples.

Tim Ingold engages in an even more radical critique of the idea of culture. He observes that Durkheim’s 

approach distinguished two portions to the human being: one properly social and conceptual, and 

thus collective and permanent; the other primordially subjective and individual, the seat of sensations, 

characterized by its chaotic and fleeting nature. Ingold also notes that Durkheim believed that 

perception occurred in two stages: the initial reception of ephemeral and meaningless data, followed 

by the organization of the latter in the form of social representations (Ingold 2000:159). This impact 

of this idea left by Durkheim, revered as the founding father of an exclusively social field of research, 

autonomous from another, psychological field, would reverberate among subsequent generations of 

European anthropologists. And although Franz Boas inculcated another approach in North American 

cultural anthropology, which argued that individual and culture could be understood as two levels of 

interconnected phenomena, Ingold identifies points of contact here too with Durkheim’s sociology. Even 

the anthropology of Clifford Geertz, by stressing that the domain of cultural symbols is social rather than 

psychological and public rather private, is seen to show the influence of the French master. What seems 

to be the most deep-rooted Durkheimian legacy, however, permeating the most diverse anthropological 

traditions, has been the privileged status of representations in the understanding of culture, associated 

with the fact that their locus is the human mind, a legacy that Durkheim in turn took from Descartes.

Ingold asks how a cognitive program – one which, biologically speaking, would allow for the 

development of all cultures in their specificities – was attained uniformly by the entire human species. 

The plasticity of a program that endows all human brains with the aptitude to develop any culture would 

have to be something, Ingold points out. He adds that an innatist vision is equally found in the doctrine of 

cultural relativism with its assumption that cultural differences are unrelated to biological phenomena. 

Ingold encounters an alternative to these hegemonic visions, in anthropology and biology alike, in the 

ecological psychology of James Gibson and his concept of affordance, as well as the phenomenological 

philosophy of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, and the biology of Jakob Von Uexküll, in particular his idea 

of the Umwelt. The reference to Uexküll highlights the pertinence of Duarte’s (2012) analytic framework: 

not only was Uexküll heir to a Germanic tradition in which transformism (or the evolution of the species), 

as proposed by Charles Darwin, lacked the same impact attained elsewhere, he was also swayed by his 

personal convictions which drew him to the question of ‘totality,’ introduced by Driesch (Uexküll 2008: 

239). In this same sense, Ingold’s anthropology stubbornly resists dichotomies of the type mind/body, 

representation/sensation, culture/nature.

Ingold continually reflects in his work on the idea of culture, always opposing its comprehension as 

a system of rules through which the mind constructs representations of the external world that reach it 

thanks to the body’s sensations (Ingold 2000: 361). In The Life of Lines, Ingold returns to Durkheim to explore 

his legacy from another angle. Rather than focusing on the Cartesian inheritance in which disembodied 

representations of empirical phenomena are stored in individual minds that give rise to social life, he calls 

attention instead on the fact that Durkheim’s notion of the superorganic is located on a specific plane of 

reality where individuals and bodies all merge, creating something different from the sum of the parts. 

Ingold encounters this same idea in the anthropology of Marcel Mauss, who recognizes that gift exchange 
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produces a fusion of mind and body, owned and owner, giver and receiver, and giver, gift and recipient. 

Ingold does not convert to the French sociology of a century ago; he simply identifies within it the virtual 

existence of what he calls a meshwork. In this complex mixture of material and immaterial flows is found 

too what we anthropologists conventionally call ‘culture’ and which we isolate from this meshwork through 

the artifices of our disciplinary practice (Ingold 2015: 9-11).

In the Ingoldian universe, as established in The Life of Lines, the word ‘culture’ has already fallen into 

disuse. In Biosocial Becomings, co-authored with Gílsi Pálsson, Ingold discusses the need to critique this 

notion, abandon dichotomies and those mechanisms resulting from them (commonly called mediators) 

and that, with the declared intention of uniting arbitrarily distinct domains – like nature and culture – end 

up reinforcing their supposed isolated existences. For Ingold culture does not explain, it merely indicates 

what needs to be explained:

What, then, is culture? Does culture evolve? On the first score, we would say that culture is the name of a 

question, but it is not the answer. The question is: why does life, especially human life, take such manifold 

forms? To answer that these forms are forms due to culture is patently circular (Ingold 2013b: 4-5).

Far removed from the Victorian era when Christian cosmology was still competing with scientific 

thought for the monopoly of eschatological explanations, a period when determinist views flourished 

more readily in the humanities, the epithet ‘culture’ now has little to add to anthropological thought. 

As Wagner (2010) discerned in the 1970s, the importance of the idea of culture persisted in the robust 

cultural determinism of the North American tradition, thanks to its index function to which the adjective 

‘disciplinary’ can be added.

While Tylor delimited as civilization or culture as that which was proper to Man, an area to be 

investigated by anthropologists, Darwin saw in natural selection the principle of natural beings, without 

culture or civilization, the explanatory basis of the theory that he presented in On the Origin of Species, and 

which later enabled the construction of a paradigm central to the field of ‘biological sciences,’ as Foucault 

(1966) closely analysed. 

2 – Natural selection and its seductive polysemy

Natural selection is the distinctive principle of the theory elaborated by Charles Darwin (2004a: 160-161) 

on how living species emerged from previous species, a theory today called neo-Darwinism (or the modern 

synthesis) that integrates the legacy of the eminent British naturalist with the knowledge developed 

subsequently by disciplines like genetics and biochemistry. As soon as Darwin had created the term, the 

philosopher Herbert Spencer argued that the term natural selection could be liable to misinterpretation by 

being overly metaphorical and treating nature as an entity that acts like a selector God; Spencer suggested 

that Darwin use the expression “survival of the fittest,” and subsequently “the fittest,” which in his view 

would be more scientific (Spencer 1893: 160-161). In fact, Darwin was sure that chance was the source of 

individual changes, the basis for the transformation of the species, and the incorporation of Malthusian 

ideas into his own formulations would, the naturalist thought, shield his theory from accusations of 

religious premises or any other form of teleology: his fear had always been the opposite. 

All the fuss that surrounded the publication of On the Origin of Species because of its supposedly 

heretical content, including Spencer’s critique in the opposite direction, failed to deter the flourishing 

of neo-Darwinism in the twentieth century. A consensus formed around the principle, the contemporary 

definition of which is as follows:

5



Gláucia Oliveira da Silva Vibrant v.14 n.3

Variations arise within populations, in a haphazard and undirected way. Some of these variant characteristics 

lead the individuals who bear them to have more offspring than others. When these favoured characteristics are 

inherited across generations, the population will change (Godfrey-Smith 2009: 1).

In his analysis of evolutionist theory today, the philosopher Peter Godfrey-Smith highlights two 

major trends in the field of neo-Darwinism. One, which he names as the classic school, the one with 

which he himself identifies, is structured around three components: individual  variations, the possibility 

of inheriting these variations through descent, and, finally, the possibility of their bearers thus being 

able to leave more descendants, as described in the excerpt above. The other school, which he calls the 

“gene’s eye view,” emerged from the ideas of Richard Dawkins2 (see, for instance, Dawkins 2007, Sahlins 

1980) and proposes that the mechanism of natural selection operates in favour of genes, rather than the 

individuals of a Darwinian population – that is, a set of members of a species that coinhabit and procreate 

among themselves. For Dawkins and his followers, genes are replicators that use organisms for their own 

multiplication (Godfrey-Smith 2009:129): in other words, organisms are vehicles for the multiplication of 

genes. In the classic view, genes comprise the mechanism through which organisms can be perpetuated. 

Godfrey-Smith argues that the weak point in Dawkins’s conception is that what biologists call a gene does 

not possess a clearly delimitable biochemical unit on the chromosome (Godfrey-Smith 2009: 136).

The global outcome of this evolutionary dynamic is understood as an alteration in the population of 

individuals arising from the change in genetic frequencies. However, neo-Darwinists extend the principle 

of natural selection to all the hierarchical levels studied by the biological sciences, not just members of 

a single population: natural selection can take place at the level of molecules, cells, between individuals 

of a species and between species. From its conception in the writings of Charles Darwin (2004 a e b) to its 

widespread use in the present, therefore, the principle of natural selection has described a competition, 

a generalizable “struggle for survival” (Haraway 2004: 30), or simply for ‘survival’ (Jablonka & Lamb 2010: 

186-287). 

The principle of natural selection does not refer just to the standard mode through which living beings 

coexist. As the psychologist and philosopher Susan Oyama observes, it also merges with the more general 

process of evolution that it itself is deemed to promote:

Evolution, or natural selection, with which evolution is too often identified, is frequently depicted as an agent 

that continuously scrutinizes organisms in order to identify those best suited to life. (Oyama 2000b: 10-11) 

Working along the same lines, the philosopher Anna Carolina Regner takes the concept of natural 

selection to refer simultaneously to a mechanism and to nature as a whole, which seems to indicate an 

ambiguous conception of the natural world on the part of the naturalist (Regner 2001: 690-691).

Spencer’s criticism vanished from view in the nineteenth century. Over the following century, the 

abundant contributions to Darwinism also dismissed the relevance of a second critique that emerged in 

the 1970s: the ruthless attack by Karl Popper who stated diverse times that natural selection was an “almost 

tautological” concept (Popper 1978: 344) since it had a descriptive rather than explanatory value:

Quite apart from evolutionary philosophies, the trouble about evolutionary theory is its tautological, or almost 

tautological, character: the difficulty is that Darwinism and natural selection, though extremely important, 

explain evolution by ‘the survival of the fittest’ (a term due to Herbert Spencer [sic]). Yet there does not seem to 

be much difference, if any, between the assertion ‘those that survive are the fittest’ and the tautology ‘those that 

2  This current is commonly known as sociobiology and was created by O. Wilson. Richard Dawkins argues that altruistic behaviour is motivated 
by selfish behaviour (Dawkins 2007) linked to the advantage of increasing the chance of perpetuation of its own genes through descent.
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survive are those that survive.’ For we have, I am afraid, no other criterion of fitness than actual survival, so that 

we conclude from the fact that some organisms have survived that they were the fittest, or those best adapted to 

the conditions of life (Popper 1978: 221).

There is no evidence that Popper’s critique received any support from other philosophers or from 

biologists. Mathematical modelling and other instruments of scientification seemed to offer the possibility 

of overcoming the obstacle identified by philosophy. In the appendix to one of his books, Godfrey-Smith 

provides modelizations for calculating genetic frequencies that change as a result of the adaptive value 

of the mutant genes (Godfrey-Smith 2009: 165-183). This means that, in the case of a mutation to a gene 

that makes it more adaptive than the wild gene (i.e. the one that underwent the mutation), there are 

mathematical equations that indicate not only how the frequency  of this gene will increase within the 

population, but also how this modified and supposedly more adapted population will consequently 

increase over time within a certain environment. However, as we shall see below, these modelizations are 

heavily questioned (Lewontin 2001) for overly simplifying what happens.

3 – Critique of ‘genecentrism’ results in the Extended Synthesis 

As neo-Darwinism developed, the evolution of the species also began to be explained by other events 

(genetic drift, isolation and migration) identified as constitutive elements in the transformation of species, 

but without the principle of selection losing its explanatory centrality or its theoretical pre-eminence. 

Other views also emerged around the 1980s, more critical than enriching per se, which questioned the 

neo-Darwinist ‘genecentrism’ (the privilege attributed to genes as a determinate cause) and ‘atomism’ 

(the perception that the natural world is produced through the inter-relation of previously individualized 

beings) and advocated a more processual and holistic vision of living organisms.

The twentieth-century appropriations of Darwinism occurred within the context of huge developments 

in genetics and the valorisation of phylogenetic approaches over investigations in the field of ontogenesis. 

Ontogenetic development and hereditariness were treated as separate phenomena by neo-Darwinism since 

the phenomena related to hereditariness were considered sufficient to explain the evolution of the species 

and their diversity. While genetics flourished extraordinarily over the course of the twentieth century, 

therefore, studies of the development of the living being from its embryonic phase to adulthood3 were 

eclipsed – a period in the history of the biological sciences analysed by Haraway (2004) and by Canguilhem 

and others (Canguilhem et al. 2003), as observed in previous works focusing on this question (Silva & 

Duarte 2016). Ingold too in innumerable publications (1986, 1990, 2001, 2004, 2013b) has discussed how 

neo-Darwinism abandoned ontogeny to prioritize the study of phylogenetic relations between beings from 

the viewpoint of genetic frequencies. However, this perspective and its creation of an equivalence between 

genetic frequency and natural selection or evolution has attracted some heavyweight critics. Developmental 

Systems Theory (hereafter DST), initially developed by the psychologist and philosopher Susan Oyama, led 

to a series of research programs on ontogenesis. DST argues precisely that there is a kind of ‘contemporary 

preformationism’4 dominating biology in which genes are seen as the major and unique repositories of 

what will become the living being originating from them (Oyama 2000a: 26).

3  Ontogeny and ontogenesis are terms that can designate both the discipline that studies this process of development and the process itself.

4  The name preformationism covers a set of views that, especially from the eighteenth century in Europe, argue that the germ or egg waiting to 
develop already contains organic structures that will be present in the new being (Canguilhem 2012).
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From the 1980s onwards, and especially during the so-called ‘gene decade’ (the 1990s),5 many 

phenomena were observed without enabling a reinforcement or ‘hardening’ (Latour 2000: 85-94) of neo-

Darwinism in general and the concept of natural selection as a scientific principle in particular. Biologists 

discovered, for instance, two previously unknown forms of mutation: induced genetic mutations, observed 

in bacteria, and epigenetic mutations. 

Induced mutations were observed in bacteria when these encountered each other in environments 

lacking a substance important to their survival. This unfavourable situation unleashed a series of mutations 

in certain sites of the bacteria’s chromosome (or DNA), increasing the chance of survival. 

Epigenetic mutations are so-called because, unlike genetic mutations, they do not alter the structure 

of the DNA. They merely suppress or activate gene functioning in response to the presence of certain 

substances in the environment. They can be passed through descent, and are found in plants and animals, 

including humans. These discoveries led to a revival of a brand of ‘Lamarckism’ (Jablonka & Lamb 2010) 

insofar as they did not fit with the Darwinian premise that the environment does not induce variability, 

since only random mutations had been considered by earlier scientists. The frustration of many of the 

expectations concerning the Human Genome Project (Rabinow 1999) also showed the need to reformulate 

disciplinary postulates such as the very definition of what a gene is.

Today, then, there exists a sizeable group of leading researchers working to revise modern synthesis 

theory (or neo-Darwinism) as a whole. They argue in favour of an Extended Evolutionary Synthesis 

(hereafter EES) in a divergence from ‘orthodox theory’ (or neo-Darwinism). For some of these scientists, the 

discovery of epigenetic mutations is sufficient to prompt a revision of biology’s central dogma,6 proposed 

by Crick in 1970 (Jablonka & Lamb 2010).

According to the biologist Kevin Laland et al. (2014), the EES basically covers four research themes: 

(1) the evolutionary development biology, a topic explored for decades by the team of Susan Oyama 

and other US researchers identified with the Evo-Devo label7 (Hoekstra & Coyne 2007; Carroll 2008); (2) 

inclusive inheritance (which investigates epigenetic mutations); (3) environmental plasticity; and (4) niche 

construction theory, to which Laland himself is committed.  

The research affiliated to evolutionary development biology seeks to understand the process involved 

in the constitution of living organisms, maintaining that ontogeny should be seen within the evolutionist 

perspective as an active process involving historical contingencies, as Carroll argues:

There can be no doubt that if the facts and insights of evo-devo were available to Huxley, embryology would 

have been a corner-stone of his Modern Synthesis, and so evo-devo is today a key element of a more complete, 

expanded evolutionary synthesis (Carroll 2008: 34)

The works affiliated to the area of environmental plasticity examine the adaptations that living 

organisms present altering their bodies without any genetic change being involved (Lewontin 1998: 23) 

– in other words, how individuals or populations can change their phenotype without alteration of the 

genotype. Finally, the theorists of niche construction seem to be the most distant from the concept of 

natural selection promoted by the neo-Darwinists since they research how living beings are established 

and procreate creatively in their environments, altering and transforming the latter into an always renewed 

dimension for subsequent generations (Laland, Odling-Smee & Feldman 2001). I think that the four themes 

of EES, each in its own way, end up shifting away from the dichotomy constituting the principles of natural 

5  The name given to the decade in which the Human Genome Project was developed under the administration of the US president  
Bill Clinton (1993-2001).

6  A central dogma is the assumption that a protein is incapable of creating a DNA molecule or any other protein.

7  The Evo-Devo combines the terms ‘evolution’ and ‘development,’ and the respective disciplines, previously isolated.
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selection, though this is not a question especially emphasized by these insurgent biologists. By taking 

seriously the construction of the organism, previously obscured by the pre-eminence of phylogenetics, 

the new approaches united under EES also foster precisely an understanding of the ‘environment’ as a 

dimension different from the idea of something completely external to beings that can thus be seen to 

possess agency and history, and not just passively selected organisms, as the synthetic theory argues, 

following in the wake of what Lewontin had already pointed out.

4 – Lewontin and the critique of adaptationism

The biologist Richard Lewontin made a number of important criticisms of adaptationism and many 

of the ideas explored by the scientists linked to EES are already apparent in his early studies, including 

those presented in a well-known article on adaptation (1978). Adaptationism is a view that provides 

the foundation to selectionist neo-Darwinism and that attributes the main cause of the genesis and 

diversification of structures, and their functions, to the adaptive needs of organisms (Sepúlveda, Meyer & 

El-Hani 2011: 162).

The title of his book The Triple Helix alludes to the conception that an organism is more than its genetic 

baggage – in other words, it is not just a double helix (the form that represents the spatial organization of 

the DNA molecule). For Lewontin, the organism is also a product of the contingencies involved in its own 

development and the conditions of the environmental in which it subsists. Hence, for the author, studies of 

the evolution of species must take into account these three aspects (genes, organism and environment) and 

not just the first dimension as has usually occurred. He also argues that the primacy given to the genetic 

dimension in evolutionary studies entails simplifications and even omissions in relation to aspects that, 

being less conducive to application of the already established interpretation, became seen as secondary or 

exceptional.

One example is the definition of ‘gene,’ widely accepted at least until the repercussions of the Human 

Genome Project, in which the ‘gene’ is identified as the section of DNA responsible for the synthesis for a 

specific protein. Lewontin explains that proteins are complex molecules and that the amino acid sequence 

obtained from a section of DNA (or gene) does not by itself define the final form taken by the molecule, 

which depends on other biochemical interactions. Hence the designation of a gene was known to be 

different from what was observed in the laboratory, but its propagation is consistent with the ideology of 

‘genecentrism.’

In the 1978 article cited above, Lewontin criticized the understanding of the niche as pre-existing 

the beings that need to adapt to it (Lewontin 1978: 213), which led to an understanding of evolution as a 

process of adaptation. He also argued that were natural selection a mechanism for increasing the species’ 

adaptation to the environment, as believed, it would be impossible for species to live adapted for any 

length of time in the same environment given that the latter can change constantly (Lewontin 1978: 

215). He adds that this this adaptationist evolutionary view does not explain or much less predict the 

large diversity of beings found in any single habitat. How, for example, should we explain how warm-

blooded (homoeothermic) animals emerged and multiplied in an environment in which cold-blooded 

(poikilothermic) animals were already fully dominant? (Lewontin 1978:216). How can we explain the 

emergence of new organs? And above all how can we be sure that a particular part of the body is an 

evolutionary unit?8 (Lewontin 1978: 217). He adds:

8  Although it may appear otherwise from a lay perspective, the delimitation of morphological units is unclear from both the embryological and 
evolutionary viewpoint.
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The current procedure for judging the adaptation of traits is an engineering analysis of the organism and its 

environment. The biologist is in the position of an archaeologist who uncovers a machine without any written 

record and attempts to reconstruct not only its operation but also its purpose (Lewontin 1978: 218)

Lewontin recalls that the formulation of natural selection as a principle does not specify how an 

organism adapts to the environment that selects it. He argues that if greater adaptation leads to selection, 

natural selection in turn does not always lead to greater adaptation (Lewontin 1978: 222). Hence, not all 

evolutionary change should be understood in adaptive terms (Lewontin 1978: 225) since natural selection – 

that is, the fact that a particular change survived – is not necessarily linked to an increase in adaptability, 

thanks to natural selection, but can constitute a neutral alteration9 that became fixed in the population 

through another evolutionary process (mentioned earlier) denominated genetic drift (Lewontin 1978: 225).     

Lewontin had already formulated criticisms in the 1970s, not with the aim of dismissing the 

scientificity of the principle of natural selection, but rather of indicating that the laboratories sustained 

formulations that simplified their own practices and observations. In his book The Triple Helix, the author 

re-examines all these questions, reviving his criticism of the view that a living being’s adaptation to a pre-

existing environment can be likened to a key fitting a lock (Lewontin 1998: 41), and the idea that organisms 

result passively from an encounter in which “the environment poses problems and the organism throws up 

random solutions” (Lewontin 1998: 45). He defines selection as survival (Lewontin 1998: 40) and emphasizes 

the impossibility of predicting which mutations offer an advantage, making it equally “impossible to 

predict which genotype would be favoured by natural selection because of its superior survival” (Lewontin 

1998: 26), a line of reasoning that appears to coincide with Popper’s position.

Lewontin thought that although the notion of ‘adaptation’ and the expression ‘adaptive value’ became 

technical terms, they merely expressed the possibility of survival and the rate of reproduction of a 

phenotype or genotype in numbers (Lewontin 1998: 41). And, he adds, a phenotype is not an organism. For 

Lewontin, the concept of natural selection describes a process that presumes and reaffirms the effective 

existence of a separation between each living organism and its environment, as though the environment 

presents problems and the organisms randomly presents solutions (Lewontin 1998: 40-41). The practice 

of laboratories continues to provoke criticisms from insurgent biologists from the EES who can longer 

comprehend their object of study as a random solution in response to a problem posed by the environment. 

The form of representation of living beings and their environment, common to Darwin and the neo-

Darwinists, is consistent with the analytic form, which above I classified as ‘atomist,’ with which modern 

western cosmology – in its Enlightenment guise, as defined in Duarte’s analysis (2012) – apprehends the 

natural world. Lewontin (1998: 45) refers to “an organism’s environment” and asserts that the environment 

is connected to the “peculiar biology of each species,” calling attention precisely to the singularity of beings 

in their respective environments and, consequently, contributing to an idea of a more dynamic niche, 

contrary to the inside/outside separation established by the Darwinism of natural selection. Lewontin 

considers that the ‘Darwinist mechanicism’ – which separated the inner world and the beings of the outer 

world, the ‘environment’ itself – was at a certain point essential to the founding of modern biology against 

religious ‘obscurantist holism.’ Yet the current exaggeration of this mechanism, he writes, can lead to the 

“loss of the relations that mediate between the parts and the whole” (Lewontin 1998: 65).

Notably, therefore, Lewontin advocates a more refined and less simplistic approach to the phenomenon 

of life and the process called evolution. His intention is not to deny the role of random chance in this 

dynamic but to focus rather on the subtleties of their inter-relations. There are clear points of affinity 

9  Mutations are considered neutral when they bring neither advantages nor disadvantages for their carriers. Gametes often present random 
genetic variations that are neutral from an adaptive viewpoint. In the 1960s and 70s selectionists and neutralists clashed heavily, but the works initiated by 
the leading neutralist biologist Motoo Kimura encountered empirical difficulties to becoming hegemonic. 
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between Lewontin’s ideas and those of Uexküll, particularly in relation to what the latter called Umwelt – 

that is, a particular environment that is perceived through the singularity of each organism or kind. For 

Uexküll there is a general coinhabited environment, but each species exists in its ‘own world,’ the product 

of its sensory and cognitive capacities.

Georges Canguilhem, criticizing the Cartesian analogy between organism and machine, turns precisely 

to the notion of Umwelt coined by Uexküll (Canguilhem 2012: 157) and cites the remarkable passage 

describing the female tick and its wait at the top of a tree for as long as 18 years for a mammal to approach, 

which it perceives thanks to the rancid butter like smell (butyric acid) exhaled by the animal’s cutaneous 

glands and the heat emanated by the temperature of its body (Uexküll 2008: 30-31). The ethologist and 

physiologist describes these and other phenomena in detail, in the style of an ‘ethography’ or an ‘animal 

ethnography,’ to use Lestel’s (2002) expression. Biology’s recuperation of practices common to natural 

history, such as vivid and detailed description, “the actual living being,” is precisely one of the strategies 

Lewontin (1998) recommends for circumventing the impasses of neo-Darwinism: fieldwork, the importance 

of paying attention to the empirical, the direct observation of the details, the description of the mode 

in which each living being populates and constituted the world (a style that the reader can encounter, 

as it happens, in Darwin’s many writings). As becomes clear in the following citation, this confirms the 

proximity between Lewontin’s suggestions and the procedure adopted by Uexküll:

A realistic evolutionary genetics that takes context dependence of fitness seriously cannot continue to 

operate at the purely superficial level of directly measuring fitnesses, of characterizing outcomes without 

understanding their mediation. What is required is an experimental program of unpacking ‘fitness’. This 

involves determining experimentally how different genotypes juxtapose different aspects of the external world, 

how they alter that world and how those different environments that they construct affect their own biological 

processes and the biological processes of others. The understanding of living systems cannot be achieved 

merely through a description their details, but neither can that understanding be obtained by ignoring them. 

The truth may not be in details, but the details matter and we must have them in hand for our program of 

explanation. Ironically, the demand for a dialectical is, at first pass, a demand that evolutionary biologists take 

Descartes’s original machine metaphor seriously (Lewontin 2001: 57)

Lewontin’s criticisms failed to strike at the heart of the ideology expressed in the concept of natural 

selection, in the sense of undermining its validity, and merely resulted in improving neo-Darwinism. The 

teleological dimension at work in adaptationism obviously does not evoke a theology. though this does 

not alleviate the discomfort of dealing with finalism in scientific theories. The fact that, for adaptationist 

finalism, the final cause of the existence of living beings is the environment, not God, frees it from the 

clutches of a theology, but from not a teleology. The axiom according to which every living being should 

adapt itself to the environment is neither a demonstrable nor a self-evident presupposition.10 It takes on 

this appearance only if the ‘living being’ is conceived as a unit that moves about or survives in a sealed 

environment with which it establishes clear boundaries, and if this being is deprived of its agency both 

in relation to the outside environment and in relation to its own genes. This scenario – neo-Darwinist – 

describes a world of passive, atomized beings, separate from the environments in which they were born and 

to which they must adapt. 

10  For a good discussion of causality in biology, see El-Hani & Videira (2001).
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5 – The chimera of natural selection: combining chance and teleology in metaphor

 The importance of metaphor in scientific writing and its legitimacy vary according to one’s 

understanding of the nature of scientific knowledge. For example, the historian of science Lily Kay (1998), 

adopting a clearly positivist stance, opposed scientific language to rhetoric and argued that scientific 

writing should avoid resorting to metaphors. A very distinct approach is adopted by Marilyn Strathern, 

who sees metaphor and scientific descriptions as fundamentally indissociable. Drawing from Gillian Beer’s 

work, the author shows how Darwin made ample use of metaphors in On the Origin of Species, including 

the evocation of a kinship that relates all living beings. Strathern wishes to show that even in the scientific 

register there is no way to avoid fiction completely (Strathern 2013: 45-46).

Donna Haraway presents a third way of understanding of the use of metaphor in scientific practice. In 

Crystals, Fabrics and Fields. Metaphors that shape embryos, Haraway turns to Thomas Kuhn in order to explore 

paradigm shifts in biology. Developing the ideas of Mary Hesse in parallel, she argues that metaphor is a 

central aspect of the paradigm insofar as it contains an image generally connected to a sensible object (such 

as the machine in the Cartesian metaphor). The recourse to metaphor can endow even a highly abstract idea 

with coherence and concreteness (Haraway 2004: 9), allowing both its instrumentalization and a switch in 

paradigms.

For Haraway, metaphor also enables the most characteristic aspect(s) of a set of ideas to be accentuated. 

The most notable aspect of the expression ‘natural selection,’ in her view, is the corpuscular view, i.e. a 

world constituted of individualized parts, which the concept manifests:

By 1859 Darwin had published his On the Origin of Species, a work that was in many ways suspect to the 

archmechanists of biology (Sachs, Loeb, and Roux). But the Origin  represented a kind of thinking very 

compatible with corpuscular world view. Natural selection was not unlike the invisible hand of Adam Smith. 

The freeplay forces and the lack of internal constraints and organizing relations were central (Haraway 2004: 20)

The biologists identified with the EES proposal also make no complaints about the use of metaphors 

per se, but rather about the inadequacies of the theories with which they are associated. Oyama laments the 

distortion caused by evoking a supposed dichotomy between the innate/genetic/internal/programmed and 

the acquired/learnt/external:

Contemporary thinking about each of these three (concepts: natural selection, innateness, and hereditary 

transmission of traits) is dominated by a ruling metaphor. Natural selection is treated as action by an external 

agent. Innate traits are attributed to internal “programs”. And, finally, heredity is modeled on the transmission 

of wealth and objects in human societies – thus traits are “passed” from one organism to another. These 

metaphors distort the phenomena they describe and create a spurious set of connections among them (Oyama 

2000b: 77-78)

Lewontin, for his part, criticizes adaptationist metaphors for reinforcing an absolute finalism to the 

process through which living beings adapt to a pre-existing environment. This finalism, this movement 

oriented by the purpose of surviving in an environment that is already there, can only be undone if 

environment and living being exist concomitantly without any relation of pre-existence. At the other 

extreme, Lewontin also sees a new depiction of the organism as a machine in radical self-constructivism, 

in which all the subunits are perfectly adjusted to each other in a paradise of motivated and mutually 

induced nestings, without any margin for randomness and error. Hence he calls for moderation in the use 

of allegories, recalling that: “The metaphor of computation is just a trendy form of Descartes’s metaphor 

of the machine. Like any metaphor, it catches some aspect of the truth but leads us astray if we take it too 

seriously” (Lewontin 1998: 36).
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It could be said that Lewontin’s critique of adaptationism targets the same problem identified by 

Spencer vis-à-vis the term natural selection. The word selection indicates an action in which there is a 

selector pole and a selected pole. Taking as a reference point the (intentional) artificial selection of the 

gardener or animal breeder, nature is presumed to decide for itself and indeed to make decisions. The 

criticism of the Victorian philosopher was that the term contained a certain deism. The combination of 

contradictory ideas in the same paradigm has been observed in relation to authors like Sober and Young, as 

Oyama points out: 

Sober argues that it is a mistake to speak of a metaphorical relationship between natural and artificial selection. 

Rather, he says, the latter is natural selection occurring in a particular niche (1984, p.19). Even if one takes this 

position, however, it is reasonable to point out the special qualities of this niche – something Darwin himself 

was careful to do. If the image of a deliberating, manipulating breeder with fixed goals influences our thinking 

about evolution, it is perhaps worthwhile to reflect on this influence. Young (1985, chap.4) argues that the 

anthropomorphism of Darwin’s descriptions of natural selection had the paradoxal effect of increasing the 

acceptance of this ideas for just the wrong reasons: by making evolution seem to be the work of a creating agent 

(Oyama 2000b: 222)

The fact that Darwin had been inspired by recognisably fairly non-random models when formulating 

his principle of natural selection (artificial selection; the invisible hand of the market as conceived by 

Adam Smith; and the famous geometric and arithmetical progressions of demographic growth and food 

production postulated by the devout Malthus) did not help rid the principle of its teleological aspect, but 

may have helped make it more acceptable, as we can read in the citation above. Today the use of metaphoric 

language that lends intentionality to genes, organs and biological processes, present not only in works 

disseminating science but also in works by eminent biologists, can perhaps be explained as a means of 

facilitating acceptance, a didactic recourse.   

Godfrey-Smith (2009), observing the recurrent use of such language, did not consider it to be a 

characteristic of neo-Darwinism as a whole, but specifically as an influence of the ‘gene’s eye view’ current 

led by Dawkins:

Treating genes as evolutionary units is often allied with a version of the ‘agential’ approach to evolution, the 

approach that understands evolutionary processes as contests between agents with goals and strategies. […] It 

can be unclear where metaphor ends and literal usage begins (Godfrey-Smith 2009: 142)

In the case of descriptions of a genic point of view, however, these formulations developed an unusual power 

and role. They became more than a shorthand, being used not just to summarize complicated ideas but to shape 

foundational description of evolution (Godfrey-Smith 2009: 143)

How did the gene’s eye view acquire such apparent power as a foundational description? I conjecture that is 

because the gene’s eye view of evolution is a special kind of agential narrative (Godfrey-Smith 2009: 144)

However, a language that attributes intentionality to biological processes is not peculiar to 

sociobiologists like Dawkins. It can be found in books by less orthodox scientists with no links to 

sociobiology and who are critical of neo-Darwinism, like Jablonka and Lamb (2010) as well as Lewontin 

(1998):
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Each mutation is a single substitution in DNA. To produce a selectively useful genetic variant from the current 

DNA sequence may require not one mutation but several, each of exactly the correct sort. [...] Selection may 

call, but there may be no mutations to answer (Lewontin 1998: 82-83)

The object of this process [sex] is to create those individual differences which form the material out of which 

natural selection produces new species (Jablonka & Lamb 2010: 35)

The ‘decision’ over which polypeptide will be formed depends on developmental and environmental conditions, 

as well as other genes in the genome (Jablonka & Lamb 2010: 87)

Metaphors – present in the quotations above, sometimes with the use of quote marks to indicate that 

they are really just metaphors – attribute intention, volitions and needs to organic structures and biological 

processes, which indicates that the neo-Darwinist view (without the need for extreme and even caricatural 

interpretations like those of sociobiology) is sufficiently permeable to accept, or be willing to accept, that 

natural selection has a point of view and desires new mutations; or that the cell decides to fabricate certain 

polypeptides and that sexual reproduction meets the designs of genetic variability from which natural 

selection ‘chooses’ the best.

For this reason, my first supposition concerning this recurrent use of intentional or teleological 

language is that it comprised a didactic resource necessary to temper Darwinist ‘atomism,’ ‘mechanism’ 

or ‘reductionism’ that impoverish the comprehension of vital processes. However a text by John Maynard-

Smith (2000), in which the author discusses the advantages of using computer language to understand 

the functioning of genes and protein synthesis, provides a clear illustration of why teleological language 

is neither a ‘correction’ of reductionism, as might be supposed, nor a didactic metaphor. In the article, 

Maynard-Smith shows how natural selection has the important function of occupying the place of 

the creator of an intelligent design,11 since the final result is the same even though attained via chance. 

Teleological language is not invented by the sociobiologists, nor is it a mere didactic resource: it is a 

potential and a true potency of Darwinism. Far from being a correction to the latter, it forms an integral 

part of it basic conceptual framework.

Maynard-Smith argues that computer language (which, in principle, has nothing to do with the 

intentional or teleological language that I am examining) has been used to contrast genetic causes to 

environmental causes, an important distinction for the discipline, delimiting the innate from the acquired 

and sustaining genecentrism. For the geneticist, the organism is born with a programming, which 

comprises its genetic baggage. This is information that it brings with it, independently of the environment. 

Treating genes as bytes is a metaphor consistent with the selectionist metaphor, since both set out from the 

premise that a chasm exists between the interior and exterior of each living being.  

The idea that the principle of natural selection allows a separation between what is born with the 

organism (to be selected) and what is acquired (and does not pass down through descent) is also found in 

Lewontin. The latter also believes that at a given moment this separation represented an advance against 

religious ‘obscurantist holism,’ as we saw earlier too. For Maynard-Smith this metaphoric separation 

relates to a real process between the innate (genetic) and the acquired within which natural selection 

operates. Through the adaptation of beings to their respective environments/niches [vacuums], this process 

generates the appearance that everything in nature is created in accordance with an intentionality.

11  Richard Dawkins also believes, like Maynard-Smith, that the appearance that everything in nature was created for a purpose is an optical illusion 
generated by the process of natural selection. Ingold argues that Dawkins, in saying that a blind watchmaker can assemble a watch, is confusing foresight 
(contained in a project) with sight. In order to make a watch it is not enough to design a watch project: it is necessary to have the manual dexterity and good 
magnifying lenses to fit the tiny parts. In other words, a blind watchmaker cannot make a watch, just as an organism is not equivalent to the sum of its 
genes. For Ingold, an organism is the constant product of its development – the outcome of its own particular history (Ingold 2013a: 61-73).
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For the neo-Darwinist geneticists, then, natural selection acts on random changes and its power of 

selection ends up modelling the world as if it had a creator, a designer, an intelligent design in command. As 

a consequence, teleological language is permitted since it merely leapfrogs random movement to reach the 

final result, which would end up being the same, at least in appearance, were everything as intentional as 

the metaphor implies: 

Modern biology not only adheres to Darwin’s theory of adaptive evolution by natural selection but bears the 

marks of the original model of the relation between organism and environment that Darwin imposed. Fitness 

and adaptive value are now technical terms for the numerical probability of survival and rate of reproduction of 

a genotype or phenotype. Thus a population geneticist will say that one genotype has a fitness of 0.78 compared 

with a fitness of 1.0 of another genotype, although an explanation is rarely offered about the way in which the 

superior genotype actually “fits” into some environment. As the terms are actually used there may not even be 

any implication that such a story could be uncovered (Lewontin 1998: 41)

Rather than identifying this teleology as a weak point in the notion, the philosopher Étienne Gilson 

(1971: 138) argued that this was actually a brilliant aspect of Darwinism since it implied a finalism without 

a final cause. For Gilson, it is not up to natural science to refute or demonstrate the ultimate purpose of 

things. The finalist question, to which philosophers or mystics can devote themselves, goes far beyond 

what scientists can attain in their laboratories. The latter can explain “by what means this occurs,” but 

not “what is the ultimate purpose of the process?” (Gilson 1971: 204). Although finality lies beyond their 

methods, researchers are not exempted from what Gilson calls the “biophysical constant” (Gilson 1971? 198), 

which is a kind of impulse implicitly posed by the question: “for what?” By removing God from the process, 

(neo)Darwinism removes the cause of the causes or the final cause, and introduces chance by inventing a 

concept with scientific value. 

The philosopher Étienne Gilson (1971) argues that natural selection adds a teleological dimension to the 

dimension better known as scientific-stochastic. Gilson analyses that this teleological dimension is a kind 

of philosophical imperative, a philosophical rather than scientific response to a question that cannot be 

answered scientifically due to its nature. My interpretation is that this finalist or teleological aspect present 

in the mechanism of natural selection persists as a metaphor without, therefore, contradicting the other, 

scientific-stochastic aspect. This gave the concept the plasticity needed to ensure its hegemonic persistence 

in the field for more than a century. 

The concept of natural selection has become a seal of scientificity due to its stochastic aspect, combined 

with its important role in demarcating a scientific field. In Foucault’s analysis, Darwin’s work marks a 

“great discontinuity in the episteme of western culture” (Foucault 1966: 11) and can be considered the 

starting point of modern biology. Lewontin observed that the separation between internal and external 

effected by Darwin constituted an advance at a very particular moment of modern science, overthrowing 

what Lewontin describes as an “obscurantist holism” (Lewontin 1998: 44). I argue that, irrespective of the 

explanatory capacity of the principle, the latter was important in terms of delimiting the phenomenon 

that would, from that point on, be approached by biology as a scientific discipline. As we know, something 

analogous would happen concomitantly with the idea of culture in the field of social anthropology in the 

nineteenth century.

Since culture is a concept criticized for failing to solve what it is supposed to, does natural selection not 

suffer from the same problem? Why preserve the concept if it seems more like what Tylor would call – with 

apologies for the pun – a ‘survival’ than a natural principle free of finalism? It remains intriguing to know 

what caused so many illustrious Darwinists to be seduced by the concept:
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In Darwin, one can find finalism not in things themselves but in his choice of words – he has been frequently 

reproached for his term selection (Canguilhem 2012: 149)

The observation of a philosopher of Canguilhem’s stature invites us to reflect on the reverence that the 

western cosmovision has maintained for the thought of the British naturalist. Scientific knowledge gives 

itself the task of managing to exact a correspondence between words/concepts and things. When Darwin, 

as the eminent epistemologist asserts, coined finalist terms that have lasted for a century at the centre of 

the scientific framework, how are we to understand this extended life of a metaphor that does not illustrate 

what it sets out to explain, sustaining no less than the entire paradigm of modern biology? I consider the 

fondness for teleological metaphors a strong signal that natural selection is a chimerical conception.

Final considerations

In this work, I have explored the longevity of natural selection as a basic principle in the biological 

sciences, venturing the hypothesis that, having encountered criticisms, and being hegemonically 

considered to possess a considerable explanatory value, there is something more that sustains the 

persistence of this principle, namely its chimerical quality. It was the distancing from religious finalism 

that marked the explanation for the transformation of the species given in the work On the Origin of Species, 

but the teleological bias never left Darwin’s reflections. Gilson (1971) cites an excerpt from the diary of the 

Duke of Argyll that refers to a passage where the beauty of cultivated orchids and the curious behaviour 

of worms, also closely studied by the eminent naturalist, left both men enraptured as they walked in 

the grounds of Down House, home of the Darwin family, sharing their anguishes. Charles Darwin, with 

his famed personal charm and complete intellectual and personal honesty, admitted to the Duke that 

sometimes he too doubted whether chance functioned as the cause behind natural processes and wondered 

if there might not exist an intelligence at work behind so many marvellous phenomena...

An abstract from the remembrances of the Duke of Argyll reports what perhaps were the last words of Charles 

Darwin on the subject: [...]

 –  I said it was impossible to look at these without seeing that they were the effect and the expression of mind. I 

shall never forget Mr. Darwin’s answer. He looked at me very hard and said: ‘Well, that often comes over me with 

overwhelming force; but at other times,’ and he shook his head vaguely, adding, ‘it seems to go away’ (Gilson 

1971: 143)

In transcribing the above, Gilson’s intent was not to question the scientificism of Darwin’s work. In fact, 

much the opposite: he argues that science can walk hand-in-hand with philosophy, although it cannot give 

the same answers. My own wish in citing this moment of wonder shared by the British master and his guest 

is to illustrate how this enchantment has been badly disguised and substituted, over the course of a century 

and a half, by neo-Darwinism, a nature in which the blunt work of natural selection shaped a product so 

well adapted that it could be compared by geneticists like the sociobiologist Richard Dawkins (2007) to 

the work of a ‘blind watchmaker’ or to a ‘design’ without a ‘designer,’ as geneticist Maynard-Smith (2000) 

suggests. I have already cited Ingold’s observation (2013a: 61-73) that Dawkins confuses foresight (contained 

in a project) with sight when he claims that a blind watchmaker can assembly a watch. To make a watch 

requires more than just design a plan for a watch. It is also necessary to have the manual skill and good 

eyeglasses to adjust the tiny parts. In other words, a blind watchmaker cannot construct a watch, in the 

same way that an organism is not equivalent to its set of genes. The organism is the constant product of its 

development, the product of its own particular history.
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It is not a question here of judging the scientificity of the concept, as was already stated initially, but of 

calling attention to certain aspects that distance it from the ideals established by the biologists themselves, 

such as its inherent teleological quality. It is also more accurately conceived as a descriptive concept rather 

than a natural universal principle – were we to agree with Lewontin, for example. And finally it embodies 

the role of a label for an entire discipline. Analogously, the latter two characteristics approximate the 

concept to the notion of culture.

In the view of Isabelle Stengers, the modern sciences cannot be approached as though there were 

no specificities between them. This, however, is not to deny the scientific status of any of the sciences 

concerned. A major difference between physics and the biological sciences, for instance, is the degree of 

abstraction that characterizes the concepts of the former and affords its predictive capacity, something 

not seen in studies of living beings. Stengers cites a couple of remarks by Einstein help illustrate these 

differences:

The Greeks could have, perhaps, discussed these words of Einstein: “The only thing that really interests me is 

to know whether or not God had a choice in creating the world,” but they could not have then understood 

Einstein’s formulation of another reflection: “The most incomprehensible thing about the world is that it is 

comprehensible” (Stengers 1991:30) 

[ … ]

The abstract nature of certain scientific knowledge is not the outcome of abstract thinking, Rather it is linked 

to the discovery of the possibility of abstraction proper to one or another aspect of the real that the sciences 

explore.

Einstein said how miraculous it is that the world is comprehensible. This notion of miracle has, from the 

viewpoint advocated here, a dimension of truth: it so happens that, in our world, certain objects are cut off, or 

can be cut off, without losing their interest, and this fact, because it might not have been the case, can effectively 

be accepted as a ‘miracle.’ But this miracle should not be exaggerated, and above all should not be prolonged, by 

deliberate artificial decisions. The discovery of the possibility of abstraction is an event, not the translation of 

a rule of law, and the recognition of the limits of relevance of the concepts whose power is thereby discovered 

can reduce the ‘miracle’ to its true dimensions, providing an understanding of what was singular about that 

which was defined as an object of abstract knowledge. Correlatively, where the “miracle does not occur, where 

neither the atom, molecule, planet or bacteria are allowed to be cut, it remains, including in physics and 

chemistry, to learn through clues and conjectures which singular histories allow themselves to be deciphered, 

which circumstances and which regularities can confer an intelligible meaning to whatever we are dealing with 

(Stengers 1991:60) 

Stengers also points out that Einstein’s sense of wonder that the world is comprehensible reveals his 

belief in a rationality intrinsic to the world, although this perception is a product of the history of his 

own particular discipline. It is this history which assures the rationality of the explanations attributed to 

phenomena at a determined moment (Stengers 1991:61). The wonder felt by Darwin12 and shared by the Duke 

of Argyll can be seen from this same viewpoint, albeit emphasizing that the naturalist opposed, in his own 

singular historical context, other kinds of hypotheses that took into consideration not the invisible forces 

of physics, like gravitational or energetic forces, but the “laws of use and disuse” and “laws of acquired 

characters,” such as those defended “on the continent” by his Lamarckist colleagues.

12  Although comparing the contexts in which each scientist – Einstein and Darwin – posed this question is tempting, it would open up a new 
universe, with apologies for yet another pun.
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A second reflection of Stengers that touches directly on the question examined here concerns the 

degree of abstraction of the concepts linked to the dimension of the real to which they refer. The author 

rejects the model of physics as the sole parameter of scientificity, arguing that ‘descriptive concepts’ and 

‘descriptive sciences’ should not be considered ‘pre’ or ‘non’ scientific if we wish to avoid making the most 

commonplace of positivist judgements (Stengers 1991:50). By questioning the dogma, as we saw earlier, will 

biologists end up questioning the universality – or in terms of (political) epistemology, the scientificity – of 

the principle of natural selection? Were they to do so, the discussion on the limits of universalization would 

strike at an important mainstay of the natural sciences.

Working with the ideas of ‘invention’ and ‘indexation,’ Roy Wagner (2010) sets out from the premise 

that anthropology as a discipline lacks conditions of conceptual abstraction, clearly manifested in the 

way in which the author shows how what comes to be culture is constructed or rendered conventional 

(see especially Wagner 2010: 27-48; 205-240). Arguing that to invent – or, put otherwise, to create – is the 

human way of being able to get by in the world, Wagner proposes that by creating (or inventing) their own 

culture, humans also create their own nature (Wagner 2010: 221-229). Consequently, in learning about the 

Other, anthropologists create their own culture and that of the Other through this contrast. In line with 

his academic tradition, the author does not claim the existence of a concept with a greater capacity for 

abstraction or prediction. On the contrary, he seeks to show that an understanding of this creative activity 

can only be achieved through this encounter. Without wishing to remove the work from the context in 

which it was produced, such ponderations by Wagner (2010) end up endorsing the argument of those today 

who, like Ingold, show the idea of culture to be a circular notion that, although presented as a solution, 

is rather a question that elicits an infinite number of ethnographic responses. These conceptions can lead 

to another formulation, one central to my own ideas, where culture is seen as a disciplinary label in the 

service of the great (and obsolete) divide between society, the realm of convention, and nature, the place of 

laws and the innate, similarly to the role performed by the principle of natural selection in the biological 

sciences.

In conclusion, I argue that natural selection is more than a polysemic concept. It is also a chimeric 

concept since it contains a contradiction that renders it extremely seductive: its premise – and also its seal 

of scientificity – is that the source of the diversity of species is finding the right answer through random 

individual genetic mutations to the challenges posed by the environment to which these species are 

compelled to adapt. It can simultaneously be: (a) deemed a principle through which nature functions in 

a polarized form between a selecting entity and a selected organism, evoking a teleology; (b) understood 

as a metaphor that leaves implicit the existence of a selecting entity; (c) taken as a scientific concept 

that presumes the randomness of the evolutionary process; (d) seen as a mechanism and a model of 

understanding nature that divests living beings of their agency, evincing its capacity to subsume a field of 

science dedicated to the study of all beings excluded from the field of human rationality and agency.

Thus I believe that the concept of natural selection performs, analogously and homologously to the 

concept of culture, the important epistemological function of delimiting its own scientific field. This 

epistemological function becomes evident when Darwin admits that his principle does not explain society, 

it applies only to nature.

In addition to being coeval, natural selection and culture can be considered ‘sibling concepts,’ as Gilson 

(1938: 185) designated the Reformation and the Renaissance, seeing them as ‘inseparable phenomena’ insofar 

as they only made sense – within a historical conceptual framework – in relation to one another. Likewise, 

having been raised to the level of scientific concepts, they perhaps explain less than they delimit: two large 

fields of knowledge of the western cosmovision, natural and culture, solidifying the construction that 

Latour calls “the great divide” (1994: 96).
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Abstract

In recent medical events and articles the hormone testosterone has emerged as a resource for treating 

problems related to female sexuality. This hormone is commonly defined as the “male hormone” and 

presented as the “hormone of desire”. This observation led to investigate if and how the use of testosterone 

is found in the realm of doctors’ offices and if it is being applied as a therapeutic resource for women. This 

article analyzes what types of approaches and treatments have been used by doctors in a large Brazilian city. 

The methodology involved sought out medical professionals indicated for their specialization in treating 

female “sexual problems”. Considering the statements of the professionals interviewed, sexual desire is 

defined emphatically as the presence or absence of a greater or lesser amount of testosterone. This standard 

is associated to gender differences that are expressed primarily in terms of biology.

Keywords: Hormones; gender; sexuality; biomedicalization.

Desejo sexual, testosterona e 
intervenções biomédicas:
administrando a sexualidade feminina em “doses éticas”
Resumo

Em eventos e artigos médicos recentes, nota-se o surgimento do hormônio testosterona como recurso para 

o tratamento de problemas relacionados à sexualidade feminina. Este hormônio é comumente definido 

como o “hormônio masculino” e apresentado como o “hormônio do desejo”. Esta observação levou a 

investigar se, e como, o uso de testosterona aparece no domínio dos consultórios médicos e se está sendo 

aplicado como um recurso terapêutico para as mulheres. Este artigo analisa quais tipos de abordagens e 

tratamentos têm sido utilizados por médicos/as em uma grande cidade brasileira. A metodologia envolveu 

a busca por profissionais médicos/as que foram indicados/as por sua especialização no tratamento de 

“problemas sexuais” femininos. Considerando as declarações dos/as profissionais entrevistados/as, o 

desejo sexual é definido enfaticamente pela presença ou ausência de uma quantidade maior ou menor de 

testosterona. Este padrão está associado a diferenças de gênero que se expressam principalmente em termos 

de biologia.

Palavras-chave: hormônios; gênero; sexualidade; biomedicalização.

22



Fabíola Rohden Vibrant v.14 n.3

Sexual desire, testosterone and 
biomedical interventions:
managing female sexuality in “ethical doses”

Fabíola Rohden

Treating female sexuality

New options for technological intervention have led to new reflections about how gender and sexuality 

are produced in different contexts. While innovative surgical or pharmaceutical possibilities can lead 

to a wider variety of expressions in terms of gender and sexuality (for example, by allowing the corporal 

transformations desired by transsexuals), they can also contribute to the revival of certain more traditional 

norms of femininity, masculinity and heteronormativity (Butler 1990). The field of sexual medicine has been 

extremely productive for investigations of this kind, to the degree that it is strongly influenced by recently 

developed resources for treating so-called sexual dysfunctions that are based on an organic or physical 

perspective of sexuality.1 In Brazil, as in many other countries, treatments of issues related to sexuality 

are largely anchored on parameters of biomedicine. The focus of this article is to analyze what types of 

approaches and treatments have been used  by doctors in a large Brazilian city.2

Studies have examined the universe of pharmacological interventions in sexuality, especially since 

the rise of Viagra in the late 1990s. Using a general problematization that articulates sexuality and age as 

fundamental dimensions of the modern individual, Marshall and Katz (2002) highlight the importance of 

the lifestyle cultures of the late twentieth century, such as the emphasis on health, activity and on non-

aging for the process that would give origin to a vast field of studies and interventions concerning the 

capacity for erection. Sexual activity came to be emphasized as an indispensable condition for a healthy 

life and erectile capacity as a definer of virility throughout the entire course of male life (Marshall and Katz 

2002; Marshall 2006). 

In this new context, according to Loe (2001), Viagra appeared as a material and cultural technology that 

could provide a new opportunity for intervention in male bodies, in contrast with the traditional history of 

medical intervention in women’s bodies. This only became possible thanks to the propagation of the idea 

of masculinity in crisis, best illustrated with the metaphor of the erection. The notion that the erection, 

the symbol of virility and male identity, is effectively unstable and subject to various types of impediments 

appears to gain increasing notoriety. It is precisely to combat any lack of control, or unpredictability of the 

male body that industry offers a resource such as Viagra, which can guarantee the expectation of an always 

better performance (Grace et al. 2006; Vares and Braun 2006). At the same time, pharmaceutical companies 

promoted the idea that erectile dysfunction was an important health problem, making it an increasingly 

acceptable topic of public discourse, which would also lead to greater search for treatment (Lexchin 2006). 

For Tiefer (2006a: 275), the process of medicalization of sexuality would thus go beyond the phase of the 

1  According to Loe (2001, 2004), Giami (2004), Fishman (2004), Hartley (2006), Lexchin (2006), Tiefer (2006b), Marshall (2010), Moynihan and 
Mintzes (2010), Azize (2004) and Rohden (2013).

2  In respect for ethical determinations, the name of the city as well as the real names of the people interviewed remain classified. 
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creation of classificatory systems and enter a step of institutionalization and professionalization of sexual 

medicine with the support of organizations, conferences, training centers, scientific journals, clinics and 

medical departments. This new sexual medicine would advance side by side with sexual pharmacology.

In relation to women, Loe (2001: 101) suggests that in the mid twentieth century the development 

of technologies associated to reproduction, mainly the contraceptive pill, were precursors of a new 

pharmacology of sex. A direct line would link the pill, considered to liberate female sexuality from 

reproductive consequences, and Viagra, a supposed guarantee of male sexual satisfaction.  Giami and 

Spencer (2004) even argued that three models of sexuality have characterized recent decades: sexuality 

liberated in the context of the pill; protected sexuality in the realm of the HIV/AIDS epidemic; and the use 

of condoms and functional sexuality, in the scenario of medications for sexual dysfunction. 

In the wake of what took place with Viagra, the creation of feminine sexual dysfunction is presented 

as a classic case of a tactic to promote a new disease by the pharmaceutical industry and other agents of 

medicalization such as journalists, health professionals and advertising and public relations companies 

(Moynihan and Mintzes 2010). U.S. urologists have worked with the category of female sexual dysfunction 

and journalists began to speak of a  “Pink Viagra”, since at least 1997, according to Tiefer (2006b)

An important mark was the article “Sexual Dysfunction in the United States: prevalence and predictors” 

by E. Laumann, A. Paik and R. Rosen, published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) 

in 1999, based on a reanalysis of data from a 1992 survey with 1,500 women who were considered to be 

suffering from dysfunction if they responded positively to any of the problems mentioned including, loss 

of desire, anxiety about sexual performance or difficulties in lubrication. The researchers affirmed in this 

paper that 43 percent of women between 18 and 59 suffered from sexual dysfunction. This number came to 

be insistently cited in the literature that would promote the new disease (Moynihan 2003; Hartley 2006). 

What we see in the creation of the diagnosis of female sexual dysfunction is an articulation between 

various actors that culminated in the conformation of a new and broad market for treating women’s 

sexual problems, estimated in billions of dollars per year. For this reason pharmaceutical companies have 

conducted more than 120 clinical studies on female sexual dysfunction (Shin 2012) based on a series of 

different products, begining with Viagra itself, which was tested for women by Pfizer between 1997 and 

2004, when the laboratory admitted that the clinical trial did not show satisfactory results. 

In recent medical events and articles the hormone testosterone has emerged as a special resource that 

can be indicated for treating problems related to sexuality (Rohden 2011, 2013; Faro 2016; Faro and Russo 

2017; Manica and Nucci 2017). This hormone is commonly defined as the “male hormone” and presented as 

the “hormone of desire”.3 This observation led me to investigate if and how the use of testosterone is found 

in the realm of doctors’ offices and if it is being applied as a therapeutic resource for women.

The research methodology involved interviewing professionals mainly from the field of gynecology, but 

also from endocrinology and gerontology, who were indicated because they specialize in treating female 

“sexual problems”. Twelve physicians were interviewed. They were characterized by a certain recognition 

by their peers and in the field, often established due to a link to universities, hospitals and other teaching 

institutions, as well as participation in regional and national medical associations, where some held 

administrative positions. Many of them were often invited to participate on television and radio programs 

and to give interviews in print newspapers and magazines and on the internet. Some of them have their 

own website and pages on the internet and social networks. Most of them attend patients in important 

public services for the general population and in private clinics in wealthy neighborhoods. Their medical 

education took place at highly regarded educational institutions and most have taken courses in sexuality. 

3  For a history of the so-called sexual hormones, see Oudshoorn (1994), Hoberman (2005), Roberts (2007), Rohden (2008) and Sanabria (2010).
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Testosterone and desire

A central focus of the interviews was on a question about how issues related to sexuality arose in their 

consultations. The responses pointed to a frequent observation that the main “complaint” raised by women 

concerned a lack of sexual desire or libido, especially among older women in phases around menopause. 

There were also references to difficulties in sexual relations or a lack of orgasms among younger women. 

Nevertheless, in these cases, the doctors interviewed consider that this is a much easier problem to treat. 

For them it simply requires providing information about one’s own body and sexual practices. 

One can affirm, considering all the statements of the professionals interviewed, that sexual desire is 

produced very emphatically in the presence or absence of a greater or lesser amount of testosterone. This 

standard is unquestionably associated to differences between men and women that are expressed primarily 

in terms of biology. 

Ivo, a gynecologist, has a conception that emphasizes a radical difference between genders, based on 

a binary distinction between sexes, expressed in terms of a natural and evolutive order. Asked about the 

existence of differences between the sexuality of men and women, his response was categorical. In addition, 

when speaking about the importance of hormones for sexuality, he emphasized the fundamental role of 

testosterone:

Testosterone is the sex hormone. And it is the primordial hormone of males. Males are always ready to have 

intercourse as long as they have a testicle. The daily variability in the production of testosterone of males is very 

small (…). Females produce testosterone, among mammals, whenever they are in heat (…). When they are fertile 

all females accept the male, because sex was made for reproduction, it was not made for any other thing. So 

females, when they have a high level of testosterone, have greater desire to have relations (…). What determines 

this is testosterone. (Ivo). 

For this doctor, sexuality is related to reproductive factors materialized in the different phases of a 

woman’s life and made concrete in the presence or absence of hormones, especially testosterone. This 

hormone is seen as the most important causal factor, and thus, is also presented as the treatment that will 

resolve nearly all problems. This appears to involve a vision of gender and of the very existence of humans 

based on naturalizing and essentialist perspectives. 

At another extreme is a statement by Marcelo, whose trajectory is unique among the doctor’s 

interviewed, due to his work with trans people.4 Gender should not be discussed in binary terms and it is 

always necessary to pay attention to individual  differences and the realities of concrete cases, according 

to Marcelo, who is an endocrinologist. Nevertheless, when asked about a possible difference in relation to 

sexuality between men and women, he answered: 

I think that, as a rule, men have greater libido. Testosterone has more libido. And this would be a difference 

related to sexuality, sexual desire; it appears to me that it is much stronger, intense, in men than in women. As a 

general rule. A man is much more aggressive, and has greater libido (Marcelo).

And even considering the case of trans people, he continues his line of reflection about the role of 

hormones in sexuality:

Hormones define libido, we see this clearly because a man has a stronger libido than a woman and the trans 

man in the same way when he begins to replace testosterone, his libido increases. So the relation between libido 

and sexuality is obvious.

4  The term trans/transgender refers to people who do not recognize themselves in the sex to which they were assigned at birth. In parallel, is the 
term cis/cisgender to refer to people who identify with the sex they were assigned at birth. The discussion around these terms is relevant here particularly 
because it calls attention to how all the different forms of expression and materialization of bodies, behaviors and identities are arduously elaborated.
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What we see with this example is that hormones – especially testosterone – are identified as absolutely 

essential agents in the existence and degree of sexual desire. Even if this doctor considers that sexuality 

is a phenomenon that is extremely more complex than its reduction to hormones, as he understands that 

gender is also much more complex than any reduction to biological sex, he does not question the centrality 

of testosterone. 

Multiple agencies of testosterone

Specifically in relation to the treatment of female sexual problems, hormonal prescriptions were the 

most important reference. In particular, the doctors attest the recurring presence of testosterone in the 

field of treatment of sexual problems. They affirm how testosterone treatments are controversial, although 

this is not a reason for the substance not to be prescribed. Most of them said they prescribed testosterone 

treatment for older women. Their only consideration was relative to the dosages of the hormone. 

In the continuation of this article, I will not address this majority of doctors more favorable to the 

use of testosterone. Instead, I’ll discuss some more controversial cases. In a first place I will privilege the 

statements of those more opposed to the use of this hormone. And then I will present the comments of the 

two doctors who also attend transsexual people. It is interesting to discuss what arguments are presented 

as a target of the polemic and to discover how these professionals administer their practical choices. Even 

among the interviewed most critical of the use of hormones, these substances and their controversial uses 

and effects occupy a central place. 

Only two of the professionals interviewed were more opposed to prescribing testosterone. Their 

statements are interesting because they accentuate important aspects of the polemic and different forms 

of agency attributed to this hormone. Bernardo is a gynecologist with a long career and is certainly more 

opposed to suggesting its use. Asked about how he addresses the issue of sexuality, what type of treatments 

he uses and if they include any hormonal treatment, he responded: 

Hormones? For the treatment of sexuality, between hormones and nothing, nothing is better (…). Although I 

know there are people using androgens, for female orgasmic dysfunction, it is a practice that has no scientific 

basis. Unless you want them to have mustaches, and deep voices.

[Interviewer] You don’t prescribe androgens?

I proscribe them. Its absolutely true. In my judgment, unless you want to masculinize women, to use 

hormones, quote male unquote, there is nothing that proves the action that they intend to obtain. It is true that 

with the uses of androgens there is a slight increase in a woman’s aggressivity, which is an effect of androgen on 

nearly all women and the equivalent in animals.  In the case of animals they become aggressive. In the case of 

women who have orgasmic dysfunction, frigidity, quotes, they are inhibited. And the increased aggressivity is 

interpreted as an improvement in the sexual problem, but the effect is transitory.

 [Interviewer] Transitory in what sense?

Transitory in time, after some time of use, in general after two or three months, the effect disappears. This 

effect, let’s say, on vitality. And it goes back to what it was before. So, to be clear, serious sex therapists do not 

use hormones. I want to say serious in two senses. Not that they are not serious, it is that they do not seriously 

study the issue. This is a discussion that has been going on for three decades, at least. It did not exist before 

because there were no therapeutically effective or available drugs.
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This portion of the interview shows how at the same time in which the doctor takes a position 

completely against the use in women of hormones considered to be male, he attests that they can have some 

effect (aggressivity) that is understood in a mistaken form by the doctors who prescribe it, as improved 

“vitality”. A type of treatment used by professionals that do not have “serious” knowledge about the issue. 

During the interview, he also draws attention to the fact that “sexual hormones” do not have only a single 

specific action but at least two dozen effects and it would be impossible to isolate only the desired effect, 

running the risk of provoking heart attack or stroke, for example. He adds that “there was a time when 

[the use of hormones] became fashionable” for treating sexual problems and for symptoms associated to 

menopause, such as hot flashes, about which he commented: 

They are very specific symptoms. And if we give estrogen they stop, and when we stop with the estrogen they 

return. It’s that when a woman’s procreative function terminates, she no longer menstruates, but she will have 

hot flashes. The hormones are there for having children. And that phase arrives and the organism removes 

them and so they go to doctors who apply them again. And then they die of heart attacks and no one sues [he 

laughs]. When I began to speak badly of hormones prescribed in climacterium, they began to say that I was out 

of date [laughing again]. Today, since there is enormous pressure from the pharmaceutical industry to sell these 

products… they hire researchers who do studies proving… not that the work has proved this, but they affirm it. 

This is violence against women. They should be put in jail. A person who hits a woman, is easy to cure. Don’t go 

close to him, don’t let him get close. Not hormones. They’re always there. 

We can perceive various relevant points here. The first concerns the fact that there is an affirmation 

of the effect of hormones, at least on hot flashes: they stop with the use of estrogen; if the estrogen is 

terminated, they return. And an understanding that this is related with the end of the procreative phase, 

given that these hormones would be for having children. It is not up to doctors, at least without ominous 

consequences for women, to change this order. The second point that calls attention refers to his position 

in the field, he affirms that he is discredited by his colleagues but reveals a broader understanding of the 

process, even denouncing the pressure from the pharmaceutical industry and its consequences as true 

“violence against women”. 

In the same line we also have the statement of Karla, a gynecologist. Not by chance, part of her 

professional trajectory approximated that of Bernardo. She is also quite critical of the use of hormonal 

treatments and when questioned about the prescription of testosterone by her colleagues responded: 

They use it, but they can be sued. It can only be used in cases of removal of ovaries, but they prescribe it 

nevertheless and in a much larger dosage (…).

 [Interviewer] And is there [a situation] when the use of testosterone is indicated for women?

No, in women, no indication. So... my colleagues want to play God (…). They want to play God. What they do is 

protect their market, they don’t want to send patients to others. There are no studies that prove this.

Upon proceeding in her comments, Karla adds that she is different from other gynecologists, although 

she is also trained in this field, because she does more specific work with sexual therapy with techniques 

focused on changing behavior. But it is revealing that when encouraged to speak about the possible 

effects of testosterone she affirms that it would improve the libido. Moreover, when she comments on her 

techniques, she believes that they can contribute to improving the levels of endogenous testosterone:
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Researchers study what changes with techniques like mine, based on thinking about sex (…). They publish on 

the effect of thinking of sex to see what changes the hormones. Their research shows what I have already done 

with my patients, with my technique (…). Things that I have been doing for years with them, they study and 

prove that they can increase endogenous testosterone. 

What is curious here, however, is that although she is critical of the use of treatment based on 

testosterone, she recognizes that the use of her techniques can increase the levels of this hormone in 

women’s bodies, which would be beneficial, and that this is recognized in the scientific literature about the 

issue. This is not only an assertion that testosterone increases desire but that increased desire (or thinking 

about sex) is capable of increasing internal testosterone. 

The power to increase virility: (un)desired collateral effects

In the group of specialists interviewed, two reported that they also have transsexual patients. Their 

statements are especially important in this article because they offer an additional perspective about the 

relationship between the use of hormones, gender and sexuality. When they were asked to discuss the 

practices they use in clinical treatments, they combined discussions of cis women and trans men.  

In her practice as a gynecologist Janice attends women who come to her for treatment of sexual 

dysfunctions. She demonstrated affinity with her colleagues, affirming that it is necessary to use different 

treatments, depending on the case, and that the “hormonal technique” is used especially for a lack of desire 

in older women. In this case, it is testosterone prescribed in a cream (always prepared to order because 

she said there is no commercial medication available), or injectable, for which there are a few brands 

available on the market. She said the official indication that must be used to fill in the forms of controlled 

prescriptions, according to the International Classification of Diseases (ICD), for the case of testosterone 

“replacement” would be “ovarian insufficiency”. The indication of injectable testosterone would be safer 

and more often used in patients with hysterectomies who had no risk of endometrial proliferation. The 

treatment is justified, according to Janice, “because it is testosterone that increases sexual desire and libido. 

It is testosterone, the male hormone”.  

Her response to the question about the possible effects of testosterone indicates some ambiguity, 

between the specific role of the hormone and the more general effects of a treatment seeking to improve 

sexuality:

It increases the libido. They have more desire. Just coming to the office, a sexology clinic, they are already 

thinking of sex. I always say to the patients ‘I am not going to give you a magic pill, and you are not going to get 

home today and lie down in bed with a heavenly desire”.  But just looking for a doctor, speaking of sex, thinking 

of sex, brings improvement. 

Nevertheless, in another sense, she leaves no doubt about her conviction of the concrete effects of the 

substance. Referring to transsexual men patients (who initially identified as women) as an exemplary case 

and contrasting with the patients in “sexual therapy”, she affirms: 

My patients that use testosterone, they want the collateral effects. They want the virilization. Because 

testosterone is the male hormone. So they want to have a deep voice, they want to have hairs, be more 

muscular… But they want to masculinize. And they use it once a month or once every two weeks (…). 

These patients in sexual therapy who at times need testosterone, which is to increase the libido, this is the 

effect that we want… so they use a vial, about three a year, quite spaced out. At times it’s just to give a trigger 

and they stop. Just for them to remember how good it is, and then at times they don’t need it any more. 
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Janice added that this could have the effect of masculinization in these women but this does not take 

place due to the control of the frequency of use and of the different dosages used. It is clear, therefore, that 

she does not question the effectiveness or the power of testosterone to produce effects considered to be 

“naturally” male, such as increased sexual desire and some signs of “virilization”. It all depends, once again, 

on the quantities used in each situation and to achieve certain ends.  

In a similar direction, we have the statement of Marcelo, who was quoted in other section. This 

endocrinologist is one of the most cautious in highlighting the multiple and unexpected effects of the 

hormones and the care needed in their use. One of the most interesting points of his interview refers to 

the fact that he juxtaposed and contrasted the hormonal replacement therapies conducted in conformity 

with the original gender identity related to the change in condition of trans people. This perspective 

even emphasizes a series of generalizations that are normally made when referring to “classic” hormonal 

replacement treatment related to gender. By referring to the latter case, he describes the patients that come 

to him:

When does a man come to me for hormonal therapy? When he is not producing testosterone, either because 

he does not have a testicle or because the testicle stopped functioning, so we give testosterone. Hormonal 

replacement therapy for a woman? When? When she is not producing feminine hormones or stopped 

producing them, menopause. She does not produce them because she does not have an ovary, the ovary does 

not function, a thousand reasons. Hormonal replacement therapy. We are speaking of hormonal replacement 

therapy related to gender identity. This has been done for a long time.

What is new, according to Marcelo, are the new hormonal therapies directed at trans people. The doctor 

highlights that in practice, the search is quite different for trans men and women. Men more frequently 

come to the doctor’s office because their treatment would require injectable or transdermic doses of 

testosterone that must be prescribed specifically. Trans women have easier access to female hormones.  

When Marcelo was questioned if he had cisgender women under treatment with testosterone he first 

said no. He affirmed that he would only do this in very particular situations of androgenic deficiency, “when 

a woman produces no testosterone”, there would be this possibility for replacement. He made a point of 

adding that, with the exception of the latter condition, he did not consider it ethical to conduct this type 

of treatment, although, he said, there are “many people doing it”. Upon explaining why this would not be 

ethical he emphasized: 

It is not ethical because it has some consequences… Endocrinology seeks to mimic physiology as much as 

possible. This is not physiological, to use testosterone for a woman. So it does not promote health (…). We, 

doctors, follow medical guidelines defined by consensuses and there is no consensus about this, to the contrary. 

Nevertheless, when speaking about testosterone replacement in menopause, to treat low libido, he said 

this was possible, as long as it involved an “ethical dose”: “There is a dose that is ethical. It is much lower 

than the dose that is being used today in gyms, and [being sold] on Facebook.” For Marcelo, the doses used 

by women in gyms seeking physical performance also have the inconvenience of being ingested orally by 

means of pills, and “oral testosterone is harmful”. Moreover, they are associated to increased hair growth, 

voice deepening, oily skin and even baldness. These effects that would not be felt by patients who take small 

doses of testosterone, which he recommends in a few cases:

Not this type of dosage, it will cause much less. It will not cause this, and it is not desired. If you give a 

cisgender women who wants to improve her libido a bit larger dose and her hair begins to fall out, she goes 

crazy, she doesn’t want this. She wants to improve her libido, but she doesn’t want her hair to fall out.  
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And any increase in the dose will have some consequence, so one must be careful. They are very small doses. 

Now, what do you see in the gyms? The pumped up women, look at their foreheads, they are gigantic. Hair 

normally begins here [pointing to the top of his head]. They don’t care right [laughing]. They even like it I 

think… I don’t know, a bit different style of beauty, right.

Once again we have here the production of a distinction between the suitable or “ethical” doses that can 

be prescribed by the doctors depending on each situation and the accusation of a certain indiscriminate 

use of testosterone, which is found in people at gyms. The central line of differentiation appears to be 

the volume of the doses and the different intentions of these two groups of users. Some need to replace 

something they lost or are no longer producing while others are seeking an excess that is directly manifest 

in their bodily transformations.

The interview with Marcelo illustrates a position that presents a sexuality encompassed by a more 

open point of view, including various facets such as the reference to gender, at the same time in which it 

affirms the importance of hormones. Nevertheless, he is one of the most emphatic, perhaps because he is 

an endocrinologist, to affirm that: “When one speaks in ‘hormonizing’, all responses are possible, because 

people respond in different ways to hormones”. This is, therefore, a quite delicate and complex field of 

interventions. Moreover, one of the particularities of his statement is, as I said previously, that it highlights 

proximities and differences between hormonal replacement for cis and trans people. He affirmed:

All endocrinologists conduct hormonal replacement therapy for the same sex as identity [to maintain or 

reinforce the characteristics of the sex attributed at birth]. They all do. A few do not like to and delegate this to a 

gynecologist, andrologist, urologist. But in principle they are all qualified to do so because we learn to do this… 

Now many do not do this other type of treatment, cross sex, because they do not want to, they do not like it… 

But the endocrinologist is the doctor who works with hormonal replacement.

This statement illustrates how it is “natural” for doctors, endocrinologists and gynecologists in 

particular, “to conduct hormonal replacement therapy for the same sex as identity”. The problem appears to 

be, according to Marcelo, when the doctors do not feel comfortable treating trans people. But perhaps this 

clue also allows us to question why there are different evaluations for cisgender women. It was possible to 

perceive in various interviews that there is a distinction, particularly expressed in the dosages or quantities 

and their “masculinizing” effects, concerning what may or may not be admitted in the treatments or, in 

Marcelo’s terms, what is or is not an “ethical” dosage. 

Conclusion

According to these doctors, sexual desire is conceived as being linked or dependent on the existence 

of a substance, testosterone, the “male hormone”. It is important to emphasize that although it has been 

possible to perceive differences between the concepts of the people interviewed, in relation to approval 

of the use of synthetic testosterone in women, they all attest to the substance’s potency. When Bernardo, 

who was most against its use, affirmed for example, that testosterone produces virilizing effects and more 

aggressivity, even in women, and that this is confused with desire, he is problematizing the nature of the 

effects of the substance but continues to affirm its capacity for agency. In the same line, when Karla, who 

is also against the pharmaceutical uses, states that her method of behavioral sexual therapy provokes an 

increase in the rates of testosterone, she reaffirms the association between increased desire and greater 

presence of this hormone in women. That is, in different ways, testosterone arises as a very powerful 

material force. In most cases, directly associated to the presence of sexual desire.
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The main benefit associated to testosterone by most doctors is precisely the “replacement” of desire. In 

terms of the “collateral effects” there were recurring mentions of the “exaggerations” of “too high doses” 

that go beyond the limits considered acceptable. These “excesses” were often described in terms of risks 

of virilization as growth of undesired hairs, deepening of the voice and increase in the size of the clitoris. 

Worth noting that in the case of the two professionals who mention attending trans men, these effects 

even appear as desired or expected effects from the use of testosterone. But in the case of cis women, these 

corporal indications, interpreted as masculine, are a threat to be avoided. 

In this sense, the suitable or “ethical” doses must be monitored so that they do not go beyond 

established gender borders, as should be correspondingly and binarily evident on the surface of bodies. 

This would attend to the line indicated by Marcelo that hormonal replacement for people with the same 

gender identity as that attributed to the hormone has been conducted for a long time. It is interesting 

that a professional who works with cross sex hormonal therapy can call our attention to this. Hormonal 

therapy has been used for a long time and perhaps the treatments with testosterone for women should 

be understood in this scope. That is, as long as the treatment does not place at risk the corresponding 

presumption between body and gender for women (in the case of Marcelo, defined as cis; and in the case of 

all the other doctors simply as “women”).5 

To conclude, it is necessary to remember the important contributions of Butler, especially her 

understanding of performativity of gender, which is defined by the citational and reiterative practice by 

which discourse produces the effects that it names (Butler 1993). In keeping with Butler’s proposals, once 

again we find a recitation, or revised reproduction of norms based on practices involving people’s bodies 

and subjectivities. The uses of testosterone by women could indicate a break with gender boundaries 

traditionally anchored in the body. However, it can be suggested that the discourses and practices of the 

physicians who we interviewed once again reaffirm the limits of gender. And once again the recitation of 

these borders is based on biological justifications.

Translated by Jeffrey Hoff
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Abstract

The article reports the findings of a wide-ranging investigative study, designed to produce a ‘snapshot’ 

of Brazilian Biological Anthropology based on quantitative, qualitative, historical-documentary and 

bibliographic data. It includes excerpts from a series of interviews given by four Brazilian researchers who 

identify their area of work as Biological Anthropology, interspersed with other sources of information. 

These excerpts are organized into the following topics: (a) the peripheral status of Biological Anthropology 

within the wider field of anthropology in Brazil; (b) the relations between institutional affiliation and 

professional activity; and (c) the visibility of the area within the country and abroad. The aim is to provide 

a contribution, albeit preliminary, to a survey of the studies and discussions concerning the biological 

dimension of Anthropology in Brazil, in all its different aspects, especially the contemporary situation.

Keywords: Biological Anthropology; Brazilian Anthropology; Scientific Field; Brazil.

Antropologia Biológica no Brasil: 
esboço para um retrato

Resumo

O artigo traz a lume informações recolhidas a partir de um amplo estudo investigativo, o qual procurou 

delinear uma espécie de “instantâneo” da Antropologia Biológica brasileira a partir de dados quantitativos, 

qualitativos, histórico-documentais e bibliográficos. Nele estão dispostos excertos extraídos de uma série de 

quatro depoimentos concedidos por pesquisadores brasileiros, os quais consideram-se atuantes na área de 

Bioantropologia, entremeados por informações de outra natureza. Esses excertos encontram-se organizados 

em tópicos a saber: (a) o lugar periférico ocupado pela Bioantropologia no campo antropológico nacional; 

(b) as relações entre filiação institucional e exercício profissional; (c) a visibilidade da área dentro e fora 

do país. Espera-se, com isso, uma contribuição, ainda que inicial, para uma retomada dos estudos e 

discussões devotados à contraparte biológica da Antropologia no Brasil, nos seus mais diferentes aspectos, 

especialmente na contemporaneidade.

Palavras-chave: Antropologia Biológica; Antropologia Brasileira; Campo Científico; Brasil.
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Biological Anthropology in Brazil: 
a preliminary overview1

Verlan Valle Gaspar Neto

Introduction

In 2004, The Brazilian Anthropology Association (ABA) published the results of a survey on the 

state of Brazilian Anthropology. Entitled O Campo da Antropologia no Brasil (The Field of Anthropology in 

Brazil: Trajano Filho & Ribeiro 2004), the compendium discussed the characteristics of Anthropology 

in the country over a period of a decade (1992-2001) based on a wide-ranging survey of data. Despite 

the importance of this endeavour, it is worth emphasizing that what was presented as “the field of 

Anthropology in Brazil” contains a precise equation. The word Anthropology, different to what can be 

observed elsewhere, appears to be a synonym of Sociocultural Anthropology. This association, common in 

the national anthropological setting, is not casuistic, since it stems from political, intellectual, theoretical 

and institutional factors related to the historical development of Brazilian Anthropology, as well as 

reflecting the specific configuration of the field today, where the sociocultural field maintains a hegemonic 

position at diverse levels, especially compared to the other major field of Anthropology, namely the 

biological.

Historically recognized as Physical Anthropology, Biological Anthropology and/or Bioanthropology, 

not only is this ‘other side’ of Anthropology not included in the compendium cited above, in Brazil 

there has been a distinct lack of studies concerning either its more recent historical development or its 

contemporary situation, especially institutional.2 With the exception of a few more generalized initiatives 

(Salzano 1997 and 2013; Santos 1996), most of the studies (historical and meta-analyses) devoted to Brazilian 

Bioanthropology are limited to the passage from the nineteenth century to the twentieth, a moment when 

it played a key role in the discussions on Brazil’s viability as a nation, informed by the racialist theories then 

prevalent.3 In terms of synchronic and diagnostic surveys, the most recent are those by Castro Faria, in the 

1950s/1960s (Castro Faria 1998, 2000a and 2000b), but, even so, equally anchored in a historical perspective 

that traces back to the nineteenth century.

The present article seeks to mitigate this situation, bringing to light information collected through 

a wide-ranging four-year investigative study (2008-2012), which sought to produce a kind of ‘snapshot’ 

of Brazilian Biological Anthropology based on quantitative, qualitative, historical-documentary and 

bibliographical data. Since it is impossible to explore this huge amount of data in a single article, the 

article presents excerpts from a set of testimonies given by four Brazilian researchers who identify their 

1  This paper is an updated and revised version of an excerpt taken from the PhD dissertation “A outra face do crânio: antropologia biológica no 
Brasil hoje” (The Other Face of the Skull: Brazilian Biological Anthropology Today) submitted and defended by the author at the Postgraduate Program in 
Anthropology at the Universidade Federal Fluminense (Fluminense Federal University – Brazil) in 2012.

2  A small explanatory note: the terms ‘Physical Anthropology,’ ‘Biological Anthropology’ and ‘Bioanthropology’ allude to the same area, but at 
distinct moments in the history of biological studies in Anthropology. Usually, the first term refers to (and was widely employed in) the period spanning from 
the nineteenth century to the middle of the last century, while the latter two terms became used more frequently from the 1950s. This change undoubtedly 
reflects a series of theoretical-methodological transformations that, for reasons of space and intent, cannot be analysed in-depth here, but can be assessed 
from a more general perspective in Little & Sussman (2010). It is worth emphasizing that, over the course of the article, the apparently dislocated uses of 
these terms by the interviewees allude more to a synchronic dimension (the designation of the same area) than diachronic.

3  On the history of Biological Anthropology in Brazil, covering the period between the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, 
aside from the indications made in the body of the text, see, among other works, the following: Gaspar Neto & Rodrigues-Carvalho (2017); Gonçalves (2011); 
Gonçalves et al. (2012); Keuller (2008, 2012 and 2017); Melatti (2007); Sá et al. (2008); Santos (2012); Schwarcz (1993); Souza, V. (2009, 2011).
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area of work as Biological Anthropology, interspersed by other kinds of information. These excerpts are 

organized into the following topics: (a) the peripheral situation of Biological Anthropology in the national 

anthropological field; (b) the relations between institutional affiliation and professional activity; (c) the 

visibility of the area inside the country and abroad, taking as a parameter the quality of the scientific 

production of Biological Anthropology in Brazil as reflected in scientific periodicals.

Before proceeding with the exposition of these interviewees, it should be emphasized that all of 

them echo two interconnected planes, one more general, the other more local. General because these 

researchers give their impressions concerning Bioanthropology as a whole, or more precisely, offer replies 

to a question we could adapt from Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira (1988): “What is this we call Brazilian 

[biological] anthropology”? And local because the institutional inclusion and the personal and professional 

trajectories of each interviewee undoubtedly play a significant role in their particular stances. In sum, 

their positions (the ‘concerning’) are not dissociated from the contexts through which they are emitted 

(the ‘from where’). This takes us to Bourdieu (1975, 1976), who argued that the propositions defended by the 

actors from a scientific field are oriented by their respective positions within this structure. As a result, we 

are left with a diagnostic framework in which, despite agreements outweighing disagreements, the latter 

are just as revealing as the former when it comes to some aspects of the dynamics internal to Brazilian 

Bioanthropology and its place in relation to what has conventionally been called the field of Anthropology 

in Brazil.

The data

As remarked earlier, this article is founded primarily on interviews given by four professionals who 

expressly identify their area of work as Biological Anthropology in Brazil. These are senior researchers in 

their respective specialities with careers spanning close to two decades or more. All of them possess a broad 

scientific production that circulates nationally and internationally, are responsible for supervising masters 

and doctoral students (having indeed supervised a significant proportion of the other professionals active 

today in the area), as well as, at the time of the interviews, being involved in a series of research projects, 

both as coordinators and as collaborators. They are:4

•	 Maria Cátira Bortolini, a member of the Department of Genetics of the Federal University of 

Rio Grande do Sul (DG/UFRGS), whose academic output focuses on general and local aspects 

of the genetic variability of the Brazilian population (Genetics of Human Populations), as 

well as the populating of the American continent. Bortolini presents herself as a researcher 

working in Biological Anthropology insofar as her works focus on what she herself defines as an 

‘Anthropological Genetics.’

•	 Ricardo Ventura Santos, a member of the Department of Anthropology at the National Museum of 

the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro (MN/UFRJ), and the Sérgio Arouca National School of Public 

Health of the Oswaldo Cruz Foundation (ENSP/Fiocruz). Part of his academic output is dedicated to 

the Bioanthropology of contemporary populations (Biomedical Anthropology), more specifically to 

the health and demographics of indigenous populations. In parallel with this theme, other works 

produced by him address ethnic-racial questions in Brazilian society, interfacing with the Social 

Sciences more generally and also with the history of national Anthropology.

4  The survey also involved a review of the main publications of each of the researchers, as indicated by themselves. For space reasons, these have 
not been reproduced here. 
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•	 Sheila Maria Ferraz Mendonça de Souza, researcher at ENSP/Fiocruz, and a constant collaborator 

with the Biological Anthropology Sector of the MN/UFRJ. Her scientific output is highly diverse, 

encompassing topics in the areas of Historical and Prehistorical Archaeology, Biological 

Anthropology and Zoological Osteology. In Biological Anthropology, her work focuses on 

the analysis of patterns of health and sickness in past populations through skeletal materials 

(Bioarchaeology and Paleopathology), which allows her to study on the interface between 

Bioanthropology and Archaeology, especially in the study of archaeological sites with funeral 

remains.

•	 Walter Alves Neves, founder and head of the Laboratory of Human Evolutionary Studies at 

the Department of Genetics of the University of São Paulo (LEEH/USP). Like the previous two 

researchers, his scientific output is diverse, encompassing works in the areas of Prehistorical 

Archaeology, Biological Anthropology and Ecological Anthropology. In Bioanthropology, his work 

is renowned for the approach to topics relating to the occupation of the American continent, based 

on the analysis of human material found at archaeological sites (Palaeoanthropology).

The interviews were recorded between 2011 and 2012. Each excerpt cited in this article is identified with 

the researcher concerned through use of their initials: MCB, RVS, SMS and WAN, respectively.5

Arranged in more synthetic form, the quantitative data interspersed between the testimonies was 

obtained via a directed search on the Lattes Platform run by the National Council for Scientific and 

Technological Development (CNPq), more specifically the curricula vitae of the professionals who publicly 

declared, during the evolution of the research, that they work in Biological Anthropology in Brazil. Given 

the scarcity of information concerning Brazilian Bioanthropology, gaining “entry to the field” through 

academic CVs proved to be a strategic option for collecting the data needed to assemble a preliminary 

general framework. Additionally, it is worth adding that the Lattes Platform remains the main public 

database relating to scientific activity in the country, and contains information relating to the activities 

of each researcher/scientist (Lattes CV), research groups (Directory of Research Groups in Brazil) and 

institutions (Directory of Institutions) registered and/or affiliated with CNPq. 

Although the CVs can be seen as important sources of data on national science, their quality ultimately 

depends on the researchers and students. Due to the difficulties experienced while filling in the CV online, 

the details required, as well as personal factors, it is not uncommon for the CVs to have some incomplete, 

duplicated or out-of-date information (CVs that have not been recently updated). Taking into account 

all these factors, the ‘reality’ presented in this article, extracted from the Lattes CV Platform, is merely 

approximate, though no less valid as a diagnosis of the more general aspects of national Bioanthropology in 

determined areas, and converges with the accounts of the interviewed researchers.

Still on the matter of the quantitative data, it is worth stressing that in Brazil – given the absence of 

specialized training in Biological Anthropology, at least until quite recently, and also the fact that, with the 

exception of the Federal University of Pará (UFPA) and MN/UFRJ, no biological anthropologists are found 

5  All the interviews were recorded using a Philips LFH0622 digital recorder, then transcribed and submitted to each of the four researchers to 
allow them to make any necessary corrections/modifications. During the initial contacts, each researcher was presented with a document explaining the 
main purposes of the research, and they were also asked to sign a term of consent for their testimonies to be recorded and subsequently used publicly for 
academic purposes.
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in the courses, faculties and/or departments of Anthropology and/or Social Sciences – the items ‘academic 

training’ and ‘institutional affiliation’ included on the CV forms would prove unreliable when it comes 

to tracing these professionals.6 Methodologically, therefore, the option was chosen to perform a search 

focused on the criteria ‘field of work’ and ‘lines of research,’ based on the key terms ‘physical anthropology,’ 

‘biological anthropology’ and ‘bioanthropology.’ 

This search generated an initial result containing around 300 CVs. This proved to be a distortion 

since, at the time, the CNPq database search system identified records in which the terms ‘anthropology,’ 

‘physical,’ ‘biological’ and ‘bioanthropology’ appeared in isolation or conjunction in fields aside from ‘field 

of work’ and ‘lines of research,’ such as scientific training and production, among others. In order to correct 

this distortion, the information contained in each CV from the initial batch was carefully checked, selecting 

just those in which the keywords were mentioned specifically in the fields ‘area of work’ and/or ‘line of 

research.’ This sorting was conducted between June and December 2010 and, after its execution, just 20 CVs 

remained. These were monitored until June 2012 as a form of tracking any updates.

Once again, although this universe of 20 CVs certainly does not include all the researchers who may 

be involved today on bioanthropological research in Brazil, as in the case of some geneticists, physicians, 

biologists and professionals from other training backgrounds, the ‘real’ contingent is possibly not very 

far from that obtained by the criteria employed by the survey.7 This derives from the fact that – due to the 

absence of any clear boundaries to Brazilian Biological Anthropology, as some of the researchers remarked 

in their interviews – it can be accessed by different routes. The path taken here, namely a quantitative 

survey via professional CVs, while not covering all the dimensions, arrangements and minutiae of the 

object in question, at least highlights some of its specificities, which, again, converges with what appears 

in the interviews.

6  In Brazil, the first master’s and doctoral courses in Anthropology, with Bioanthropology as one of their components, only began in 2010 on UFPA’s 
Postgraduate Program in Anthropology (PPGA/UFPA). For more information: http://ppga.propesp.ufpa.br/index.php/br/. The Department of Anthropology 
of MN/UFRJ is the only one in Brazil with a structure similar to what historically and internationally came to be called Four Fields Anthropology with the 
following sectors: Biological Anthropology, Social Anthropology, Archaeology, Linguistics and Ethnology. For more information, consult: http://www.
museunacional.ufrj.br/dir/pesquisa/antropologia.html.

7  See, for example, the case of the geneticist Francisco Mauro Salzano, who did not identify himself as working in Bioanthropology. Salzano was 
president of the Latin American Association of Biological Anthropology (ALAB) between 1990 and 1992, and remains its honorary president today. He was also 
vice-president of the International Union of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences (IUAES) for ten years (1978-1988), and a member of ABA’s scientific 
council in four administrations between the 1960s and 1970s (Salzano 2006). A full member of the Brazilian Academy of Sciences (ABC) and recipient of the 
Great Cross of the Order of Scientific Merit, he has received diverse honours and awards over the course of his career, including anthropological entities: an 
honorary member of the Sociedad Venezoelana de Antropología Biológica (1984); an honorary member of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 
and Ireland (1989); the Franz Boas High Achievement award from the Human Biology Association (1999); the award for the best interdisciplinary work from 
the General Anthropology Section of the American Anthropological Association (AAA) for the book The Xavánte in Transition, in partnership with Carlos 
E. A. Coimbra Junior, Nancy M. Flowers and Ricardo V. Santos (2002), tribute from ABA (2005); tribute from UFPA during the symposium ‘Anthropology in 
Focus’ (2008); tribute from the American Association of  Physical Anthropology (AAPA) (2010).
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Bioanthropology as a peripheral area in Brazil

One first aspect to emerge from the recorded interviews is that, in Brazil, Biological Anthropology 

finds itself in a peripheral condition, since it is almost never recognized as an integral part of the national 

anthropological field, as observed in the compendium organized by ABA (Trajano Filho & Ribeiro 2004), 

mentioned earlier. Equally it is omitted from the combined table of areas of the Coordination for the 

Improvement of Higher Education Personnel (CAPES) and CNPq.8

For at least three of these researchers, talking about the peripheral condition of Bioanthropology in the 

country goes beyond merely observing and ‘denouncing’ the contemporary situation of the area. It involves 

identifying its potential causes by adapting an approach which is at once synchronic and diachronic, in 

which endogenous and exogenous elements merge. From this approach, while Sociocultural Anthropology 

indeed appears to be ‘hegemonic’ – as though in Brazil, as Dornelles (2010: 57) observes in response to a 

question put to Maria Cátira Bortolini, only sociocultural anthropologists were legitimized to do what is 

recognized as ‘Anthropology’ – this same hegemony is not explained solely by a gratuitous stance against 

Biological Anthropology, or biological studies in general, on the part of the ‘officially’ recognized Brazilian 

anthropological community. Although this occurs at some level, as one of the interviewees pointed out, it 

too is revealed in light of the dynamics that contributed to the structuring of the field throughout the entire 

history of Anthropology in the country, but which peaked during the period spanning from the 1950s/1960s 

to the 1980s.9 Bioanthropology itself contributed to this process, indeed to the point of instilling a kind of 

‘biophobia’ in Brazilian Sociocultural Anthropology, as we shall see below.

At any rate, according to some of the interviewees, it would indeed be possible to speak of a 

marginal position of Bioanthropology in the context of a community composed mostly by sociocultural 

anthropologists. And in a scenario like this, the Department of Anthropology of MN/UFRJ appears as a 

relevant example of this situation.

Now, I’m not a person who transits… frequents ABA. I do not take part in the everyday world of Anthropology 

in Brazil and, perhaps, I’m speaking somewhat rashly, but our area of Biological Anthropology, just like 

Linguistics, for example, is fairly limited and isolated. There is very little space. It is not conceived within the 

field of Anthropology. I also think Linguistics faces this same problem, judging by what I’ve discussed with a 

few colleagues. It isn’t included within the frame of Anthropology. Thus separations exist that are historically 

dated (SMS).

Trained in Anthropology in the United States, on returning to Brazil, Ricardo Santos would feel 

‘a shock’ on discovering what, in his words, was the “marginality of Bioanthropology in the country,” 

something that he had not glimpsed while abroad, and which would lead him to a series of reflections.

8  This table serves as a reference point for, among other aspects, the evaluation of undergraduate and postgraduate courses, and the funding of 
research projects. It was last updated in 2014. In this version, Anthropology (area 70300003) and Archaeology (area 70400008) appear combined, meaning 
that they are included in the same representative document. For Anthropology, only the following subareas are recognized: ‘Anthropological theory,’ 
‘Indigenous ethnology,’ ‘Urban anthropology,’ ‘Rural anthropology’ and ‘Anthropology of Afro-Brazilian populations.’ All are associated with Sociocultural 
Anthropology. During the development of the research, some of the contacted researchers mentioned that there had already been an attempt to reformulate 
this distribution, a subject also mentioned in the “Document of the Area of Anthropology for the Fourth National Conference of Science and Technology 
– CNCTI” in 2005 (ABA, 2010). As observed in the document, it was suggested the creation of two subareas, Social/Cultural Anthropology and Specialized 
Anthropologies (Biological Anthropology, Linguistic Anthropology and Material Culture), as well as 37 specialities. Also according to the researchers, 
the debates were heated and no agreement was reached on the subject, meaning that the table was unaltered. In its more recent version (2013), the ‘Area 
Document’ of CAPES for Anthropology/Archaeology mentions Bioanthropology, albeit timidly. The table of knowledge areas can be found at http://www.
capes.gov.br/avaliacao/instrumentos-de-apoio/tabela-de-areas-do-conhecimento-avaliacao, and the area document for Anthropology/Archaeology at http://
www.avaliacaotrienal2013.capes.gov.br/documento-de-area-e-comissao . (Both consulted on 20/12/2016).

9  For reasons of space and intent, it is not possible to discuss here, even in a general way, the most recent historical development of Bioanthropology 
in Brazil, a subject discussed in another work (Gaspar Neto 2017). In any case, the articles by Santos (1996) and Salzano (2013), mentioned earlier, offer some 
elucidative elements.
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When I took up the post of Professor of Biological Anthropology here at the Department of Anthropology of 

the National Museum, in 1993, I immediately felt a ‘shock of marginality.’ At the time I wondered, and not 

infrequently: why is what I do (and represent) from an academic-scientific viewpoint seen like this? Without 

doubt things have changed a lot, since then, in the department. But at the time my attention was drawn, for 

example, to physical separation. On one hand, a small office for the Department secretary; on the other, a 

much larger office, with more staff, for the Postgraduate Program in Social Anthropology. It is fairly strong, 

but my perception is that there was during this period almost a second class intellectual citizenship, in which 

Biological Anthropology was included. Many things have changed over these two decades, or thereabouts, but 

it seems to me that the arrangements, including physical, of Anthropology at the National Museum, provide an 

insight into the wider trajectory of the discipline in the country (RVS).10

On the specific situation of MN/UFRJ, Sheila Mendonça recalls some aspects of the personal and 

interdisciplinary relations that were already in course within the institution’s Department of Anthropology 

even before the arrival of Ricardo Santos in the 1990s. In her recollection, she mentions the roles of two 

important figures, Marília de Melo e Alvim, her master’s degree supervisor, and Luiz de Castro Faria.

She [Marília Alvim], to a certain extent, trained herself in this field, although, of course, supported by those 

mentors from the more traditional morphological, anatomical and osteometric wing. She migrated from the 

Social Sciences to this area, and experienced a little of this frustration of the areas not dialoguing with each 

other. She lived during the period of hypertrophic growth in the field of Social Anthropology within [the 

Museum] at the cost of Biological Anthropology, Archaeology and Linguistics. It was an enormous pressure: 

under her administration (because she was head of department), in the everyday interaction with colleagues, in 

the growth of a postgraduate program that became hegemonic and that did not make room for anything else, in 

the dispute for each centimetre of office space (SMS). 

Also according to Sheila Mendonça, Castro Faria, initially an advocate for a broader approach 

to Anthropology, would later abandon this stance, dedicating himself exclusively to Sociocultural 

Anthropology (see Castro Faria 1998 and 2000b). For her part, having experienced first-hand the ‘growing 

marginalization’ of Biological Anthropology within MN/UFRJ, Marília Alvim would end up expressing a 

certain pessimism concerning the future of the area in the country. 

She spent a long time there (thirty years or so, which is hardly a short while) feeling increasingly less space 

in an institution that, although headed by the person responsible for proposing the possibility of four 

fields [anthropology], later retreated and focused entirely on Social Anthropology, abandoning Physical 

Anthropology. Castro Faria was brilliant, he was a great anthropologist, but in a way he surrendered to this 

reality. This is my reading, it may be very one-sided, but it is the reading I have, the impression given by seeing 

what I saw. And Marília naturally bore the mark of this experience. So it would be unlikely for her to feel 

positive about the field (SMS).

At another level, as mentioned at the start of this section, Brazilian  Bioanthropology, at least in its more 

morphological version, had contributed to what Walter Neves calls a “biophobia of the Social Sciences” and 

to its disfavour in the national anthropological setting, due to the maintenance until the end of the 1970s, 

in Brazil, of the theoretical and methodological schemas that had marked its emergence in the nineteenth 

century, something already discussed by him in a prior publication (Neves & Atui 2004).

10  These impressions are reviewed, with additional information, in the memorial address presented by the researcher for attainment of the title 
of Full Professor of the Department of Anthropology of MN/UFRJ (Santos 2016).
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When I began to work with this at the end of the 1970s, the Physical Anthropology being done in the country 

was the same produced in the nineteenth century, one of the reasons for this biophobia among Sociocultural 

Anthropology, because what the anthropologists had been doing until then really was terrible, it was something 

absolutely from the nineteenth century. I also think that Physical Anthropology contributed something to this 

situation. Just to give you an idea: the only place where Physical Anthropology was studied in Brazil was at the 

National Museum, in Rio de Janeiro, where you have a top level postgraduate program in Social Anthropology, 

and people occupy offices that face each other, but there was never the slightest interlocution, because, truly, 

the Physical Anthropology being done there still belonged to the nineteenth century (WAN).

Given the low level of institutional inclusion implied by this account, what does it mean to work in 

Biological Anthropology in Brazil? For Ricardo Santos, beyond engaging in biological studies for their 

own sake, it was also an attempt to show the Brazilian anthropological community that Bioanthropology 

“is much more complex and less determinist than the stereotypes created about it” asserted, without even 

knowing anything about it.

I think that working in Biological Anthropology contains, perhaps, an element of attempting to show the 

rest of Anthropology that Biological Anthropology is something much more complex than the stereotypes 

surrounding it. I think that there exists some very strong stereotypes about Biological Anthropology without 

people necessarily knowing what Biological Anthropology is. I think this is part of the issue. I think that 

myself, as well as Walter [Neves] and [Francisco Mauro] Salzano and so on, in various ways, are concerned and 

interested in this, I mean, in increasing the visibility of Biological Anthropology’s conceptions at different 

historical moments (RVS).

From this perspective, it could be said that dealing with these stereotypes equally means dealing with 

various postures that pervade relations in the scientific field, and that seep into institutional policies. 

Relations marked by disputes for the power to exercise a particular activity and answer for the field, with 

a given orientation, and endorsed by a symbolic capital recognized primarily by peers/rivals (Bourdieu 

1975, 1997) – in the case in question, the anthropological community in general. For this reason, according 

to Sheila Mendonça, Bioanthropology had found a home in some spaces, and not in others, notably those 

clearly associated with training in Anthropology in Brazil.

Now, there are some institutional stances that also pose difficulties. In some places, it is the question of 

hegemonic power itself. But is also part of the playing field. I think that Fiocruz is an exception, in terms of 

giving ample space for an area like this, Paleopathology. But it also stems from the initiative of a person who 

had the opportunity and the advantage to create the area, to launch it here, namely Luiz Fernando Ferreira. An 

institution is the people, and if the person is the right one, in the right place at the right time, they can succeed. 

That’s our case (SMS).11

For Walter Neves, while “Bioanthropology has contributed” to the form in which Anthropology is 

institutionalized today in Brazil, that is, structured exclusively around Sociocultural Anthropology, which 

for him is problematic, this situation also reflects the ‘biophobia’ already mentioned by him on the part of 

social scientists in relation to biological studies related to the human species. 

11  A parallel to the remarks of Sheila Mendonça, but with the aim of disqualify Bioanthropology and other areas in Brazil’s training spaces in 
Anthropology, can be found in Antonio Arantes’s account of the origins of the Department of Anthropology at the University of Campinas (UNICAMP) 
(Arantes 2006). Describing his experiences as an anthropologist in the 1960s at USP, the former president of ABA mentions that, at the time, he was engaged 
in an attempt to renew anthropological teaching and practice in Brazil, alongside other figures. In this enterprise, he proposed, among other things, breaking 
with the integrated conception of Anthropology (the four fields model) prevailing in the United States, a defence of which can be found in the essay by Ralph 
Linton (1969), included in the book edited by Gioconda Mussolini, Evolução Raça e Cultura. According to him, the four fields model was still being taught on 
introductory courses to Anthropology at USP in the 1960s.
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I think that the Anthropology that I recognize as such is that which in the United States is called Four 

Fields Anthropology, containing Biological Anthropology, Archaeology, Sociocultural Anthropology and 

Linguistics. In Brazil, unfortunately, this Anthropology simply does not exist. And I think that’s a pity, because 

anthropologists end up studying an object of research about whose evolutionary genesis they have not the 

remotest idea. So I think the teaching of Anthropology in Brazil is highly precarious, because it concentrates 

exclusively on Sociocultural Anthropology. And in relation to Biological Anthropology specifically, there exists 

a prejudice, a biophobia. Brazilian Sociocultural Anthropology is completely biophobic, such that I too faced 

a lot of difficulties in my career, because I was never able to join a Department of Anthropology. What makes 

most sense is that the laboratory here is located within a Department of Anthropology. But unfortunately due 

to the biophobia of the Brazilian Social Sciences, I always had to find refuge either in Archaeology or here, in 

Biology (WAN).

For Ricardo Santos and Sheila Mendonça, on the other hand, rather than outline a satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with the current institutional situation of Biological Anthropology, it is more interesting 

to perceive how this scenario is actually the result of its very specific historical development within 

the trajectory of Anthropology in the country. Although Bioanthropology has not attained “the same 

parameters of institutionalization of Sociocultural Anthropology,” therefore, at least it has not been 

entirely annihilated. In other words, it has also developed, but in a particular way when compared to other 

national contexts, despite frequently not being recognized by sociocultural anthropologists as an “integral 

part of Brazilian Anthropology.”

I do not think that the word is ‘satisfactory.’ I think that, to use a Boasian concept, we have to adopt a historical 

particularism. How did these different disciplines develop in different localities? In the United States it 

occurred in one way; in France, another way; in Mexico, another; in Argentina, another; in Brazil, another. I 

think that this is what happened. The configuration of Anthropology today, in Brazil, is clearly very closely 

associated with the emergence of postgraduate studies in the 1960s, with an entire tradition of networks 

etc. The National Museum itself with Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira.... In sum, it has its own tradition. This is 

what happened. Biological Anthropology, in Brazil, developed in a different manner. And I think that there is 

actually a lot of Biological Anthropology in Brazil, a Biological Anthropology that, in fact, is highly recognized 

internationally. It exists, but located in other institutional contexts. Here at the National Museum it is part of 

Anthropology, but as a rule, I think, this is not what normally happens (RVS).

Well, what exists now is a consequence of this historical trajectory that lasted more than a century, but in 

which there was no possibility of accumulation. We always had this limited field, in institutional terms, in 

terms of the number of professionals. In sum, contributions made by a tiny number of people. This is not a 

feature unique to ourselves, but, in our case, this is what happens. How many people were working, in the 

middle of the century, in Biological Anthropologies in general? In some areas that we can assume today to be 

related to it, such as the case of Genetics? For example, there was a boom in the area, at a determined moment, 

as an outcome of other interests, not those of anthropology. So if you take Genetics today, the Genetics of 

microevolution, populations, human occupation etc., it arrived as a result of other interests, and ended up 

growing more strongly within what we could call a Biological Anthropology in Brazil (SMS).

These latter remarks concerning the institutional allocation of professionals dedicated to 

Bioanthropology in Brazil match the data obtained from the Lattes CVs. Table 1 summarizes the 

institutional distribution of the 20 professionals identified in the survey undertaken up to 2012. Despite 

the years that have passed to the present, and irrespective of any potential rise or decline in the number of 

professionals who identify themselves as working in the area of Bioanthropology, it is plausible to imagine 
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that the pattern of its institutional distribution has remained unchanged. As for the topic of the relations 

between academic training, institutional affiliation and scientific practice, as well as the international 

visibility of the area’s academic production, these will be examined later.

Table 1: Institutional distribution of the professionals working in Bioanthropology in Brazil (2008-2012)

 Areas Institutions Nucleuses Professionals Totals

 

  UERJ12 Dep. CSO 1 

 Anthropology UFPA Dep. Anthropology 1    

 and Social  Biological  8

 Sciences UFRJ Anthropology 6

  Sector  

    

Other Universities Genetics 3

  Archaeology 2 

  Geology 1 

  Health 1 12 

 Research Centres Archaeology 2 

  Health 1 

 Other  2 

Relations between institutional affiliation and scientific practice

Another aspect related to this situation where, according to some interviewees,  Bioanthropology is 

practically excluded from the institutional circuit of Brazilian Anthropology is its lack of clear definition 

as an area. Who produces research in Biological Anthropology in the country? If specific training in the 

area is unavailable in Brazil, what paths are open to those wanting to enter it, in terms of both academic 

training and a professional career? How, in fact, do we specify what does and does not count as research in 

Biological Anthropology, and how is this related to the visibility of the area in the country and abroad? In 

this and the next section, the views of the four interviewed researchers concerning these questions will be 

examined.

For Ricardo Santos, for example, being a biological anthropologist in Brazil implies “working in 

a discipline whose institutional boundaries are not very clearly defined,” which leads to a series of 

operational complications. 

I think that being a biological anthropologist in Brazil means being in a community with a fairly unclear sense 

of identity or borders, and this generates certain difficulties and complications in some contexts. Certain 

operational difficulties that need to be faced in day-to-day life. For example, if you wish to train a student in 

Biological Anthropology, what do you do? It is somewhat different to what unfolds in other areas of knowledge, 

where the boundaries are much clearer (RVS).

12  State University of Rio de Janeiro.

43



Verlan Valle Gaspar Neto Vibrant v.14 n.3

Due to the lack of specific training or clearer institutional boundaries, Maria Cátira Bortolini suggested, 

things were ‘confused’ in Brazil when it comes to what Bioanthropology is and who practices it. This, she 

adds, implies a recognition that “any research study or activity in Biological Anthropology in the country 

takes place much more as a result of the practice of the professionals themselves than an institutional 

framework,” because, as far as the latter is concerned, the area is, she says, a ‘black hole.’

I think that, due to the absence of institutional definitions, the lack of Anthropology courses that include 

Biological Anthropology, there is considerable confusion. It’s like I told you. We geneticists working with 

human populations, we’re doing Biological Anthropology. “Ah! We’re doing Biological Anthropology.” Who 

else does [Biological] Anthropology? I don’t come from an academic institution that teaches these differences. 

I don’t know how far the semantics stretch: I mean, what is Physical Anthropology, what is Biological 

Anthropology? I’m not familiar with the academic context, I’m not familiar with the theorists who speak about 

this matter. I don’t know about the history of this. I simply know that I do Human Genetics and work in areas 

on the interface of what can be called Biological Anthropology. Now I don’t have the background to say why and 

how. Why, I think, institutionally, this simply doesn’t exist in Brazil. There are no courses, there is no discipline, 

there is no material where you can learn about this subject. From the institutional point of view, Biological 

Anthropology in Brazil seems to be a black hole (MCB).

Maria Cátira Bortolini’s remarks resonate with those of Ricardo Santos, when the latter observes the 

absence of any necessary relation in the country between institutional affiliation, specific training and 

scientific practice. The entry into this ‘black hole’ labelled Brazilian Biological Anthropology – contrary to 

what happens, for instance, in the United States, in Europe or in other countries in Latin America – takes 

different routes, or even occurs by accident.

I think that many people who enter Biological Anthropology, perhaps excluding a little the United States 

and other countries, enter by accident. You stumble across a very interesting area, become involved in its 

questions, and so on it goes... And depending on the person’s interests, it becomes highly attractive. Now, it is 

not easy to arrive at this point, because you can become involved via a variety of routes. See the geneticists, for 

example. People join a Genetics Program and, suddenly, they are sometimes undertaking research in Biological 

Anthropology and publishing in its journals. There are other paths for arriving at Biological Anthropology. 

Or in other words, in Brazil there doesn’t exist this overlap between the discipline and the institutional 

dimension, the periodicals, the scientific societies, and so forth. Biological Anthropology is an area with very 

blurred and ill-defined borders. The points of entry may be diverse, and people may say that they do Biological 

Anthropology, but conceive Biological Anthropology in a very distinct ways (RVS).

This impression is shared by Sheila Mendonça, for whom training in Biological Anthropology in Brazil 

involves ‘hitching a ride’ in other areas, given that the area is absent from Brazil’s postgraduate system.

We have no representation, for example, within the postgraduate area. We still don’t have a formal structure 

to create and train people, to multiply the potential. Training continues to involve hitching a ride. You train 

in Public Health, you train in Epidemiology, you train in Archaeology, and what we hear is: “more people are 

needed, a critical mass so that, tomorrow, Biological Anthropology can be a postgraduate area,” or perhaps 

possess an undergraduate course. The forms of inclusion, for now, are all like this. But the area has expanded 

compared to what I encountered in the 1970s (SMS).
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These remarks problematize a situation also verified by analysing the information obtained from the 

Lattes CVs. Just one of the 20 professionals identified up to 2012 had graduated in Social Sciences.13 The 

remainder had initiated their training in other areas of knowledge (Table 2).

Table 2: Academic training of 20 professionals working in Bioanthropology in Brazil: graduation

 Area Professionals Institutions Total

    

 Social Sciences 1 UFF14 1

 Archaeology 5 UNESA15

 Biomedicine 2 UFPA, UNICAMP  

 Biological Sciences 10 UFPA, UFRGS, UFRJ, UNB16, UNESP17, USP 19 

 History 1 Pedro II Faculty of Humanities  

 Medicine 1 UERJ

When postgraduate titles are considered, the idea of an area with ‘blurred boundaries’ becomes even 

more evident: of this group, just two professionals possessed the title of Master of Anthropology, and just 

three had the title of Doctor of Anthropology, all degrees obtained abroad (Tables 3 and 4, respectively). In 

quantitative terms, therefore, we can observe what some of the interviewees call ‘situational training’ or 

‘hitching a ride.’18

13 It is important to emphasize that undergraduate courses in Anthropology (bachelor degrees) are a recent phenomenon in the country and 
number less than a dozen. Traditionally, initial training in Anthropology took place on courses in Social Sciences (bachelor and licentiate degrees). At any 
rate, at the time of the research, an attempt was made to map the offer of Bioanthropology as a subject on undergraduate courses in Anthropology existing 
at the time in the country. The courses were initially identified by consulting the Higher Education Census (Statistical Synopses of Higher Education, base 
year 2009), supplied by the Anísio Teixeira National Institute of Educational Studies and Research (INEP), and also the Higher Education Register (E-MEC 
system: http://emec.mec.gov.br/) of the Ministry of Education (MEC). Subsequently, the web  pages of some of these courses were visited and, where these 
were non-existent, or the information insufficient, their departmental offices or coordination teams were contacted, which enabled access to documents 
like curriculum guides and pedagogical projects. At that time, just two of the six courses for which it was possible to obtain information included Biological 
Anthropology on their curricular, one as a compulsory and optional course, the other as just an optional course. This option was available precisely on those 
courses providing qualification in Social/Cultural Anthropology in operation at the Federal University of Minas Gerais (UFMG) and the Federal University of 
Pelotas (UFPEL). For further information, see, respectively, https://www2.ufmg.br/antropologia/antropologia/Home/O-Curso/Matriz-Curricular-e-Ementas 
(consulted  2/05/2017) and Rieth et al. (2011). 

14  Fluminense Federal University.

15  Estácio de Sá University.

16  University of Brasília.

17  Paulista State University.

18 For an update of this situation, a new survey would be needed (not undertaken here), which would show, perhaps, that PPGA/UFPA has 
contributed via the awarding of postgraduate degrees to new professionals working in Bioanthropology in Brazil, with the title of Master of Anthropology 
(since 2012) and Doctor (since 2014) of Anthropology.
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Table 3: Academic training of 20 professionals working in Bioanthropology in Brazil: Master

 Area Professionals Institutions Total19

    

 Anthropology 2 Pennsylvania State University (EUA);  

   Indiana University (EUA) 2

 Anatomy 1 UFRJ

 Archaeology 1 MAE/USP20  

 Biological Sciences 4 UFPA, USP 

 Morphological 

 Sciences 1 UFRJ 

 Genetics 1 UFRGS 15

 History 2 UFRJ, USP

 Public/Collective

 Health 5 Fiocruz

 

Table 4: Academic training of 20 professionals working in Bioanthropology in Brazil: Doctor

 Area Professionals Institutions21 Total22

    

   Ohio State University (USA), 

 Anthropology 3 Université de Genève (Switzerland), 3

   Indiana University (USA)

 Archaeology 2 MAE/USP, MN/UFRJ  

 Biological Sciences 5 UFPA, USP 

 Genetics 1 UFRGS

 Geology 1 UNB 13

 History 1 UNICAMP

 Public/Collective

 Health 3 Fiocruz

 

This aspect of a situational institutional entry, anticipated in the actual process of academic-scientific 

training, with the goal of pursuing a career in Biological Anthropology in Brazil, is evident in Walter 

Neves’s account of his own trajectory. In this narrative, he mentions that he had been obliged to enable his 

own training at the same time as later working to create openings to institutionalize the area.

19  Up to 2012, three of the 20 professionals identified did not have a Master’s degree indicated in their respective curricula.

20  Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology of the University of São Paulo.

21  University of Campinas (UNICAMP).

22  Up to 2012, four of the 20 professionals identified did not have a Doctoral degree indicated in their respective curricula. Also for the same period, 
three specified that they had undertaken a postdoctoral placement in Biological Anthropology abroad.
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Now, institutional entry is highly opportunist, since, given we have no space in Social Sciences departments 

or Anthropology departments, we have to wangle other niches to occupy. So, I always joke that, as well as 

having to make my own training possible, I had to construct the niches to institutionalize my work. So it is very 

difficult for me to separate what was training and what was institutional building, you know? Because I had 

no space. I had no space and no supervision. So at the same time that I had to possess, in all kinds of ways, a 

minimally acceptable training in Evolutionary Anthropology, I had to create an institutional space for my work 

(WAN).

He continues:

That’s what I’m telling you. As well as having to sort out my training for myself, I had to find my own niche 

too. I went about creating niches. First at the Institute of Prehistory; later at the Goeldi Museum; later here at 

the Laboratory of Human Evolutionary Studies. So each time I swap institution, I have to build a niche in the 

new place, because in the niches that already exist, either in Archaeology or Sociocultural Anthropology, we 

are unwelcome. That’s why you have to keep on building niches. And in this sense, this department here is 

extremely generous. First because, as I told you, I would have been unable to pursue my own career without 

the help of Otávio Frota-Pessoa, among others, who was here at the department. In 1979 I wanted to work in 

Biological Anthropology and there was nobody to supervise me. The two people who worked in Biological 

Anthropology at the time, I had already realized were doing a Biological Anthropology of the nineteenth 

century, which meant I couldn’t tie myself to them (WAN).

Still on the topic of his academic trajectory, the researcher speaks of a ‘lack of welcome’ on the part of 

Brazilian Departments of Anthropology and Social Sciences vis-à-vis Bioanthropology.

Frota-Pessoa more or less adopted me, and it was this adoption by Frota-Pessoa that made my career possible. 

And, interestingly, today, in the department, there are already three of us working with Biological and 

Ecological Anthropology. So the department is highly generous. You must agree with me that there is no reason 

why a department of Genetics and Evolutionary Biology should have biological anthropologists and ecological 

anthropologists among its staff. So it’s very generous, isn’t it? It’s a generosity that I haven’t seen in the Human 

Sciences. I’m a product of this generosity, you know? (WAN).

Trajectories similar to that of Walter Neves have been repeated in more recent years, now shown to 

be the rule rather than the exception, because, in Brazil, the contours of Biological Anthropology are still 

defined by personal initiatives: “So, I think that these stories within the more recent history of Biological 

Anthropology still possess this very strong personal component, of circumstances and opportunities, and 

this makes a big difference” (SMS).

Lacking specialized training and without clearer institutional spaces, Biological Anthropology is 

being practiced in Brazil by professionals who do not necessarily recognize themselves as (biological) 

anthropologists, but who publish in periodicals and participate in congresses dedicated to the area. And 

moreover with international recognition.

There is a lot of research in Biological Anthropology in Brazil, and there are studies recognized internationally 

that circulate widely abroad, published in foreign periodicals. But these [authors] are working outside the 

Departments of Anthropology in general and don’t identif themselves or train people who identify themselves 

as biological anthropologists, though they conduct research in this area, publish in these journals and attend 

congresses (RVS).
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Discussing this point, Maria Cátira Bortolini describes what she has observed at ALAB congresses, 

where, she says, Brazil is basically represented by geneticists, contrary to the delegations of other countries, 

which tend to be made up of diverse specialities of Biological Anthropology. 

I belong to the Latin American Association of Biological Anthropology, which meets every two years. This 

year it will be held in Costa Rica, and we already have a symposium accepted on the dynamics of genes and 

culture. And every time I go to ALAB’s congresses, I notice that other countries have lots of works on Nutrition, 

Primatology... There are many other areas that are not covered by Brazilian Biological Anthropology. So, 

essentially, at the ALAB congresses Brazil is represented by the geneticists. Now, I don’t know if we occupied an 

‘ecological’ niche that was open (MCB).23

It can be seen, therefore, that while specialized training and institutional inclusion are not good 

indicators of a relation between professional identity and scientific practice in the case of Brazilian 

Bioanthropology, one form of identifying this universe of irregular boundaries, or this ‘black hole,’ would 

be to trace how particular ideas are accepted as pertaining or relating to the area in specialized forums of 

discussion, such as periodicals and congresses, symposiums, meetings of associations and societies, and so 

on. Setting out from this premise, in which “what is produced in periodicals reflects a degree of collective 

awareness of how the area perceives itself,” Ricardo Santos considers himself, as well as other researchers, 

to be a practitioner of anthropological research.

What is the definition of Physical Anthropology, what is the definition of what an anthropologist is? What is 

this about? I think that we have to consider the channels through which works are published and presented: 

I mean, events, periodicals and lines of funding are good ways of seeing, at any given moment, what is 

understood as what. Agreements are generated in which some things are accepted, others are not, and are then 

classified in a particular way. So I believe that I am seen, abroad, as someone producing Anthropology, just like 

Walter, Salzano and Sheila, depending on what we understand as Anthropology, of course (RVS).

In any event, the following section reveals the interviewees’ perceptions concerning the quality and 

visibility of the scientific production of Brazilian Bioanthropology, principally abroad, and despite its 

institutional situation in the country. 

The visibility of Bioanthropology inside and outside the country 
and the quality of its academic production

The theme of the visibility of Brazilian Biological Anthropology can assume two forms, depending on 

the point of reference. It involves, in fact, almost a paradox. If the reference point is the country, the studies 

undertaken by these ‘bioanthropologists’ are practically omitted from the so-called “field of anthropology 

in Brazil.” For Sheila Mendonça, this situation is partly explained by the fact that Biological Anthropology 

in general, and Bioarchaeology in particular, had not yet obtained ‘expressivity’ within the national 

anthropological community. An internal visibility exists more in relation to Human Population Genetics, 

or, more generally, in relation to major areas other than Anthropology.

23  Brazil’s participation at ALAB would merit a study by itself. Its first meeting was held in 1990, in Montevideo, Uruguay. Since then, it should be 
pointed out, Brazil has already hosted two congresses (1994 and 2006) and has twice occupied one of the four positions of the board of directors (presidency, 
vice-presidency, secretary and treasurer). Since its foundation, its honorary president has been Francisco Mauro Salzano. It is also worth emphasizing that, 
apart from two, all the Brazilian researchers who have appeared on ALAB’s boards of directors since its foundation have been geneticists, which matches 
Maria Cátira Bortolini’s observations. From the total, at least up to 2012, just two have stated in their curricula that they work in the area of Biological 
Anthropology: Maria Cátira Bortolini herself and Walter Neves. For more information, consult Salzano (2013).
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I wouldn’t say that we have any visibility in national Anthropology. What I am saying is that we are in a 

small corner, practically on the outside of Anthropology. Our significance is much more visible in health, for 

example, in terms of a historical and epidemiological comprehension of particular points, and for Archaeology, 

as a form of answering [questions], understanding what happens. Or even for forensics, helping explain 

processes, gestures, actions and so on. But I don’t see any broader visibility in national terms, in terms of 

Anthropology itself here in Brazil. I think there are elements of Biological Anthropology, perhaps given by 

Genetics, that are more visible, if we add everything together and say “this is the Biological Anthropology that 

we have.” (SMS).

Although he conceives the extensive news coverage given to his paleoanthropological studies on the 

human occupation of the American continent to be “an important element in removing Bioanthropology 

from its anonymity among the Brazilian public,” Walter Neves adds that, even so, it remains little known in 

the country.

I think that Luzia removed Biological Anthropology from anonymity. And it wasn’t something planned. It was 

something over which I lost any control, you know? Indeed, Ricardo Ventura Santos, wrote an article about 

this, how Luzia was appropriated by Brazilian society. So I think that, unfortunately, Brazilian Biological 

Anthropology is still very little known by the Brazilian population in general (WAN).

And even in Human Population Genetics, which could be identified as a specialized or associated area 

of Biological Anthropology with more prominence within the country, it may not be recognized as such 

within the Brazilian anthropological community itself.

[Bioanthropology] has a high international profile due to Human Genetics. Yet, in Brazil, not everyone 

immediately associates Human Genetics, or the Genetics that we do, for example, which is a historical and 

anthropological Genetics, with Anthropology. So although we usually speak of historical and anthropological 

Genetics, I don’t know how far this is seen as part of Anthropology as a whole or as a Biological Anthropology in 

Brazil (MCB).

As can be observed in Maria Cátira Bortolini’s comments, when Brazil ceases to be the only reference 

point, such ‘invisibility’ disappears. For the four interviewees, the biological counterpart of the 

Anthropology practiced in the country, even outside the institutional structure of Anthropology, enjoys 

a degree of international recognition, due in part to the quality of its scientific production. For this 

reason, according to them, the “invisibility of Brazilian Bioanthropology is, first and foremost, a relative 

invisibility,” or more precisely a “contextual” one.

I would say that the research that I and others think of as studies of Biological Anthropology, undertaken in 

Brazil, have achieved significant prominence. The groups that work in Human Genetics, all the discussions on 

the human occupation of the American continent, on the biological constitution of the Brazilian population, 

publish as much in the American Journal of Human Genetics as in the American Journal of Physical Anthropology. 

They publish a lot, in fact. The American Journal of Physical Anthropology, Human Biology, Annals of Human 

Biology… They are all journals identified as the area of Biological Anthropology or Human Biology. The research 

is heavily channelled through these publications, which are from the area of Anthropology, although in Brazil 

these groups are not within the departments, do not gain funding from the committees, and do not receive 

productivity grants from within Brazilian Anthropology (RVS).

He continues by emphasizing that the “concentration on national matters” – a Bioanthropology, as well 

as a Sociocultural Anthropology, in a certain sense, at home (Peirano 1999) – would not be an impediment 

to this internationalization.

49



Verlan Valle Gaspar Neto Vibrant v.14 n.3

If we think, for example, about the groups that focus on studying the genetics of indigenous populations, 

or that work with the settlement of the Americas on the basis of skeletal material from the South American 

lowlands, or that focus on working with the Biological Anthropology of indigenous populations in Brazil, 

and so on, I would say that the Brazilian groups are among the most prominent on these topics from the 

international viewpoint. They are highly competitive and have a very important output in the study of these 

materials (RVS).

Hence from near ‘extinction’ in the 1970s, Brazilian Biological Anthropology has undergone something 

of a ‘rebirth’ over recent years (as indicated by the data obtained from the Lattes CVs, shown in Table 

5), achieving a strong international profile. This does not necessarily imply, however, the delimitation 

of a community properly speaking, given the low professional demography and irregular institutional 

boundaries of the discipline in the country.

In the 1960s and 70s, Biological Anthropology almost vanished here in Brazil. To the point that the only 

place where it was still being studied in the country was at the National Museum in Rio de Janeiro, but 

with this nineteenth-century outlook. [...] And it was facing extinction precisely because it was pursuing a 

nineteenth-century Biological Anthropology, you know? So much so that today, although we may not have a 

large contingent doing Biological Anthropology, there is a Brazilian scientific production in the best journals 

in our area. Though small, it has attained a level competitive with the work done abroad. I think that we are 

being reborn, but it will still be a long time before we can say that we have, for real, a community of Biological 

Anthropology. And Evolutionary Anthropology, zero (WAN).

Table 5: Postgraduate degrees obtained by professionals working in Bioanthropology in Brazil (1981-2012)

 Period Master’s Doctorate

  

 1981-1990 2 1

 1991-2000 9 4

 2001-2010 6 9

 2011 - 1

 2012 (under way) - 1

 Total 17 16

According to the researchers, this ‘international visibility’ is expressed in the range of works published 

in foreign periodicals or even national periodicals aimed primarily at an overseas readership with texts 

mainly in English. The data obtained from the Lattes CVs provides an overview of this situation and 

confirms it. Between 2008 and 2012, the 20 identified researchers had published 166 articles in national and 

foreign periodicals, the distribution of which is summarized in Table 6:
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Table 6: Distribution and language of publications by researchers working in Bioanthropology in Brazil 

(2008-2012)

 Articles Periodicals Language

  National Foreign Port. Eng. Spa.

      

 166 77 89 60 104 2

Note that although the discrepancy between the number of articles published in national and foreign 

periodicals is slight, when the languages in which the texts are published is compared, those in English are 

almost double those in Portuguese. This indicates a search for readers outside of Brazil.24

But while, according to some interviewees, it is possible to speak of an ‘internationalized 

Bioanthropology,’ this internationalization needs to be carefully evaluated in order to detect, depending on 

the specialized areas considered and their relations to institutional affiliations and personal trajectories, 

the disparities internal to the area. As in the case of ALAB mentioned earlier, for instance, where almost 

all the works presented by Brazilian teams where related to genetic studies, the strength of Human 

Population Genetics cannot be ignored when it comes to publications. In the survey made by Larsen and 

Williams (2012) on the participation of countries other than the United States in the American Journal of 

Physical Anthropology between 2001 and 2007, this speciality accounts for 30% of all the works submitted and 

published. Among these works, Brazil stands out as the periodical’s fourth biggest collaborator, including 

in relation to lead author, behind only the United States, the United Kingdom and Italy.

In the specific case of studies in Paleopathology and Paleoepidemiology, Sheila Mendonça argues that 

these areas have benefitted since the 1980s from the structure of Fiocruz. There, generally speaking, its 

researchers have always been pushed to publish works internationally – a pressure that, according to her, 

only took place more recently in the universities.

Here at Fiocruz, at least in Biological Anthropology as a subarea of Archaeology, we can see that this 

internationalization happens in a more significant and precocious form. And this involves the influence of 

the biomedical area. Once inside Fiocruz, within this logic of academic production, you already have people 

referring to the international scientific production, forming international partnerships, producing and 

publishing abroad. So, if you take the literature, you will see an enormous difference, because even in the 1980s, 

the scientific production of the Paleo group [Paleopathology and Paleoepidemiology] was already very different 

from what was being done at the National Museum and other institutions. But this has to do with this demand, 

this pressure, this logic of the hard sciences that were pulling people up to another dimension. It’s the Journal 

of Parasitology, the Paleopathology News Letter and so on. So, in our area this gradually became concrete. My own 

production before coming to Fiocruz and after I entered here changed drastically. It not only intensified, it also 

became internationalized. So I think that this question of institutional difference really exists. The pressure 

that is exerted today to achieve a scientific output at a particular level began here earlier than at the federal 

universities (SMS).

When it comes to the quality of Brazilian Bioanthropology’s academic production, Ricardo Santos 

suggests that its level can be assessed by its inclusion in the leading international periodicals from the area, 

even when taking into account, as per Sheila Mendonça’s observation, certain internal specificities.

24  Though not undertaken for this study, it would be interesting to analyse the citation indices for this scientific production.
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It is difficult to discuss quality. But if we think about the periodical editors as “gatekeepers” – i.e. that inclusion 

in periodicals involves a gate through which everyone has to pass – I would say that the Brazilian groups 

are being approved by these “gatekeepers”, divulging their production in the most important periodicals, 

with a highly internationalized scientific production, in English and widely recognized, as well as cited in 

their respective specialities. I think that the area of Genetics of indigenous populations, without doubt, 

involves Salzano at a global level. The populating of the Americas, without doubt, involves Walter Neves at 

an international level. The discussions on epidemiological transmission among indigenous peoples in Brazil, 

without doubt, involves the works made by people from our own group and also by other groups. I think that 

these are groups that are in deep dialogue with international communities. And the pattern of production, 

in all senses, is very similar to what we perceive at a more international scale. I think that in the area of 

Bioarchaeology, things are a little different, for a series of reasons. And here we’re not talking about the area 

of Primatology. Primatology is a speciality that, in Brazil, in fact, isn’t included in Biological Anthropology. It 

possesses few people trained in the subject and its own development in the area of Psychology and Ecology. So I 

think that it isn’t so closely identified with Anthropology as it is in the specific North American tradition. This 

area, to be honest, I don’t know very well (RVS).

This account is echoed in the remarks of Sheila Mendonça, as a general appraisal, and Maria Cátira 

Bortolini, the latter specifically when discussing Human Population Genetics working with anthropological 

themes.

I think the quality of the production is indisputable. Are there less important works? Yes, but also the quantity 

of good international publications that we have produced is clear. We have this, undoubtedly, and not just 

my group. I think that this applies to Walter’s group and to other groups that are becoming established. The 

production is original and is achieving a high profile internationally, whether in terms of methodology or in 

terms of the knowledge produced, changing conceptions, changing interpretations in regional and continental 

contexts (SMS).

I think that the quality of Genetics is very good because we publish at a high level. There’s our group here, and 

our group always included Professor Salzano, evidently... There’s the Minas group, with Fabrício Santos and 

Professor Sérgio Pena, which is a very strong group too, publishing at a high level. In fact, if we look and stop to 

think, we can see that there aren’t many people who do what we do. I told you before, there’s us here, Fabrício 

and Sérgio’s people, Norte’s people with Sydney Santos and Andrea [Kelly dos Santos] (MCB).

Meanwhile for Walter Neves, talking about a ‘competitive Bioanthropology’ is perhaps an ‘exaggeration,’ 

although he is in no doubt that the current scenario is very different from the situation encountered at the 

end of the 1970s.

Perhaps I’ve exaggerated. We have already managed to publish abroad in renowned periodicals, but this does 

not mean that Brazilian Physical Anthropology is already internationally competitive. I think it will be a few 

years still before we get there. But when you think that this was zero until the start of the 1980s, the fact that 

today we have succeeded in publishing at least half a dozen papers in international journals in the area of 

Biological Anthropology is already a huge step forward. But we are far from being competitive (WAN). 

Finally, Ricardo Santos argues, in any case, that the quality of Biological Anthropology can be conceived 

in terms of its participation in an ever more globalized context, but without any question of the Brazilian 

ambit being abandoned. 
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For me, perhaps the mark of quality would be the inclusion of these debates in Biological Anthropology in an 

increasingly globalized setting. If this happens, at the same time with the social responsibility for us to think 

about Brazilian questions in terms of its collections, inequalities between its populations and protecting its 

heritage, I think that the area is going very well without necessarily having this specific identity in Biological 

Anthropology, which we don’t have (RVS).

Final considerations

In this final part are ventured some second and third-hand interpretations (Geertz 1973) concerning the 

talk of the ‘natives.’ The first aspect to be considered concerns the ways in which Brazilian Bioanthropology 

is localized, depending on the points of reference and the scales adopted by the interviewees. At one level, 

it is situated as a ‘marginalized’ or even ‘non-situated’ area (the ‘black hole’ mentioned by Maria Cátira 

Bortolini) within a wider field – namely that of Brazilian Anthropology. A condition that, depending on the 

interviewee, is caused by specific historical trajectories (as in the accounts of Sheila Mendonça and Ricardo 

Santos) and/or the impossibility of entry of bioanthropologists in the departments of Anthropology, given 

that the latter are populated by sociocultural anthropologists oriented by a ‘biophobia’ (as Walter Neves 

puts it). 

Associated with this condition, there seems another way of localizing Brazilian Bioanthropology. This 

involves situating it at a wider level, informed by a distinction between its condition within the country 

and the relative visibility experienced at an international level. It should be noted that, in the latter case, 

it is not just a question of describing the visibility of national bioanthropological studies in terms of 

their scientific quality. Also in play is the recognition and nomination of these research studies as just as 

‘anthropological’ as the sociocultural investigations. It is not for nothing that the publication in foreign 

Biological Anthropology periodicals appears, in some accounts, as a defining element of what research 

in Anthropology may be in general. This being the case, the localization of Brazilian Bioanthropology 

through, in relation to, or within Anthropology seems to be combined with an exposition of its various 

specificities – including as a way of legitimizing the area as part of this same exercise in localization, 

especially with respect to Sociocultural Anthropology, precisely because the latter answers ‘officially’ for the 

‘field of Anthropology’ in Brazil. In sum: “doing Biological Anthropology” is also “trying to show the rest 

of Anthropology that Biological Anthropology is much more complex than the stereotypes surrounding it 

might suggest,” as Ricardo Santos put it.

Among the characteristics of Brazilian Biological Anthropology mentioned by some of the interlocutors 

is its ‘fluidity.’ Here resides a second aspect. Lacking a clear and specific path to be followed by those 

interested in entering the area (it is possible to arrive at Bioanthropology by ‘different entry points’), it 

becomes necessary to use circumstantial strategies. As occurs in the cases of training (the training of 

the ‘bioanthropologist’ in Brazil is made by ‘hitching a lift’ on diverse courses) and the occupation of 

institutional niches (‘opportunist’ entry). Again, here it is apposite to evoke Pierre Bourdieu (1975, 1976 

and 1997) who argued that the conditions needed for the maintenance and operation or transformation 

of the field are given by its own structure. Hence once conclusion that can be drawn is that the ‘fluidity’ 

characteristic of Brazilian Bioanthropology corresponds, to some extent, to the way in which the field 

of Anthropology in Brazil is institutionalized today with little or no space for the reproduction of 

bioanthropological studies and professionals within its borders.

Likewise, this fluidity is materialized in the lack of a necessary overlap between academic training, 

the occupation of institutional niches and scientific practice (the production of bioanthropological 

studies, or those considered as such). A fair number of bioanthropological studies are being undertaken 

53



Verlan Valle Gaspar Neto Vibrant v.14 n.3

in Brazil, but most of them in localities outside the teaching and research environments in Anthropology 

by professionals trained in diverse areas. The latter, for their part, do not always identify themselves 

as ‘bioanthropologists’ or as authors of bioanthropological studies. This itself is a complicating factor 

were this tiny community someday to plead for greater institutional inclusion and, by extension, more 

recognition within the national anthropological field. 

The theme of recognition, in fact, is recurrent in the narratives of various interviewees. On one hand, 

it is clear that, to some extent, Brazilian Bioanthropology ‘is going well.’ Even outside the departments 

and postgraduate programs in Anthropology, with the exception of MN/UFRJ and UFPA, the professionals 

who identify themselves as working in the area are institutionalized, publishing works, participating in 

congresses and raising funds for the development of research. Yet this non-recognition or ‘marginality’ 

within the field of Brazilian Anthropology still emerges as an issue for these professionals. What seems 

to be in play, beyond the practical dimension of professional activity, is the extending of the term 

‘Anthropology’ (as symbolic capital) to biological studies in a context in which Sociocultural Anthropology 

claims and is recognized to hold its ownership. It is worth recalling that, again for Bourdieu (1975 and 1976), 

a symbolic (scientific) capital can be associated with an institutionalized capital, which allows its holders 

to define a given field of activities, as well as its institutional frameworks, reflecting their prominent 

position in it. This means that the definitions operating at symbolic level may have impacts on the practical 

dimension, something related in several of the testimonies. 

Like every scientific area, Brazilian Biological Anthropology finds itself immersed in a series 

of competitive intra and interdisciplinary relations. In the case of the latter, the emphasis falls on 

Sociocultural Anthropology, in part as a result of the factors set out in the preceding paragraphs. However, 

for the purpose of making as cautious an interpretation as possible, it also seems reasonable to take the 

accounts in which the relations between these two fronts are cited as descriptions – positioned, it is 

true – of the asymmetry that defines the status of each within the “field of Brazilian Anthropology.” And 

it is here that we can locate the importance of the ethnographic nature of the work, informed by periodic 

analytic incursions without appeal to totalizing abstractions. Both for a Sociology of science interested 

in the disputes that mobilize the scientific field (Bourdieu 1975, 1976, 1997) and for an Anthropology of 

science interested, sensu stricto, in controversies (Latour 1987), all the parties involved need to be heard. In 

order to expound specifically on the relations, or the absence of relations, between Brazilian Sociocultural 

and Biological Anthropologies, we would need to take into account what the sociocultural anthropologists 

have to say about Biological Anthropology, and what the ‘biological anthropologists’ have to say about 

Sociocultural Anthropology – something that was not done, given, indeed, that this was not the objective of 

the present work. 

In summary, over its course, the article has looked to present the considerations of four senior 

researchers working in Biological Anthropology on the situation of the area in the country. Various points 

related to this situation were covered in their accounts, telling of a discipline that developed outside the 

locations where the Brazilian anthropological field is reproduced, especially from the middle of the last 

century, possessing low visibility among the national anthropological community, but, paradoxically in the 

view of some of its representatives, enjoying a relative international visibility.

As stated in the opening paragraphs, the data discussed here was obtained from a wider investigative 

project, rendering it impossible to present the results in full. There is also information on other themes, 

especially based on the four recorded interviews, that can be presented to a wider public, something 

that will be effected in due course. For now, the hope is reiterated that at the very least this work has 

contributed, albeit initially, to a reappraisal of the studies and discussions devoted to the biological 

counterpart of Anthropology in Brazil, in its most different aspects, especially in its contemporary guise.
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Abstract

In narratives of birth of two age groups of middle class women in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, they focused to a 

great extent on how their experiences had the participation of obstetricians and how trusting them was an 

important issue. In this article, I want to discuss the recurrent mention of trust in doctor-patient relations, 

seeking to understand its particular significance in the experiences of birth of the women studied and to 

contribute to a broader theoretical discussion of trust. Its meaning has to be placed in relation to women´s 

notions and experiences of pregnancy and birth, which are in turn tied to ideas of personhood, body, 

gender and are affected by their age group, social standing and race. I argue more generally that trust is not 

only about establishing cooperative relations, as it often appears in many social sciences studies. Treating 

trust as a moral relational idiom, I specify that it is more fundamentally about how people are thought to be 

and how they are expected to behave. 

Key words: childbirth, trust, doctor-patient relations, personhood, gender.

Confiança, gênero e pessoa em experiências 
de parto no Rio de Janeiro, Brasil

Resumo

Nas narrativas de parto de dois grupos etários de mulheres de camadas médias no Rio de Janeiro, o foco 

recaiu em grande parte no modo como obstetras participaram de suas experiências e na importância 

de confiar neles. Neste artigo, pretendo discutir esta menção frequente à confiança na relação médico-

paciente, buscando compreender seus sentidos particulares nas experiências das mulheres pesquisadas 

e contribuir para os debates teóricos em torno da confiança. Estes significados devem ser entendidos em 

relação às noções e experiências de gestação e parto destas mulheres, que estão, por sua vez, articulados a 

ideias de pessoa, corpo, gênero e são afetados pelo grupo etário, posição social e raça. De modo mais amplo, 

argumento que a confiança não diz respeito apenas à formação de laços de cooperação, como aparece em 

muitos estudos nas ciências sociais. Ao tratar a confiança como um idioma relacional moral, aponto que 

esta noção remete fundamentalmente ao modo como as pessoas são pensadas e como devem se comportar. 

Palavras-chave: parto, confiança, relação médico-paciente, pessoa, gênero.
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Trust, gender and personhood in birth 
experiences in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
Claudia Barcellos Rezende

During my research on the experience of pregnancy in Rio de Janeiro, I frequently heard middle class 

women make anxious comments about finding trustworthy ob-gyns. When I moved on to analyse birth 

narratives, women focused to a great extent on how their deliveries had unfolded with the participation of 

obstetricians, whether satisfactorily or not. In these stories, trust was again a prominent factor, now with 

a greater accent on how it had been lost. These constant remarks contrasted with my previous studies of 

friendship in London and Rio de Janeiro, in which the category trust was associated with personal relations, 

marked by ideas of shared intimacy. Indeed, the idea that friends were people one trusted was common but 

acquired different emphases and meanings in each setting. 

In this article, I examine this recurrent mention of trust in doctor-patient relations, seeking to 

understand its particular significance in the birth experiences of the women studied and to contribute to 

a broader theoretical discussion of trust. Its meaning has to be placed in relation to women’s notions and 

experiences of pregnancy and birth, which are in turn tied to ideas of personhood, body and gender, and 

are affected by their age group, social standing and race. These narratives also have to be understood in the 

context of birth humanization discourses, which have been disseminated in the last two decades. 

In the process, I argue more generally that trust is not only about establishing cooperative relations, 

as it often appears in many social science studies (Giddens 1990, Hart 1988, Luhmann 1988, Simmel 1964), 

which I review below. Taking up Corsín Jiménez’s (2011: 194) argument of trust as a relational idiom, I 

specify that it is more fundamentally about how people are thought to be and how they are expected to 

behave, which subsequently makes them trustworthy or not. Thus, trust is inextricably linked to cultural 

concepts of the person, which may vary with factors such as age, gender, race, and class. In this sense, there 

is a moral quality to trust, since it entails expectations about how people should behave. 

This article is based on birth narratives obtained through interviews I carried out with two different 

sets of white university-educated heterosexual women in Rio de Janeiro.1 Seven women were aged between 

61 and 69 years old, having given birth to their children in the 1970s and early 1980s. Among these, two 

were divorced while the others had been married for over thirty years. Most of them had worked during and 

after their pregnancies, in positions such as medical doctor, psychologist, geographer, and teacher. They 

had given birth to their first child in their early twenties, soon after marrying, and on average had three 

children. The second set was comprised by nine women of ages between 37 and 47 years old, who had given 

birth in the last couple of years. They were all married and held occupations such as architect, designer, art 

teacher, economist, sociologist and business manager. Most of these women gave birth to their first child in 

their thirties and had on average two children. 

I treat trust as a discursive element in the analysed narratives, inspired by Abu-Lughod and Lutz´s 

(1990) approach to emotion. Instead of seeing emotional discourses as expressive vehicles, they propose 

to understand them as “pragmatic acts and communicative performances” (1990: 11) to be understood in 

the context of utterance. In Portuguese, trust and confidence are translated by the same term – confiança. 

1   This article results from a research project supported by grants from the ProCiência Program at the State University of Rio de Janeiro and the Brazilian 
Conselho Nacional de Desenvolvimento Cientifico e Tecnológico (CNPq). Some of the arguments presented here also appeared earlier in a paper, “Trust 
between women and their obstetricians,” given at the 54th International Congress of Americanists, 2012, in Vienna. The interviews analysed were carried out 
in 2016. I thank Maria Claudia Coelho for her comments.
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Because the idea conveyed by the women studied is that of a feeling of reliance on someone that can be 

‘lost,’ I prefer to use trust in my analysis, since confidence appears in the literature as stronger and less 

vulnerable.

Finally, I am dealing with narratives of experiences, which are different from the experience as lived. As 

Bruner proposes, people interpret their experiences in particular expressive forms, which in turn structure 

experience. As such, “every telling is an arbitrary imposition of meaning on the flow of memory” (1986: 

07), and in it, people re-live and re-create their experiences. The fact that these stories were told to a female 

researcher studying birth, in a particular time when it has become the focus of much attention, as I explain 

below, certainly affected what I heard. Women signed informed consent forms and were thus aware of my 

comparative focus, which prompted the older interviewees to comment on changes. Some women belonged 

to my social network and these in turn referred me to others close to them. I talked to them when it was 

convenient for them and in places they chose – at their homes, at coffee places, at work, often meeting their 

children as well. Most stories were emotionally charged – some women had tears in their eyes when talking 

about their experiences and I felt transported to their birth scenes by all the stories. This is therefore, the 

context in which these narratives were produced.    

Trust in social theory

Trust is a theme that has been approached by various disciplines, with less attention from 

anthropology. These studies often focus on the definition of the concept and, as Broch-Due and Ystanes 

(2016) point out from an anthropological perspective, they tend to assume problematic universal views of 

the conditions in which trust appears and to treat the trusting subject uniformly as well. In this section, I 

review various sociological analyses of trust that formally define the term in order to propose an alternative, 

anthropological view.   

Early in the twentieth century, Simmel (1964) saw confidence, which in the English translation of his 

work was used interchangeably with trust, as one of the most important synthetic forces of social life. 

Given that “all relations which people have to one another are based on their knowing something about 

one another” (1964: 307), confidence reflects, according to him, an intermediate position between having 

complete knowledge and being completely ignorant, both of which dispense trust. Confidence thus has an 

intellectual basis – knowing something about the other person – and an affective component. 

More recently, Luhmann (1988) and Giddens (1990) have distinguished trust from confidence. Luhmann 

argues that both refer to perceptions of familiarity and expectations which may lead to disappointment, 

but they relate differently to choice. Confidence entails considering no alternatives, while trust requires 

a prior assessment of the risks involved. A feature of modern times, the idea of risk implies some notion 

of agency and choice, even if these concepts vary culturally and historically. Because “the perception and 

evaluation of risk is highly subjective” (Luhmann 1988: 100), trust is also an internal, subjective calculation 

of the external conditions that produce risk.

Giddens (1990), on the other hand, sees trust as a more or less continuous state, rather than a particular 

conscious assessment in specific situations. For him, trust is a form of confidence that arises when there is 

a lack of full information – about what people feel and think, about how they will behave, about the claims 

made by knowledge systems, about what will happen in the future. Trust has to contend with the risks 

involved in the absence of complete knowledge. Thus he defines trust as “confidence in the reliability of a 

person or system, regarding a given set of outcomes or events, where that confidence expresses a faith in 

the probity or love of another, or in the correctness of abstract principles” (1990: 34). 
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Hart (1988) adds the notion of faith to the discussion of trust and confidence. While faith demands 

no evidence and “confidence is a strong conviction based on substantial evidence or logical deduction” 

(1988: 187), trust relies on partial knowledge and contends with some uncertainty and risk. Faith is highly 

emotional, whereas confidence mobilizes less intense feelings because of its reliance on outcomes. 

Trust stands in the middle: it involves strong feelings despite uncertain proof. He sees them as types of 

belief associated with distinct forms of social relations: faith is found in kinship, trust in associations 

such as friendship, and confidence in the contract-based relations of civil society. However, from an 

anthropological standpoint, he observes that “real social organization depends on creative mixture of 

creative combinations of the types” (1988: 192).  

Whereas these authors tend to see trust as an element of interpersonal relations not regulated by 

contract, Daniel (1999) considers it particularly relevant to the understanding of the relationship between 

medical doctor and patient – a situation that is at once interpersonal and formalized by protocols and 

ethical codes. When people have confidence in medicine as an expert system, trust in the practitioner 

becomes a way of dealing with their own inadequate knowledge. But Daniel stresses that this reliance 

is “emotionally tense, albeit rationally determined” (1999: 213). The decision to trust may be rational, 

but, given the instability of the patient’s situation, small details can disrupt it. If a professional dresses, 

speaks or behaves in a way that differs from conventional expectations, clients may be suspicious of his 

or her competence and, therefore, can feel mistrust. With the prevalence of education and the spread of 

knowledge, particularly so with the internet, Daniel identifies a decreasing public trust in science and the 

medical professions. 

Nevertheless, Corsín Jiménez (2011) remarks critically that there is more to trust than its relation 

to cognitive and knowledge structures. Rather than striving to define it, he argues that trust as an 

anthropological object should be thought in terms of the work it does. In his discussion of a theory of 

corporate public trust, he refers to anthropological analyses of the allocation of responsibility and argues 

that “relations appear as risky only under certain systems of moral accountability” (Corsín Jiménez 2011: 

188). In this theory of corporate trust, morality emerges not as an element of human relationships but as an 

aspect of the infrastructure of information, the risks of which are seen as dispersing responsibility. In this 

case, information becomes “a blaming-resource used by society to reallocate its funds of responsibility” 

(2011: 187). 

In his article, therefore, Corsín Jiménez makes an important contribution by linking trust to culturally 

specific notions of risk, responsibility and morality. But I also wish to retain the sociological discussion 

about the partial knowledge involved in the trusting act, in order to stress that underlying all are concepts 

of the person. In this sense, I see trust as doing the work of a relational idiom about personhood. How are 

people seen in terms of their transparency or occultation of motives and intentions? How is their agency 

considered to be and how is their behaviour explained? And how do gender, age, race and social position 

affect these notions? I examine these questions next, with reference to my study of women and their 

relations with ob-gyns. 

Pregnancy and birth in biomedical contexts

Biomedical discourses on bodily processes articulate regimes of truth, strategies for intervention 

and modes of subjectification (Rabinow & Rose 2006). The inclusion of pregnancy and birth within 

this biomedical frame means that these physiological events have become matters of health and illness 

(Carneiro 2015), understood through the lens of medical science and treated with its technological 

apparatus. Martin (1987) has explored how the metaphor of work labour now organizes the medical 

61



Claudia Barcellos Rezende Vibrant v.14 n.3

imaginary of birth. Doctors play the role of the supervisor of a process in which the woman’s body is seen 

as a machine over which they themselves have little control. Davis-Floyd (1993), examining American 

forms of birth, further stresses how hospitals deal with them according to a technocratic model, full of 

repetitive procedures, hoping to deliver the perfect baby within the appropriate time. In this process, 

health professionals are responsible for monitoring women’s bodies and their experiences of birth become 

secondary concerns. 

The issue of control is also taken up by Lupton (1999) through a focus on risk in pregnancy. Biomedical 

discourses on gestation, she claims, become normalizing forces in a context in which value is placed on 

self-regulating individuals who maximize opportunities and minimize the risks to which they are exposed. 

Lupton adds that expert knowledge and technologies, such as ultrasound scans, produce ambivalent 

feelings since patients are faced with greater choices about which tests to take, whilst re-situating women 

as mothers responsible for the care of their unborn babies. Seen in this light, pregnancy entails dealing 

with anxiety and fears about the woman’s own health as well as that of her foetus.

Notwithstanding the force of biomedical discourses, I stress that local concepts of the body, the person 

and motherhood affect how people understand and relate to pregnancy and birth.2 In Brazilian society, 

pregnancy and birth became, over the course of the twentieth century, largely the object of biomedicine 

(Rohden 2001, Tornquist 2004). The medical framework coexists with different perceptions and ways of 

treating these bodily processes in urban, rural and indigenous areas.3 Furthermore, class and race affect 

women’s insertion into Brazil’s healthcare system, divided into public and private sectors, and hence 

influence how they live childbirth.

McCallum and Reis (2008) studied young lower-class, mostly Black women’s experiences in a public 

maternity hospital in Salvador, Bahia. As in many other public hospitals, vaginal deliveries are more 

common and the rate of caesarean sections varied between 10 and 30%. In contrast to home birth, hospital 

delivery was valued by women,  perceived as ‘safe’ and ‘modern’ because of the access to medical expertise 

and technology. As a consequence, they were largely compliant with procedures such as trichotomy, 

episiotomy and the use of synthetic oxytocin to speed up labour, which medical providers themselves 

re-examined. Instead, women attributed much of their suffering during childbirth to the lack of humane 

treatment by health professionals. Denied the presence of a companion and the administration of analgesia, 

women’s experiences of birth were marked by solitude and the need to endure pain in order to avoid being 

treated as hysterical patients (McCallum & Reis 2006).     

This analysis contrasts sharply with experiences of birth in the private health sector, generally those 

of middle class women (Cardoso & Barbosa 2012, Carneiro 2015, Hirsch 2015) who are mostly white.4 This 

system is organized by variously structured and priced health insurance plans, which cover medical 

appointments, laboratory tests and hospital care to be selected from a specific range of options. In 2017 only 

24.5% of Brazil’s population (Agência Nacional de Saúde Suplementar 2017)5 could afford to pay for private 

healthcare, with 61% of users living in the southeast region of the country, where Rio de Janeiro is located, 

and 53% being women. In contrast to the public system, users of health insurance plans can choose where 

to be treated and who will treat them. 

2   Ivry´s (2010) comparative ethnography on pregnancy is an interesting example. She shows how Japanese and Israeli women attribute different meanings 
to ultrasound scans and other tests, emphasizing that medical knowledge and technologies fit into local cultural webs of meanings, including what is 
understood as risk.

3   See Dias-Scopel (2015) for an ethnography of pregnancy and gestation among the Munduruku Indians, in the Amazon region, undergoing a process of 
medicalization.

4   In the last decade, the percentage of Black people in the middle class has increased, even though it is still a minority in relation to white people (Scalon 
and Salata 2012).

5   Due to the country´s recent economic recession, this percentage has been decreasing in the past four years.
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One of the issues women have to contend with in their choice of obstetrician is the type of birth 

practiced. The rate of caesarean birth in private hospitals is over 80%, way above the 15% considered 

adequate by the World Health Organization (Ministério da Saúde 2016). Caesarean births require less time 

and, therefore, mean higher productivity and greater profits for both hospitals and obstetricians, who 

moreover experience less physical and emotional strain (Cardoso & Barbosa 2012). Paradoxically, those 

professionals widely known to practice vaginal births typically do not accept health plans, thus making 

prenatal care and birth extremely costly. 

The frequency of caesarean births is one of the arguments underlying the rise of birth humanization 

discourses in Brazil in the 1990s, initially centred on the Rede de Humanização do Nascimento (Network of 

Birth Humanization). Generally critical of the power relations endemic to the dominant obstetric system, 

these discourses specifically question a number of medical interventions routinely practiced on women 

during labour and birth, such as the use of synthetic oxytocin, episiotomy, and the administration of 

anaesthesia (Carneiro 2015, Hirsch 2015, Tornquist 2004). They advocate that women’s wishes should be 

respected and call for a less asymmetrical relationship with health specialists. These discourses combine 

feminist and liberal demands for equality of rights and individual autonomy and have become more 

widespread through social and cyber activism, organized by various groups of women users of the private 

health system who strive to become the ‘protagonists’ of their births. Although these discourses initially 

emerged in a middle class milieu, there are now public health institutions, such as the Casa de Parto in a 

lower-class suburb of Rio de Janeiro, which militate for women’s right to a humanized birth (Hirsch 2015).

The growing significance of birth humanization discourses can also be linked to changing views of 

motherhood among the middle classes. While in previous generations getting married and becoming 

a mother were the ‘natural’ paths for women, over recent decades they have also come to value work 

as an important source of identity (Almeida 1987, Araújo & Scalon 2005, Barros et al. 2009). Moreover, 

motherhood has become more of a project, often consciously planned by the couple (Rezende 2015, Salem 

2007). Seen from this angle, birth is the object of careful preparation, often involving the help of pregnancy 

support groups and doulas, and guided by ideas of a ‘return to nature’ (Tornquist 2002). Treated as a 

unique event in women’s lives, then, birth in these humanization discourses has undergone a process of 

idealization and aestheticization (Carneiro 2015).6  

This recent focus on birth and the possibility of choosing health professionals forms the backdrop 

to the narratives I heard. Despite the diversity of experiences narrated, there are many common features, 

particularly within each age group. All women became pregnant after marriage. Only one woman had 

children by different husbands. Some of the older women were surprised by the confirmation of their first 

pregnancy – they had been recently married, were still studying at university and had not intended to have 

a child at that time. Younger women, on the other hand, consciously planned with their husbands when to 

become pregnant, at a stage when both were professionally established and owned their homes. 

In both groups, pregnancy was generally described as a good phase, even if there had been morning 

sickness and other discomforts. Only one woman had bed rest until the seventh month of her gestation. 

Most of them worked until the final weeks of pregnancy. Particularly among the younger women, some 

pursued additional forms of care, such as yoga classes, pregnancy support groups and accompaniment by 

a doula or obstetric nurse in the final months of gestation. Younger women also resorted to internet sites, 

more than books, to learn about gestation and birth. They sought to prepare themselves mostly for labour 

and birth, and were then surprised by post-partum difficulties, such as breastfeeding, particularly with 

their first children.

6   In Brazil, pregnancy support groups have become quite common in major urban cities since the 1980s. Initially based on the painless birth approach 
proposed by Leboyer, Odent and Kitzinger (Salem 2007), they have become more varied in form in the last decade. Often combining yoga and relaxation 
exercises, they also seek to provide information on labour and types of birth, as well as a space for the expression of doubts and feelings.
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All women interviewed received prenatal care in the private health system, either paying directly for 

consultations or through health insurance plans. In some cases, women sought a different gynaecologist 

after confirming their pregnancies. Women had both male and female ob-gyns and there was no specific 

gender preference. Prenatal care differed between the two groups of women, partly due to medical 

technologies that started to be used in the 1980s. For most of the younger women, ultrasound scans were 

done as often as once every two months and, in many situations, produced anxiety and concern about 

possible foetal malformations. In general, women of both ages were often critical of specific professionals 

and/or procedures, but not of medicine itself. In all narratives, the experience of pregnancy and birth is to 

a great extent an experience of hospitals, laboratories and medical professionals. The issue of choosing and 

trusting ob-gyns, however, varies between older and younger women, as I discuss below.

“Not knowing about things”

Ana was 68 years old when she told me about her births.7 When she had her first child, at 25 years old, she was 

living in the northeast of Brazil because her military husband was posted there, while she  worked as a primary school 

teacher. Her first pregnancy was marvellous, she reported. Her obstetrician, also military, was described as a friend 

of the family, coming to their home on social occasions, and as ‘theoretically trustworthy.’ She went into labour 

just before Carnival, a time when her ob-gyn liked to drink a bit too much. At the hospital, when the labour pains 

increased, he gave her ‘something’ to relax, the pain stopped and she dozed off. When she woke up, her baby had been 

born, pulled out through vacuum extraction, with purple hands and feet. Ana said that neither her husband nor she 

knew about ‘these things.’ On the following day, when her breasts had become swollen and the baby had difficulty 

feeding, the doctor came round and decided it would be easier for her to bottle feed her daughter and gave her pills 

to dry her milk flow. She went home the next day and everything was fine with herself and the baby. But then, Ana 

remarked, “the worst thing was my stupidity... Because I went on to have another child with this man.” Just before 

she went into labour with her second child, the doctor had said the baby was in place, but at the hospital, when he 

examined her, she felt terrible pain. At some point, the doctor told Ana´s husband that the baby was sideways and 

that it was better to perform a caesarean delivery. This explained why his examination hurt so much – he was trying 

to turn the baby around. But since the assistant obstetrician never arrived, he then decided that it could be a vaginal 

birth because he was used to doing pelvic births and could reach the baby’s hand. Ana does not remember exactly 

what happened next, but the baby was born fine, she said. A few hours later, when she saw her son at the nursery, 

Ana had a feeling that something was not right and, indeed, he died the following day, due to complications at birth. 

She recalls that when the doctor came around to explain what had happened, she was so distraught that she called 

him a ‘murderer’! Ana and her husband moved to Rio a year later and she had two more daughters through caesarean 

section, having become ‘traumatized’ with vaginal births.

Ana’s narrative is more dramatic than the accounts of the other older women interviewed. But it shares 

some features with them that shed light on their experiences of dealing with medical professionals. Their 

accounts of each birth were much briefer than the younger women’s – they remembered what day of the 

week or time of day that labour began, but did not describe how it evolved, unless there was a particular 

significant event – an unanticipated procedure applied, something said by the hospital team, an unexpected 

physiological occurrence. Most older women talked about their doctors without naming them, in contrast 

to the younger women who named most of the professionals with whom they came into contact. These 

were rather impersonal and asymmetrical relationships. They did recollect short dialogues with ob-gyns in 

crucial moments, but otherwise their narratives were much briefer and vaguer, describing succinctly what 

happened and how they felt.

7   I have changed names and other biographical data to preserve the women’s anonymity. 
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Ana repeated a couple of times that she “didn´t know about things,” as did other older women. This 

was partly due to her young age when she became a mother, but she also said that at the time, information 

was not as available and women did not seek it either. Like most of the other older women, she did not talk 

about pregnancy and birth with her own mother – it was not something mothers and daughters shared, 

even if birth stories might become part of family lore. Ana and the others were comparing themselves 

with the experiences of their daughters and daughters-in-law being pregnant during the internet era and 

planning all the details of their births. By contrast, they married, became pregnant and had their babies, 

all events that come about with little planning and concern, and often earlier than they expected. Vaginal 

births were then the default ‘normal’ procedure,8 rather than a carefully chosen option as among the 

younger women.  

In this context, they did not mention how they chose their ob-gyns. They appeared in a rather matter-

of-fact way. Except for one female obstetrician, all others were male. They did not discuss with patients 

whether to use procedures such as induction, episiotomy and anaesthesia – these were simply done. 

Even Teresa, another interviewee, who was a medical doctor, complained that her first ob-gyn decided on 

interventions without consulting her. Again, some women commented on their experiences, pointing at 

how different it is now with the humanization discourse that stresses the importance of asking women 

what they want. In some cases, such as Ana’s, husbands appeared as mediators between their labouring 

wives and the doctor. They were asked about their wife’s preferred birth and received explanations about the 

process. As a result, six of the seven older women narrated a first birth that occurred in an unsatisfactory 

way, leading them to change doctors in their second pregnancy. Ana was the only one who remained a 

patient of the first obstetrician, even though she had mixed feelings about how the birth had unfolded.

In these narratives, the issue of trust between women and their ob-gyns rarely surfaced. Ana was the 

only one to mention having a doctor she initially trusted whose later actions led her to call him a murderer. 

Trust was associated with the fact that she and her husband knew him well – they belonged to the military 

social circle – and considered him a friend with whom they socialized. However, his decisions in both 

deliveries changed these feelings. While he performed the first delivery with a few complications, in the 

second, according to Ana, his actions produced serious suffering to the baby, who died a couple of hours 

later. In her later pregnancies, she was treated by a different ob-gyn who performed successful caesarean 

sections. Thus, in Ana’s narrative, trust was related to positive outcomes – doctors who prevented herself 

and her baby from suffering. This view was also present in the stories told by the other older women, but 

differed to some extent to the younger women’s accounts, as I show next.

“Loving my ob-gyn”

Gabriela was a 39 year-old economist and she talked in great detail about the births of her two sons. The older 

was five at the time and his pregnancy was very much planned and desired. Early on, she realized her previous 

gynaecologist, a ‘dear’ person, was not sympathetic to vaginal births, which she was aiming to have, and so she 

sought out others in search of ‘empathy.’ She and her husband finally met Dr. Pedro whom they ‘loved’ and, even 

better, could be paid through their health plans. But he would be away during her 38th week, so she met his substitute, 

Dr. Marcia, who was as careful and loving as he was and had a reputation of delivering humanized births. A couple 

of days later, her waters broke and she went to the hospital the following day, despite the absence of contractions. 

Dr. Marcia gave her the option of waiting another 24 hours, even though it raised the risk of infection and caesarean 

birth, or of inducing labour with synthetic oxytocin. Gabriela preferred the latter and began feeling strong labour 

8   Until recently in Brazil, vaginal births were referred to as ‘normal births.’ Mostly as a result of humanized discourses, it is more common now to see 
distinct terms used, such as vaginal births, natural births, home births, etc.
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pains. Three hours later, she asked for something to ease the pain but Dr. Marcia remonstrated, as she usually worked 

without anaesthesia. The doctor’s reaction made Gabriela lose trust in her and feel that she could not count on her. Due 

to her insistence, she received a light anaesthesia, but by then she felt very tired and had trouble pushing the baby out. 

Dr. Marcia began criticizing her for not doing it right and Gabriela became ‘rebellious,’ not staying in the position she 

was told, which then prompted the doctor to ask her if she wanted to have a caesarean. In the end, Dr. Marcia made 

a Kristeller manoeuvre and the baby was born through vaginal birth, in perfect health. Gabriela said it was all very 

dramatic – she was nervous and the medical team, who had held a great deal of responsibility in their hands, ‘had 

become lost.’ Furthermore, she and Dr. Marcia had not really bonded, which made it all the more difficult. Her second 

birth was the opposite – it all worked out perfectly. Although she chose a different ob-gyn, who again was not going to 

be present at the estimated time of birth, she ‘adored’ the substitute doctor who would do nothing to which she did not 

agree. At the time of birth, there was a doula present, the room was very quiet and peaceful and she delivered the baby 

in a squatting position, without any anaesthesia. She felt very emotional, “as if the entire universe were inside” her.

This recollection is a heavily summarized version of Gabriela’s narrative, extremely rich in details. 

She recalled and retold everything she did when her first labour began – the day of the week, the time of 

day, what she did next, what the doctor said, what she ate, how she felt, etc. Because her older son came 

into the room in the middle of the interview, her description of her second labour was marked by his 

interruptions and interventions and was briefer in comparison, but still filled with specific details. Gabriela 

also described how her pregnancies were accompanied by various health specialists aside from the ob-gyn 

– pregnancy support groups, yoga instructor, psychotherapist, doulas and obstetric nurses – all of which 

contributed in different ways to the unfolding of both births. Her story is, in this sense, very similar to 

other younger women’s meticulous narratives. 

Gabriela and the other younger women knew very much what they wanted. If some had a first birth by 

caesarean section, it was because they feared vaginal births at the time and chose the surgical form seen 

then to be safer and painless. Only one woman had a caesarean because of complications during labour. 

All the others had the type of birth they chose, an option based on the information they possessed, on the 

experiences of close relatives and friends, and on the ob-gyn who treated them. They actively read about 

births through books and internet sites, and heard from their mothers, sisters and friends about their own 

experiences of birth and doctor-patient relationships. Their female kin were in general strongly present in 

their daily lives – parents often accompanied them to ultrasound scans, contributed through gifts to set 

up the baby’s nursery, and most importantly were references for what counted as good or bad medical and 

birth experiences. Gabriela’s mother was already deceased when she became pregnant, but her experience 

and sayings figured in her narrative from its very beginning. Some also chose to attend pregnancy support 

groups in which they prepared for birth both physically and subjectively, by acquiring information and 

sharing feelings and concerns. 

In this context, choosing the right ob-gyn was an important element in planning the desired birth. 

Although the women to whom I talked tried to find obstetricians who were covered by their health 

insurance plans, most did consider paying for consultations since many doctors who did humanized births 

did not accept such plans. Because of the high rate of caesareans in the private healthcare system, women 

were keen to distinguish ob-gyns who were pro caesarean (‘cesaristas’) from the fewer number who practiced 

humanized births. Not only did they rely on their social network – friends, work colleagues and family 

– for recommendations on reliable doctors, they also learned to pick up signs of an inclination towards 

caesarean section. Some women explicitly mentioned internet sites on humanized births that  presented 

information and shared experiences, which helped them evaluate their ob-gyns’ behaviour. Thus, they were 

suspicious of punctuality, which showed that “the doctor doesn’t have to rush to attend a patient in labour.” 
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They were tuned in to the choices being made by other patients in the waiting room and, most importantly, 

they noticed how the doctor reacted when the subject of vaginal births arose. The obstetrician’s gender was 

not a selection factor, but, in contrast to the older women, many of the younger interviewees had female 

doctors.

Among the younger women, husbands played a significant role in the process of choosing an ob-gyn as 

co-participants, no longer as mediators. Gabriela talked, as others did, of visiting various doctors with her 

husband in order to find one that they both ‘loved.’ Having empathy was a minimum requirement and most 

women described their feelings for their ob-gyns as Gabriela did – ‘loving,’ ‘adoring’ her or him. Husbands 

were present in most prenatal consultations, scans and other exams and participated in births. Despite 

their presence, when labour began, women were the ones who negotiated with the medical team over what 

they wanted or not.

For them, trust in their ob-gyns was not just related to medical competence. More significantly, it had 

a very emotional basis, having to do with empathy, fondness and the establishment of intimacy, which 

created an affective bond over time. Being able to call the doctor many times during labour, before going 

to the hospital, was an example of intimacy. It also meant receiving support during labour – speaking in a 

calm and affectionate manner, getting pain relief or finding the best position, rather than being criticized 

or having to insist on her demands or needs, as Gabriela recalled. Being attentive in consultations was 

important, therefore, but it was the doctor’s performance during labour and birth that consolidated or 

broke trust.

Gabriela singled out her second birth as the perfect experience. It had a different medical team present, 

with an ob-gyn she liked and who had assured her that her wishes would be respected. She mentioned, as 

others did, that they were all closely in tune and the whole atmosphere was very peaceful. The description 

of birth in terms of mystical aspects and of the feelings between women and specialists was recurrent, 

whether the outcome was successful or not. Another woman interviewed, Laura, attributed her difficulties 

at birth partly to the ob-gyn’s and anaesthetist’s lack of understanding of the mood she wanted to create in 

the hospital delivery room. She had prepared herself during pregnancy through a meditation and breathing 

program to be carried out during labour, also selecting relaxing music to be played during delivery, which 

in turn became the object of mockery by her ob-gyn. The anaesthetist was ‘disgusting’ because he insisted 

on giving her anaesthesia, ridiculing her initial option against it. She later had serious post-partum 

problems and harboured strong doubts about the doctor’s responsibility in the process.

Thus the narratives of successful births among the younger women related less to the health problems 

that they or their babies had experience. All the nine women interviewed gave birth to healthy babies who 

went home a day or two later. The perception of what counted as a good or even perfect birth resulted 

mostly from being able to fulfil expectations and realize a particular project nurtured since the outset of 

pregnancy. In order to achieve these aims, the interactions between women and the medical team at the 

hospital were seen as fundamental, hence the importance of trusting ob-gyns.

The significance of trust

In this final section, I want to discuss the significance of trusting ob-gyns in the narratives analysed 

here, as well as some theoretical aspects of trust. Firstly, the stories presented above have to be connected 

to the women’s gender, age, race and class. As white women with university education and middle-class 

occupations, there is a significant dimension of agency in their stories about choosing and (dis)trusting 

ob-gyns. In Ortner’s (2006) definition of the concept, agency implies both having a project and being 

embedded in power relations. Thus both groups of women largely chose to become mothers and selected 
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ob-gyns to care for them, which nevertheless meant inserting themselves in asymmetrical doctor-patient 

relations. While they had the privilege of choice in comparison to lower-class women, they were still the 

weaker party within the power structure of biomedicine. 

However, their narratives about these relations varied considerably owing to important social 

differences related to their age difference. These women belonged to different generations, which affected 

how they lived pregnancy, birth and their relationship with ob-gyns, associated in turn with different 

experiences of gender and motherhood (Almeida 1987, Rezende 2011). Motherhood was desired by all but 

planned mostly by the younger women. They had children at distinct moments of life – in terms of their 

age and the stage in their marriage and in their professional careers. Whereas husbands in the older 

generation appeared as mediators or someone who at the most gave support, the younger men were active 

co-participants during pregnancy and birth, revealing changes in gender roles that have been occurring in 

Brazilian society (Araujo & Scalon 2005). Families played different roles in each generation, being much 

more present daily and as references among the younger women. The importance of having access to 

information and of being well informed was another major transformation, together with the rise of birth 

humanization discourses, which have critically re-examined the behaviour of ob-gyns, especially their 

power to decide and their favouring of caesarean births. Hence, all the younger women had babies in a 

social context that elected birth as a crucial event in their lives – as an individual woman and as part of a 

couple and a family network.  As a consequence, they prepared for birth through various body therapies 

and the overall attention paid to the relationship with ob-gyns was much greater. Hence trust in doctors 

became an issue for these women in distinct ways.

Moving beyond these specific meanings concerning patient-doctor relations, these narratives help 

highlight some features of trust as a relational idiom. First, the sociological literature argues that trust 

arises in relations and situations defined by partial information on other people’s motives and behaviour. 

Underlying this argument is a view of people whose future behaviour can be predicted based on knowledge 

of their past experience. For most women in my research, because relationships with ob-gyns were 

established due to pregnancy, they did not know how these professionals would act in consultations and 

later during childbirth, save for general ideas  regarding the behaviour of health professionals. Despite 

recommendations from friends and relatives concerning their expertise, women had to contend with a 

power asymmetry that allowed doctors to make future decisions about which they might not agree. Thus 

there seemed to be a constant doubt about the ob-gyns’ possible actions, which made them less predictable. 

It was not a coincidence that mentions of trust mostly referred to its fragility and loss.9 

Nonetheless, partial knowledge of doctors and their unpredictability appeared to be a problem mostly 

to the younger women, who brought up the issue in their narratives. Ana was the only older woman who 

talked about it when recounting her experience of the death of her second child. This does not mean 

that trust was unimportant for the other older women at the time, merely that it was not a subject they 

recalled in their narratives. They also spoke of ob-gyns in a vague and impersonal manner, as though their 

personal characteristics did not matter as much as their professional capability. Trust was broken mostly 

after this expertise had come into question due to their performance during birth, as in Ana’s story. In 

contrast, younger women named their doctors and qualified their relationship in terms of their feelings. 

Their professional knowledge and reputation were apparently not enough to provide a basis for trust and 

they sought to establish more symmetrical and personalized relationships with ob-gyns, in an attempt to 

ascertain that they would support the woman’s birth project.

9   In my previous study on friendship (Rezende 2002), reference to trust appeared often and positively characterized who friends were– people on whom 
one could count.
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Because trust implies choosing to rely on people’s future (unknown) behaviour, sociologists point to 

the risks deriving from this decision. The understanding of risk varies culturally, socially and historically 

(Douglas 1992), as does the perception of choice, I would add. Thus, for the older women studied, 

pregnancies and births happened to them and ob-gyns enter their narratives without any reference to how 

they were chosen. These women focused on the outcome of the birth – the main source of risk. Bad birth 

experiences – suffering procedures without any warning or having problems with their babies – led to 

a change of ob-gyns in future pregnancies. By contrast, younger women planned their pregnancies and 

carefully chose how they wanted their births to happen. Hence, they selected their ob-gyns attentively, 

informed by the humanized birth discourse and based on their reputation for practicing certain types 

of birth, as well as by the experiences of their friends and relatives. The risks resulting from their choice 

related not only to the possibility of having health problems at birth. Most importantly, they referred to 

the emotional dimension of the experience – a bad birth signified one that did not unfold as projected and 

desired.

The fact that, in the narratives, references to trust appeared always in the negative – to a feeling that 

trust had been jeopardized or lost – point to the emotionality of trust as a relational idiom. Whether in 

relation to women themselves or to their babies, these references revealed expectations that were frustrated 

or disappointed by the ob-gyns’ actions. These expectations were not seen as deriving from their personal 

wishes, but from how they thought a doctor should behave during childbirth. For the older women, 

ob-gyns were mostly expected to exercise their professional expertise and show their patients respect by 

informing them about their decisions. For the younger women, doctors not only had to possess medical 

knowledge and practical experience, they also had to consider patients as participants in all their actions 

and give them emotional support. In this sense, their accusations of unsatisfactory performances from 

ob-gyns were morally laden. 

In sum, these narratives about trust in obstetricians reveal distinct meanings attributed to the notion 

by two different generations of white middle-class women in Rio de Janeiro. In so doing, they show how 

gender, class and race affect choice and agency, which in turn lies at the basis of trust. Moreover, they 

also reveal how trust issues refer to concepts of the person – how they are thought to be and how they 

are expected to behave. They point to the articulation of trust and responsibility discussed by Córsin 

Jiménez (2011), in a social context in which morality stems from human relationships, not just from 

the informational structures that the author studied. In this sense, more than a feeling that promotes 

cooperation, trust is fundamentally a moral relational idiom.

Revision: David Rodgers

Receveid: June 27, 2017; Approved: August 23, 2017
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Academic research on urban peripheries is not a recent trend. Theses and publications on the theme 

have existed since the 1940s.

These urban peripheries have experienced substantial changes (or ruptures) as a result of specific 

national processes of industrialization, immigration and migration, and the collapse of some cultures 

around the big cities, making way for an intense expansion of the railroad network.

This dossier focuses attention on an object of study constructed by anthropologists, along with experts 

from other areas of knowledge such as sociology and geography, setting out from the transformations 

produced by these variables.

In this sense it aims to contribute to the relatively new interest in so-called peripheral phenomena, a 

theme that has come to prominence in the recent anthropological literature, which, while not yet reaching 

the volume of research observable on other more traditional topics, already possesses some exemplary 

works.

On this point, it is worth noting the profile of the responses to the call for papers made by Vibrant, an 

interesting sign of the range of topics opened up by the term ‘periphery.’

The articles received can be grouped along the following thematic axes, listed in order of relative size. 

In order to delineate the subject matter of the articles more precisely, we used the keywords suggested 

by the authors as filter terms. These articles reflect interfaces that add further complexity to the shifting 

object that academics have been developing in response to the social and scientific challenges faced by 

contemporary Brazilian society and academia.
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Axis 1: Public Security, Crime, Violence (35% of received articles).
Keywords: religion, security, police, community policing, drug trafficking, memory, politics, kinship, 

violence, militias, security, residents associations, daily life, ‘favelas’ (shanty town), pacification, stigma, 

identity, poverty.

Axis 2: Gender Identity, Sexual Orientation (20%)
Keywords: gender, sexuality, sex, homoerotic, consumption, marriage, social and spatial negotiation, 

social projects (social action), transvestites, cities, borders, urbanity.

Axis 3: Leisure, Artistic Expressions, Cultural Consumption (20%)
Keywords: lambadão, production, flow, consumption, piracy, graffiti and the pacification process, state, 

industry and land management, urban theory, city, soirées, mobility, community empowerment.

Axis 4: Urbanization, Management, Relations with the Public Power (15%)
Keywords: housing estate, urban planning, governability, public policies, Minha Casa Minha Vida, 

governance (administration), morality, middle classes, politics and local associativism.

Axis 5: Rural-Urban, Migration (5%)
Keywords: movement, periphery, farm, rural-urban flow.

Axis 6: Generation, Youth (5%)
Keywords: youth, politics, generational relationships.

This is not the space to analyse these prevalences in more detail, which in principle would also demand 

a close examination of the sampling itself. Readers of this journal, most of whom are social science experts, 

will be able to perform this task themselves if they judge necessary. It does serve, however, as an initial 

reminder of the structure of this dossier.

We shall explore these thematic preferences, and the prevalence of each, at the end of the second 

volume.

The title of the dossier was particularly open and neither pre-empted the object of study, nor meant 

that earlier approaches to the issue of ‘urban peripheries’ were allowed to determine a single analytical 

and native category. Instead, this format enabled us to accept the work of social scientists who identify 

themselves with the theme in general. 

The articles collected in this dossier provide a wide range of approaches, objects of study and ways of 

discussing ‘urban peripheries.’ Hence, beyond the contributions offered by each text to our comprehension 

of the set of problems under study and to the thematic axes listed above, the cohesion of the dossier derives 

primarily from its diversity. It can be taken as a non-exhaustive roadmap to contemporary urban studies 

that address the phenomena related to ‘the periphery’ in diverse ways.

For the above reasons, then, the present dossier adds to previous efforts made in this direction (see, 

for example, Feltran and Cunha, 2013) and contributes by introducing readers to contemporary empirical 

studies and comprehensive surveys of the current ways of discussing ‘the periphery’ – a term that refers 

to contents, phenomena and approaches that are increasingly diverse, polysemic and plural. This trend 

follows the path already traced by studies of ‘urban peripheries,’ although it presents analytical bifurcations 

that lead to a ‘thickening’ of the term where it is possible to analyse, among other topics: complex circuits, 

markets and orders; places inhabited by a diversity of actors and with multiple and solid urbanities; new 

forms of demands and complaints in the public space; forms of management and control devices; the 

methods of discipline and pacification that regulate these territories; a history of forms of associativism, 

negotiation or new expressions of collective action; ‘popular culture’ and religion; the blurring of the 

borders between the public, friendship, death and threats in certain parts of the city and the uncertainty 

that these situations depict; the transit across social, spatial and moral borders (for example, ‘rural’ and 

‘urban’) that are either enhanced or blurred, but always reframed. 
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Abstract

This article looks to explore the analytic consequences of thinking about the urban peripheries of Rio de 

Janeiro not from the perspective of the city itself, capital of the State, but from the Baixada Fluminense, a 

cluster of cities in its Metropolitan Region. To do so, I suggest an analysis of the ‘pacification apparatus’: a 

set of discourses, practices and imaginations linked to the pacification policy as a public security project, 

but transcending the latter by articulating state, religious, cultural and media actors. The empirical 

material discussed in this article concerns the case of a partnership between a UPP in the city of Rio and 

a church from Baixada Fluminense. The conclusions reached suggest that Baixada Fluminense, despite 

its intrinsic relationship with the capital of Rio de Janeiro and its public problems, has its own processes, 

formulates specific territorial regimes, and influences the processes that take place in the Rio metropolis by 

producing borders with it, and through it.

Key words: pacification; religion; public security; Baixada Fluminense; peripheries.
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A igreja ajuda a UPP,  
e a UPP ajuda a igreja:
dispositivo de pacificação, religião, e formação de 

fronteiras nas periferias urbanas fluminenses 

Resumo

O presente artigo pretende explorar as consequências analíticas de se pensar as periferias fluminenses não 

a partir da cidade do Rio de Janeiro, capital do estado, mas a partir da Baixada Fluminense, conjunto de 

cidades da Região Metropolitana do Estado. Para tal, sugere-se uma análise do dispositivo da pacificação: 

conjunto de discursos, práticas e imaginações vinculado à política de pacificação enquanto projeto de 

segurança pública, mas que o transcende articulando atores estatais, religiosos, culturais e midiáticos. 

O material empírico trabalhado foi o caso de parceria entre uma UPP da cidade do Rio e uma igreja da 

Baixada Fluminense. As conclusões alcançadas sugerem que a Baixada Fluminense, apesar de sua intrínseca 

relação com a capital carioca e seus problemas públicos, tem processos próprios, formula regimes de 

territorialidade específicos, e influencia reciprocamente os processos que se passam na metrópole carioca 

ao produzir fronteiras com ela, e através dela. 

Palavras-chave: pacificação; religião; segurança pública; Baixada Fluminense; periferia. 
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The church helps the UPP,  
the UPP helps the church:
pacification apparatus, religion and boundary 

formation in Rio de Janeiro’s urban peripheries 

Carly Barboza Machado

Introduction

In September 2012 the mass media reported various deaths in the ‘favela’ of Chatuba, located in 

Mesquita, a municipality in the Baixada Fluminense region of Rio de Janeiro. Events adhered to the script 

typically followed by almost every police intervention in Rio de Janeiro over recent years: after the bodies of 

six youths were discovered on the side of a highway, the special police unit BOPE1 was mobilized to occupy 

the ‘favela’ and various news stories circulated in the mainstream media about the occupation. But the 

intervention in Chatuba ‘favela’ didn’t follow the entire script of the typical response to violence by the state 

agents in Rio and therefore introduced a new element to this political cartography: Chatuba is a district 

(bairro) of a municipality in Baixada Fluminense2 - a region formed by several cities of the Rio de Janeiro 

Metropolitan Area - not a favela located in the city of Rio de Janeiro. And it is precisely this differential 

element that forms the basis for the questions I shall explore in this article. What I intend to discuss here 

are the consequences of the displacement of analysis centred on the problems put by the city of Rio de 

Janeiro and its favela’s, to studies more interested in Rio de Janeiro Metropolitan Area and its peripheries.

Most of the police operations conducted in favelas in Rio de Janeiro city were limited to this type of 

reactive and usually highly aggressive invasion by special forces, a high-impact intervention – generally 

very violent – designed to neutralize or scare the criminal perpetrators and curb their activity. This logic of 

urban confrontation, built on a ‘metaphor of warfare,’ has predominated in Rio de Janeiro for many decades 

(Leite 1997). Historically, various public security projects implemented in the city of Rio de Janeiro have 

sought to propose alternatives to this model of devastating invasion and its logic of warfare. In this sense, 

the Pacification Policy launched as a new public security project in the State of Rio de Janeiro in 2008 was 

no different. Aimed at long-term occupation of territories located in the urban peripheries of Rio State 

by community policing groups in order to remove them from the control of the drug gangs, the pacification 

policy interventions retained the same initial shock tactic of the BOPE entering the favelas, but sought to 

distinguish itself from earlier practices in which the incursion of special forces had no more than limited 

and momentary objectives. The pacification project anticipated, therefore, after the entry of the special 

police forces, the implantation of community policing and subsequently a Police Pacification Unit (Unidade 

de Polícia Pacificadora: UPP). The year of the massacre in Chatuba,3 2012, would be the apogee of Rio de 

Janeiro State’s Pacification Policy.

1   Rio de Janeiro’s Military Police’s Special Operations Battalion. BOPE is renowned for its aggressive and often lethal interventions in urban conflicts in 
Rio, especially in favelas. 

2   “Carioca” is a term that identifies persons, things or places related to the city of Rio de Janeiro, while “Fluminense” is the term that refers to the state of 
Rio the Janeiro. Baixada Fluminense can be generically translated by State of Rio de Janeiro Lowlands. 

3   The case of the Chatuba Massacre has also been analysed by Miagusko (2016). 
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In the case of the ‘Chatuba Massacre,’ though, we can note two deviations from the standard plotline: 

first, an event organized by the residents days after the massacre – given little coverage in the mass media 

– denominated ‘Chatuba is not a favela.’ This response was addressed directly to the media itself, which had 

reported the deaths as happening in the ‘favela of Chatuba.’ In Baixada Fluminense, a region located outside 

the political cartography of Rio de Janeiro city, the use of the label ‘favela’ galvanised the refusal of the 

population to accept this form of classification, not used on a day-to-day basis in the locality. 

“The district of Chatuba is not a favela. It has been occupied over recent months by people from outside and 
who is bearing the brunt of the oppression is the population, which has suffered greatly. These bandits are not 
residents [they came from other communities from the same faction where UPPs had been installed]. They took 
refuge in the district because purchasing power is lower in Baixada,” said Jania Bizarelli, coordinator of the 
movement. According to her, the forest and waterfalls of Gericinó National Park, where the massacre occurred, 
are used by residents for leisure activities.4

‘Favela’ is a stigmatizing category extrinsic to the Chatuba district and was introduced as a category to 

interpret events by the mass media. In terms of urban violence in Rio de Janeiro, the view tends to prevail 

that, if a massacre took place in a particular place, then this place must be a favela. As various authors have 

already analysed,5 more than a descriptive category for an urban territory, ‘favela’ is a qualitative category, 

strongly marked by moral evaluations that are mobilized in its situated usage. This is what happened in 

the case of the Chatuba massacre: the massacre qualified Chatuba as a favela. However, the category ‘favela’ 

is more carioca (from the city of Rio de Janeiro) than fluminense (from the State of Rio de Janeiro). Indeed, 

the history of the term is related to the history of the city of Rio itself (Gonçalves 2013). In other territories 

outside the city of Rio, especially within its Metropolitan Region, the category ‘favela’ is employed, accepted 

and rejected in very specific and situated ways, as in the case of Baixada Fluminense (analysed by Freire 

2016). 

In response to what they considered to be the mass media’s inadequate use of the category ‘favela’ to 

speak of the district of Chatuba, local actors made their own video, which was posted on YouTube at the 

height of the media attention received by the locality. The video lasts just ten seconds but makes its point: it 

opens with a journalist outdoors beginning his report with the following: “The atmosphere remains tense here 

in the favela of Chatuba de Mesquita. The police are still in the forest...” Before he can complete the phrase, the 

supposed journalist is struck by a blow from behind, throwing him to the ground. A phrase then comes up 

on screen: ‘Fucking favela indeed!’6

The second deviation from the standard plotline was how the police action unfolded. The obvious 

question at the time concerned the possible installation of a UPP in Chatuba after the massacre. Instead 

of installing the famous UPP, the public security forces responding by implementing the unknown CISP: 

Companhia Integrada de Segurança Pública (Integrated Public Security Company). Beltrame, Rio’s security 

secretary, stated the following in a news report concerning the decision:

“We want to break the paradigm that the police enter, produce a spectacular event, and leave. This facility 
is an extension of the battalion and is there to stay,” he said. “At the moment CISP is what we can do. It is an 
intermediate solution. CISP is already operating successfully in Macaé and Niterói and we plan to install one 
more in Madureira7. There isn’t the logistics to run a UPP in Chatuba. We have to be honest,” Beltrame added.8

4   http://www.brasil247.com/pt/247/rio247/80793/ Consulted 30 September 2012. 

5   See Valladares 2005, Zaluar 1985, Machado da Silva 2008. 

6   ‘Favela é o caralho!’ See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wWMeK5k-jsw Consulted 30 September 2012.

7   Niterói is a city of the Metropolitan, Area located 20 km away from Rio; Macaé is a municipality 200 km away from the city of Rio; and Madureira is a 
district of the city of Rio, 28 km away from its main touristic area. 

8   http://ultimosegundo.ig.com.br/brasil/rj/2012-09-28/companhia-integrada-de-seguranca-publica-e-inaugurada-na-baixada-fluminense.html  
Consulted 30 September 2012.
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Unlike the UPP, which relied on police personnel especially trained to implement the pacification 

policy, CISP was a normal unit, an extension of the police battalion already existing in the region, and not 

a police facility linked to the pacification strategy. During the pacification policy, therefore, a split was 

introduced in the kind of street police force present in the conflict zones of Rio de Janeiro State: personnel 

predominantly made up of new military police trained in the principles of community policing in those 

areas with UPPs, and personnel from the military police already with years of service in the force, linked to 

the local battalions rather than the UPPs. The number of personnel in these units also varied considerably: 

in those areas with UPPs, a larger number of police officers were present in the day-to-day lives of the 

populations compared to those areas without UPPs. 

According to a report on the increase in violence in Baixada after the arrival of the UPPs and on the 

inequality in police contingents in different parts of the Rio State, published in the newspaper O Dia on 4 

March 2012, the Morro da Mangueira UPP [located in a favela of the city of Rio] had 403 MPs (military police), 

more officers than the 389 in São João de Meriti Battalion (21st BPM), where almost 600,000 people live, and 

more than the Belford Roxo Battalion (39th BPM), which at the time had 336 MPs for a population of 470,000 

inhabitants [São João de Meriti and Belford Roxo are both cities of the Baixada FLuminense Region].

This data obviously needs to be assessed and discussed from at least two angles: from the viewpoint of 

the supposed lack of policing in Baixada, and from the viewpoint of a possible excessive presence of military 

police in the favelas with UPPs in Rio de Janeiro. My interest here is to emphasize, through this debate, 

that public security policy and its facilities, personnel, techniques and technologies produce different 

regimes of territorialities both through their presence – and absence – and through their differences and 

modulations. An analysis of the problem of violence in Rio de Janeiro, based on the question concerning 

the ‘absence of the UPP,’ as discussed by Miagusko (2016), is thus indispensable to understanding the 

production of territorialities in the State of Rio de Janeiro through state interventions. According to the 

latter author, “there is the production of a new territorial regime under the impact of the UPPs, even in territories 

outside their area of implantation, and these new configurations are not an outcome of the favela/pacification model” 

(p.2). This is the question I intend to explore in the rest of the text. 

In my recent works I have not only analysed the Pacification Policy as a specific public security project 

but, more widely, have suggested analysing them as a population management apparatus, a pacification 

apparatus, that operates through an entanglement of practices, discourses and imaginative constructs 

articulated by actors from various domains of social life: state, religious, ‘social,’ cultural and media agents, 

among others (Machado 2016). I follow Foucault’s (2010) concept of apparatus (dispositif) understood as 

a set of discourses, practices, and knowledges that form a movable support of the correlations of force 

that continually induce states of power, but always localized and unstable. In this article I look to analyse 

the consequences of thinking about this pacification apparatus when this is traversed by the regimes of 

territoriality specific to Baixada Fluminense and its very particular relation to the city of Rio de Janeiro.

Beyond the tensions in the relationship between morro and asfalto9 specific to the city of Rio de 

Janeiro and its social and political cartography, thinking both about and from the viewpoint of Baixada 

Fluminense implies reflecting on the State of Rio de Janeiro, the relationship between towns and cities in its 

metropolitan region, as well as the relations between different regions of the State, a topic less frequently 

discussed in the urban research on Rio de Janeiro. I intend to pursue this line of inquiry by setting out from 

the specific case of the relationship between a church from the Assembléia de Deus (Assembly of God) in 

Baixada Fluminense and a UPP in the city of Rio de Janeiro.

9   TN: The contrast between morro (hillside) and asfalto (asphalt) reflects the geographic occupation of Rio de Janeiro city, with planned urbanization, 
higher-income populations and asphalted roads generally located in the coastal strips between the local mountain ranges, and irregular occupation by lower 
income groups taking place on the steep hillsides. 
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Baixada Fluminense, religion and the production of boundaries

Studies of Baixada Fluminense provide a dynamic and intense field of representations and analyses 

on this territory. The works of Alves (2003), Enne (2002), Freire (2016), Santos (2014) and Miagusko (2016), 

among others, give an insight into the principle themes marking the analyses about and from Baixada: the 

historicity of the formation of Baixada Fluminense as a territory and its circuits of production; the issue of 

violence in Baixada; representations of Baixada Fluminense in the media; its reputation as a problematic 

and violent area; the relational dimension of urban experience in Baixada Fluminense, perennially lived 

and conceived through the production of boundaries and its relationship with the city of Rio; the region’s 

economic dynamic; the particularities of the world of politics and culture in Baixada Fluminense, as well as 

its local network of associations; and Fluminense public policies and major projects, among other themes 

relevant to this field of inquiry and debate. 

From these studies I would highlight the relational aspect that characterizes Baixada Fluminense: urban 

experience in each of its municipalities is constituted on the basis of a continuous process of constructing 

boundaries within the region, always connected at the same time to the formation of boundaries with 

the city of Rio de Janeiro. The most objective concretization of this process of boundary formation is the 

intensive history of municipal charters that characterize the region (Maia & Rodrigues 2009). But beyond 

this official aspect, the constant process of boundary formation in Baixada is directly linked to social 

processes, meaning that these boundaries are continuously reconfigured. In this article I seek to analyse 

one of these processes as a starting point to think about the potential configuration of these political 

boundaries and what we can proceed to think on its basis. 

Here I shall focus in particular on the analysis of an ‘informal partnership’ between an Assembleia 

de Deus church in the city of São João de Meriti in the Baixada Fluminense region and the Turano UPP in 

Tijuca, a district located in the city of Rio de Janeiro. This partnership involved the flow of drug addicts 

(or dependentes químicos, ‘chemical dependents’) sent by police officers from this UPP for treatment at the 

church in question.

The relationship between religion, politics and violence in Baixada Fluminense is historically part of 

the political process in this region. Alves (2002) analyses a transition in the public sphere of Baixada from 

a predominance of Catholic actors in the 1970s to strong Pentecostal and neo-Pentecostal activism in the 

1990s. The author discusses the historical imprint left by the Christian Base Communities (Comunidades 

Eclesiais de Base: CEBs) on the social fabric of Baixada Fluminense and on its public sphere. 

Training courses, debates, marches for peace, healthcare and children, popular holy missions, pilgrimages, 

Biblical circles, spirituality groups and street groups still exist and deepen the reflection on an ever more 

complex reality, based on a popular culture that is altering under the impact of the globalized media of the 

market. This is the Church of the CEBs that, in the case of Baixada, is exemplified especially by the community 

Nossa Senhora dos Mártires da Baixada [Our Lady of the Martyrs of Baixada] in the Parish of São Simão, in the 

Diocese of Nova Iguaçu (Alves 2002: 20).

In the sphere of political parties, Alves re-examines the historical relationship between the Catholic 

Church (via the CEBs), social movements and the Workers’ Party in Baixada, while also discussing specific 

problematics that emerged over time with these relations in Baixada Fluminense: on one hand, the electoral 

fragility of the candidates linked to the Catholic groups; on the other, the concrete and controversial results 

of their party political activities, including conflicts within the Workers’ Party and the controversies 

surrounding their alliances and support in elections to the executive, particularly to the Rio de Janeiro State 

Government. Meanwhile, as Alves (2002: 71) also shows in his analysis, the relationship between political 

candidates and churches became consolidated on the Pentecostal and Evangelical side. 
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In terms of the specific issue of the relation between religion and violence, Alves (2002: 25) emphasizes 

how his analysis of the political processes in Baixada Fluminense, grounded in local conceptions of 

power in which “the criminal and illegal power of the death squads and drug traffickers is perceived in terms of 

their interaction with the power structure of the state, enabled through state apparatuses, especially the political 

apparatus, contains an interpretative possibility that overcomes the dichotomization between the legal/state sphere 

and the illegal/criminal sphere, allowing us to see the diverse threads that weave a particular strategy of domination.”

In this sense, Alves suggests, it is important to analyse the possibilities opened up by religious practices 

in people’s everyday experiences and identify the relations between these practices and more complex 

power structures that bring to light the microstructures of power constituted in Baixada. For Alves, 

comprehending religion and religious actors in Baixada means comprehending local power, its vectors of 

organisation and resistances. 

Barreto (2004) analyses the presence of the religious dimension in the local politics of Baixada 

Fluminense. She emphasizes that interest in the Baixada was mainly awoken among researchers from the 

1970s and 1980s onward, and developed into analyses of the relation between politics, social movements 

and religion, initially dominated by the Catholic Church and the CEBs. In this period, the relationship 

between religious vocation and political practice was channelled through the formation and consolidation 

of the electoral bases of local politicians. Religion, the author argues, is usually a means of redemption 

from the ‘impurity’ or ‘contamination’ that may be associated with the residents of regions subject to 

violence, like Baixada Fluminense. Politics, meanwhile, as Barreto (2004: 47) adds, “despite very often being 

taken by residents of Baixada as the place of a kind of impurity – dishonesty, lies, opportunism, etc. – in some ways 

presents itself as one of the pathways for revising and reinventing one’s status as a resident through the valorisation 

of cultural initiatives and forms of broadening citizenship.” The candidacies of Evangelical politicians for elected 

government positions in Baixada Fluminense, Barreto suggests, express a more recent form of conjugation 

between religious vocation and collective political project in the region.

In the diverse forms assumed over time, the religious and political practices of Baixada Fluminense 

always intersect in the territories, configuring situated fabrics of local power, as understood by Alves – that 

is, through the interaction or, as I prefer to put it, the entanglement of powers that occupy the territories: 

state, criminal, political, police and governmental powers, among others. 

Specific public policies from specific periods pose (or impose) themselves on this already existing – 

and mobile – entanglement of local powers in the Baixada Fluminense region. Such was the case of the 

pacification police. Its effects reach Baixada as one more element in this entanglement that produces 

practices, discourses, imaginations, populations and territories. As I have analysed in a previous work, it 

also leads to the foregrounding of some actors and the withdrawal of others in what I have denominated a 

‘choreography of pacification’: a movement that continually institutes new boundaries, connections and 

ruptures (Machado 2016).  

Various specific situations in Rio de Janeiro confirm that the pacification apparatus relies on a close 

relationship between state and religious practices as a means of promoting the redemption of people and 

territories dominated by violence. The mediators of this articulation appear in different positions of the 

social fabric of security and insecurity in Rio de Janeiro State: religious actors, members of organised 

civil society, gang members, former gang members and also the representatives of the public authorities 

themselves all act in highly differentiated forms but in the same direction – closely articulating the world of 

the religion with the world of crime and security, succeeding through this articulation in potentializing the 

dynamics of good and evil in the State and, of course, the disputes between them. 
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On the ADUD, moralities, the media and mediations

The Assembleia de Deus dos Últimos Dias (ADUD: Assembly of God of the Last Days) is known and 

renowned more widely, beyond the specificities of a Pentecostal church in Baixada Fluminense, due to some 

key components of its activities: 1) services held in prisons; 2) services held in favelas, including entering 

and interrupting funk parties; 3) actions that involve ‘rescuing from death’ men sentenced by the so-called 

‘drug gang courts’; 4) widespread media dissemination of its actions through institutional videos posted 

on the internet, including videos of people ‘rescued from death’; 5) the figure of its leader, Pastor Marcos 

Pereira, protagonist of the services in prisons and favelas, ‘rescue’ actions and videos produced by the 

church; 6) a fairly successful ministry of gospel music; 7) broad participation in the state of Rio political 

scene through the support of candidates to different public offices and the running of its own candidates 

to the chamber of deputies and mayor’s office of Nova Iguaçu; 8) mainstream media programs about Pastor 

Marcos (Fantástico 2008, Conexões Urbanas 2008, Profissão Repórter 2010 and 2012; 9) and the public 

controversies surrounding the church, especially involving its Pastor.

In terms of its doctrine, the ADUD is notable for its rigid codes of behaviour that require strong 

control over the body and over the relationship between church members and ‘the world,’ the latter seen 

to be composed of everything outside institutional religious life. Its gender politics is strict, dictating 

appropriate and inappropriate behaviours and clothing for men and women. 

As well as its specific policies relating to gender, the ADUD asserts a strict moral code in relation to 

images and the media. It tells its members not to own or watch television, nor indulge the habit of reading 

newspapers and magazines. Consequently, at the same time that it invests intensively in the production of 

its institutional media – with DVDs, TV programs, TV screens placed throughout the church, cameras, CDs, 

websites and so on – the ADUD’s doctrine is strongly concerned with the relationship between its believers 

and the mass media, conceived as a potential source of evil and sin. 

The church’s videos are its main media product. The attraction that they exert on the general public 

can be traced to the exoticism of the performances of Pastor Marcos who uses his jacket to fell armed gang 

members, his Bible to throw at the devil who occupies the gang member’s body, his breath that cures those 

possessed by the devil. The script of the ADUD’s videos also wins viewers over by conjuring an atmosphere 

of adventure, courage and amazement provoked by the entry of the Pastor and his missionaries into favelas 

and dark alleys to rescue people on the brink of death, among armed drug dealers and desperate families – 

always featuring a happy ending. The ADUD’s videos circulate in all kinds of contexts, therefore, through 

their diffusion via the internet, as well as sometimes appearing as content on mass media programs. 

Hence the audio-visual material produced by this church is notable for its broad circulation. The 

material is seen, commented on and produced in a wide variety of places and by diverse audiences: inside 

the church, in police stations, in prison, in the Legislative Assembly of Rio de Janeiro, in the favela, on TV, 

on the computer, on the internet, at home and in the street. Sumiala (2008) discusses the centrality of the 

relation between circulation and media in an approach to the social informed by the notion of networked 

society. The author claims that the anatomy of mediated circulation consists of a number of encounters 

with different actors: old and new media, images, texts, spectators, subjects, places, consumers, vendors, 

markets, specialists, journalists and producers. 

Sumiala (2008) reinforces the idea that an analysis of the anatomy of media circulation affords an 

understanding of how these encounters are constructed in the media and how specific modes of gaze, 

recognition, identification and imagination engage within it. The author also emphasizes the circulation 

of religious reference points and the relations between these and the diverse modes of absorbing media 

imagery. The process of circulation, Sumiala writes, can be described as an infinite chain of associations 

and relations developed in these encounters.
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Through the ADUD`s videos circulate contents, imaginaries, people and also territories. These videos 

are embedded in the set of religious references circulating in Rio state and in the country, and thus these 

videos too produce boundaries. In the ADUD videos, the church is represented in Baixada Fluminense 

as the origin point of the actions to rescue gang members on the brink of death, the source of salvation, 

and a safe place to which people can return; the Rio favelas, by contrast, are presented as the target of the 

church’s actions, the territories of crime and sin that require intervention. The videos produced by the 

church themselves participate, therefore, in the production of these regimes of territoriality, reinforcing 

some stereotypes, challenging others, and redefining relations between territories and populations. 

Baixada as a territory of salvation 

The ADUD’s interventions, as described briefly thus far, point to a specific cartography of poverty, 

violence and redemption in contemporary Rio de Janeiro. ADUD has operated its temple in one of these 

areas of Baixada Fluminense for more than 20 years now, and consolidated itself as an important point in 

the circulation of politicians and other actors from the ‘social’ world in Rio de Janeiro, including regular 

strategic visits to ADUD’s temple, its services and dinners with Pastor Marcos, as part of their essential 

itinerary.

Yet despite the traditional representations of Baixada as a violent territory, it is not there that the church 

prioritizes its actions. The ADUD’s ‘target public’ is not the residents of Baixada Fluminense. And this is an 

important point. It is not there that danger ‘resides.’ It inhabits other spaces. The first territory historically 

privileged by the ADUD was not even a district or a city, but Rio State’s jails. For many years the church 

worked inside prisons and still today engages in regular activities in police stations, most of them located 

in the city of Rio de Janeiro. The moral community of the ADUD, as I have previously argued in another 

work (Birman & Machado 2012), implicates a geography of the city’s police stations, which, named by the 

numbers that identify them, form part of the prayers held in the church. When duly traced, these provide 

us with a map of the actions of these missionaries in Rio de Janeiro.

But beyond the jails, the ADUD targets its actions at Rio’s favelas, thereby configuring a particular 

circuit in the relation between Baixada Fluminense and the favelas of Rio de Janeiro city. Freire (2016) 

analyses the conceptual and symbolic relation between the definition of ‘Baixada Fluminense’ and the idea 

of the ‘favela,’ and discusses how this analysis necessarily involves a relation between Zona Sul (the south 

zone of Rio) and Baixada (Freire, 2016). In the grammar of stigma, the merit resides in Zona Sul and the 

demerit in Baixada. 

In the cartography of the ADUD, Zona Sul and its favelas are the danger. The church reinforces the 

inversion of a moral axis that situates redemption in Baixada and danger in the ‘city.’10 A danger that 

requires the help of missionaries from Baixada Fluminense who, as in their videos, cross the large highways 

connecting the towns and cities of the Metropolitan Region towards the city of Rio, most of the time 

towards Zona Sul, to hold their church services or perform the actions of ‘rescuing from death’ young 

people at risk, condemned by the ‘drug gang courts.’ 

One of these dislocations led the church to the district of Tijuca, in Rio de Janeiro, more specifically 

Morro do Turano. And there, in the words of the church’s leaders, “the work of the ADUD found an ally, 

the UPP.” The ADUD attended with its choir and some of its main leaders at the official commemoration 

of one year of operation of the Turano UPP. At the ceremony, held in the presence of the commander of 

the UPP, the Rio State security secretary and diverse public figures, the ADUD took up a portion of the 

10   Many residents of Baixada Fluminense refer to Rio de Janeiro as the ‘city.’ Questions like “are you going to the city today?” are frequent. 
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official ceremony with a small service: music performed by the church choir, solos by its singers, talks by 

its preachers, and the testimony of a ‘former drug addict,’ sent by the UPP agents to the ADUD where she 

recovered. 

Pastor Marcos’s brother, a preacher attending the event, thanked the UPP by referring to the project 

as something that “came to strengthen the work of the churches in the favelas,” the ADUD having already been 

present in Rio’s communities prior to the UPPs, according to this Evangelist. As living testimony of the 

ADUD’s partnership with the Turano UPP, the young Ediléia was presented at the event duly rehabilitated 

by the ADUD for life in society, using the clothing typical of women from the church: a straight monotone 

dress with long sleeves and skirt. Ediléia was invited to cut the first slice of the cake commemorating the 

UPP’s first anniversary. 

One of the church’s female singers sang a hymn at the event, whose lyrics, highly pertinent to the 

situation, asserted: “you were not born to suffer, today my God is going to make you happy, He’s going to drag you 

from the pit of despair, He’s going to raise you, turn you into a new vessel, show all of your enemies that He is always 

with you.” The church’s message was directed at the oppressed populations of the favelas, supposedly 

‘addicted,’ offering them a path to liberation, transformation and social reinclusion. 

In an interview given by the public security secretary of Rio de Janeiro, José Mariano Beltrame, to the 

ADUD website on the internet, the following remark stands out: “we have to give thanks, we have to pray for 

what has already been achieved, and pray for the strength to continue moving forward.” The official spokesman of 

the Rio de Janeiro State Government thus consented to the church’s action, agreeing with the formula that 

combines ‘police’ and ‘Pentecostalism’ as a model of a ‘pastorate of souls,’ in Foucault’s terms (2008), in the 

context of ‘pacification.’ The secular project of public security that aims to pacify the bodies and souls of 

dangerous populations converges comfortably with the church’s religious project, which seeks, at the same 

time, to redeem the groups oppressed by drugs and thereby mark out a political position within the State.

With the territory occupied by the State, how to deal with the dangerous populations, those that 

supposedly occupy a tenuous frontier between the legal and illegal? How to control them? The church 

suggests treating and converting them. The UPP agrees. The danger posed by crime is transformed into the 

danger posed by drugs, and ‘treatment’ of addiction becomes a path to moral recovery for the drug gang 

member or ‘almost’ member. More than a disease, drugs are an ‘evil,’ and what matters in this context is, 

more than a course of ‘treatment,’ a form of ‘care’ that tackles all evils: physical, moral, spiritual and social. 

This partnership between the ADUD and the UPP should not be analysed in isolation, however, focusing 

solely on the specific strategies of the pacification policy. It takes place within a history of continuities and 

ruptures in the relation between the church and the Rio de Janeiro State Government. Present in Rio’s jails 

since 1991, Pastor Marcos Pereira has occupied a key place in the evangelization of inmates in the State’s 

prisons. Likewise the church services held in prisons across Brazil, authorized by the State, evince the 

association between public security and the Evangelical churches working with dangerous populations.

In 2003 Pastor Marcos Pereira was prohibited from entering Rio de Janeiro’s prisons by the then State 

Secretary of Penitentiary Administration (SEAP). At the time, he was suspected of having close ties with 

one of the criminal factions in the state, since the two sisters of a known Rio drug trafficker were members 

of Marcos Pereira’s church. Barred from conducting his religious activities in the prisons of Rio, the Pastor 

was asked in 2004 to act as a negotiator during a rebellion in the Benfica Custody Centre. Everything 

suggests that this request came from authorities linked to the government of Rosinha Garotinho, state 

governor at the time, publicly self-declared evangelical. 

The ADUD’s interactions with governments and politicians in the State of Rio de Janeiro were formed 

over time through diverse ties. In May 2010 the ADUD’s institute for drug addiction treatment was 

officially declared a state public utility by Law 5712/2010. As in the case of the UPPs and prisons, so too in 
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the field of policies for combatting drug dependency, the comfortable and unquestioned alliance between 

the State and Rio’s Evangelical churches is long-lasting and widely recognized by everyone. Running 

extremely precarious public programs for the treatment of drug addiction, different Rio de Janeiro State 

and municipal governments depend on the close partnership of ‘rehab clinics,’ officially called therapeutic 

communities, operated in the State by Evangelical churches, most of them Pentecostal. While the wealthy 

receive treatment in expensive and luxurious private clinics, the poor Fluminense population is ‘taken in’ by 

the clinics run by religious actors.

For the work of his church’s Therapeutic Community, Pastor Marcos Pereira received two awards from the 

Rio de Janeiro State Legislative Assembly (ALERJ). In 2011, he was given the Tiradentes Medal at ALERJ. And 

on 31 August 2012, he was awarded the title of Honorary Citizen of the State of Rio de Janeiro.11 During both 

celebrations, moments of secular public ritual alternated with moments of worship, religious songs and 

prayers. Both events were dominated by the ADUD’s religious practices. 

The drug apparatus employed in the management of poor populations thus adheres to the pacification 

apparatus as an integral part of the management of violence. The UPP-ADUD relationship is mediated by 

the Therapeutic Community: it enables the transition from risk to control, marginality to citizenship. These 

issues are intensively related to the discussion proposed by Das and Poole (2004) on an anthropology of the 

margins of the state. Questioning attempts to define a general and universalist idea of “state” Das and Poole 

suggest the work in states and regions that are frequently characterized in comparative political theory 

as “new nations” with “failed,” “weak,” or “partial” states. These ethnographies, affirm the authors, “are 

framed, not as studies of regional or failed states, but rather as invitations to rethink the boundaries between center 

and periphery, public and private, legal and illegal, that also run through the heart of even the most ‘successful’ 

European liberal state. An anthropology of the margins offers a unique perspective to the understanding of the state, 

not because it captures exotic practices, but because it suggests that such margins are a necessary entailment of 

the state, much as the exception is a necessary component of the rule” (Das and Poole 2004: XX). As part of the 

alternative management of violence, the therapeutic communities comprise one of the various facilities and 

spaces that receive, take in or shelter populations on the margins of the state and that inhabit the folds 

of the legal and the illegal: the street, crackland, the churches, therapeutic communities, psychiatric 

hospitals, shelters and prisons (see Fernandes 2016). The same set of actors circulates through all these 

spaces, and in each of them these actors are managed by a policy: mental health policy, anti-drug policy, 

religious salvationist projects, public security policies, and so on successively and continually.  

The therapeutic communities also comprise a specific dimension of the production of boundaries 

and territorialities in the State of Rio de Janeiro. Many of these institutions are located in regions of Rio 

de Janeiro city some distance from the centre, on its urban outskirts, as well as the towns and cities of its 

Metropolitan Region. Baixada Fluminense is an especially important territory for the localization of these 

communities, and through them specific circuits and movements of populations are established within the 

territories. 

The production of boundaries is operated, therefore, by physical facilities, social technologies, 

mediators, discourses, practices and imaginations. In Baixada Fluminense, in its relation with the city of 

Rio de Janeiro, what function above all are the social technologies related to the management of crime, 

violence, drug policy and the prison system.

11   Resolution n. 505, issued 2012, Rio de Janeiro. 
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Prisons, churches and therapeutic communities: peripheral transversalities 

On 7 May 2013, Pastor Marcos Pereira was arrested by the Delegacia de Combate às Drogas (Anti-

Narcotics Unit). The crimes of which he was accused included rape (which would lead to his imprisonment) 

as well as involvement with drug trafficking, money laundering, coercion, homicide and other crimes. 

For the purposes of the present work, it is not a question here of analysing the veracity of these charges. 

What interests me here is discussing the aspects of this event relevant to the theme under analysis: the 

relationship between the ADUD and the peripheries of Rio de Janeiro.

The relation established by Marcos Pereira and his church with the prisons is a constitutive part of its 

project for managing poverty. Marcos Pereira, however, had been prohibited from entering Rio’s jails since 

2008. His own imprisonment took him ‘back’ to the Bangu penitentiary and in some aspects gave a boost to 

his work among the prison population: 

Accustomed to going in and out of prisons, where he became famous for his work of evangelization with 

prisoners, Pastor Marcos Pereira da Silva adapted this routine after he was sent to Bangu 2 prison, in 

the Gericinó Complex, in Rio’s Zona Oeste [West Zone]. Accused of committing two rapes (another four 

denunciations are being investigated), he cannot leave the jail, but continues his ritual of preaching.

— He has not held a service (which is banned). On the patio, he conducts a prayer at the request of the prisoners 

themselves. The pastor has already prayed for the son of an inmate who disappeared and also converted a 

lad who was in a great deal of pain caused by a swollen lymph node on his waist. The pastor prayed and the 

pain passed, and he became a convert on the spot. The lad cried a lot – recounted the pastor’s lawyer, Marcelo 

Patrício (Jornal Extra online, on 13 May 2013).

Marcos Pereira gained standing in public space as the pastor who cared for those who nobody wanted, the 

‘dregs of society,’ and his main target public had always been the incarcerated population. When he himself 

became a prisoner for a time,12 his imprisonment was interpreted by the church as a ‘journey to hell’ to 

rescue more souls for Christ. 

The ADUD program for confronting violence involves the liberation of criminal souls from the sway of 

devil. To this end, the dialogue with ‘crime’ is always open, and all circulation in the territories of violence 

– whether the favelas or the prisons – is negotiated and authorized. The crossing of boundaries essential to 

undertaking this type of project places its mediators, like the ADUD pastor, in a grey, liminal, border zone, 

and their probity is continually questioned. Numerous suspicions always hover over them. On the other 

hand, we know, by inhabiting this liminal, impure space, the self-same mediator is imbued with power 

(Douglas 1966).

This power, local and localized, creates important inroads for partnerships with the State. The work of 

undermining the criminal factions on the frontline is supported by the State, whose operations take place 

behind the scenes. Whether churches or NGOs, different organizations receive or request public funding to 

develop their programs. As well as funding, the political capital of the connections with the State is also an 

important element in these partnerships. The relation between the ADUD and the UPP described previously 

is one such example. 

The question of violence in the State of Rio de Janeiro suffers from an impasse made worse by its social 

policies: where should the marginalized, criminalized and ‘dangerous’ populations be located? If fixed, the 

only social place suitable for them is the prison. Other solutions for social inclusion such as employment 

and income generation, housing, education and healthcare are not granted to them. The other alternative 

12   Pastor Marcos was released on 24 December 2014. 
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is circulation and dislocation. The need or obligation for these populations to circulate creates boundaries 

in the urban peripheries, including those that increase and decreases the distances between territories 

of Baixada Fluminense and other territories in the State of Rio, including its capital. In the case analysed 

here, approximations are generated between prisons, police stations, therapeutic communities, UPPs 

and the church. The religious and political community linked to the ADUD produces and traverses these 

boundaries and thus participates in the production of regimes of territoriality that continuously configure 

these spaces. 

Final considerations

Discussing Rio de Janeiro’s urban peripheries is an invitation to dislocation. The Brazilian Social 

Sciences have intensely examined the displacement to the favelas situated in the city of Rio. The present 

article has looked to provoke another displacement, exploring the analytic and conceptual consequences 

of thinking about the Fluminense peripheries not from the viewpoint of the city of Rio de Janeiro, the 

state capital, but from the viewpoint of Baixada Fluminense, a cluster of towns and cities in the state’s 

Metropolitan Region. 

With this aim in mind, it has discussed the pacification apparatus: a set of discourses, practices and 

imaginations linked to pacification policy as a public security project in Rio de Janeiro. However it suggests 

an analysis that goes beyond police technologies and also discusses the diverse pacifying elements engaged 

in this process of forming populations and the territories to be affected by the intervention of moral and 

territorial control. In this apparatus operate state, religious, cultural and media actors, among others.

The specific case of the relationship between a UPP based in Rio city and a church from Baixada 

Fluminense provided the specific empirical material for these subsequent reflections. Confirming the 

analyses made by different studies of Baixada Fluminense, in this article it was possible to reflect on the 

centrality of local powers in the region – powers that form territorialized entanglements of state, criminal 

and religious powers.

The studies of Baixada Fluminense point to the importance of thinking about the region through its 

relation to the city of Rio, while also emphasizing the potency of the local inscriptions of the actors and 

powers from the territory of Baixada Fluminense itself and its political processes. The analysis developed 

here concerning the church’s relation to the pacification policy implemented in Rio city confirms that the 

model of the metropolis does not necessarily expand and impose itself on other territories beyond this kind 

of city. Baixada Fluminense, despite being in the so-called ‘metropolitan region’ and in close relation with 

the city of Rio and its public problems, has its own processes, formulates specific regimes of territoriality, 

and reciprocally influences the processes that unfold in the Rio metropolis by producing boundaries with 

and through it.

The politico-religious articulation between the church and the UPP explored here also lends support 

to Miagusko’s thesis (2016) that there is a specific and relevant potential to discussing the question of 

the ‘absence of the UPP’ as an aspect in the production of regimes of territoriality and management in 

the populations of Rio de Janeiro State. In the case analysed here, the main effect of this ‘absence’ is the 

consolidation of transversalities and modalities of circulation of actors in and between cities. In these 

relations we can highlight the fact that the ‘absence of the UPP’ does not generate just a supposed flow 

of criminal actors to Baixada (one of the theses of the moment) but also a flow of actors from the field of 

combatting violence who join other groups working in the city of Rio after judging that their participation 

is needed there. Here, therefore, we can identify a moral inversion of centre and periphery: the centre that 

emanates salvation is Baixada, and the periphery to be rescued is the favela of Rio city.
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The church’s native media and its potential for circulation have been prominent elements in this 

analysis. The production of the religious and political imagination mobilized by the ADUD’s videos forms 

part of the set of references and representations that dispute conceptions of Baixada and Rio de Janeiro, 

especially the latter’s Zona Sul.

Another key element in the analyses developed here is the alliance between the drugs apparatus and the 

pacification apparatus, and the specific place of religious actors in this interconnection. The particular case 

of the ADUD and its therapeutic community point to a reality broader than the intrinsic relation between 

religious and state powers in the management of populations located on the margins of the state through 

the construction of the ‘drug problem’ and its (im)possible solutions. 

Still in relation to the therapeutic communities, in this article I identified their role in the management 

of violence by providing a place for ‘sheltering the drug addict’: a category that operates as a generic 

term for much of the marginalized population of the urban peripheries, effectively avoiding their 

criminalization through their pathologization. This therefore suggests the possibility for more studies that 

can explore the reality concerned and broaden the debate on this ‘problem’ or this modality of local solution 

to the problem of violence. We can also reinforce the proposal made in this article that the therapeutic 

communities are not in themselves the tool for managing violence and criminalized populations, but 

they are one of the points of the web of the living formed by those who find themselves on the margins 

of the state and caught in the folds of the legal and illegal: also forming part of this web, aside from the 

therapeutic communities, are the Rio prisons, shelters, churches and psychiatric hospitals, among other 

spaces of residence and circulation.

Finally, I conclude my observations by emphasizing the specific yield of those studies of urban 

peripheries located away from the big Brazilian cities, capitals and metropolises. I follow here an invitation 

already put to the field by several academicals that points to the fact that a territorial and theoretical shift 

in urban research has potential yields too for Latin America in other fields of investigation. I also stress that 

the shift in focus suggested here does not mean discarding the rich material produced thus far on favelas 

and metropolises: rather, it adopts another stance in relation to this work, analysing its indispensable 

elements, but exploring possibilities beyond its agendas.

Translated by David Rodgers
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Dossier “The Urban Peripheries”

I - State violence: militarization of urban peripheries and ‘pacification apparatus’

Notes on the police presence in 
the urban periphery of Salvador
Hildon Oliveira Santiago Carade
Instituto Federal Baiano, Campus Santa Inês, BA, Brazil

Abstract

This article discusses the implementation of a public security policy – the Community Security Bases 

program – in Calabar, a favela located on the Atlantic coast of the city of Salvador in Bahia state, Brazil. I 

explore the ways in which police officers envisage the militarisation of urban peripheries. Setting out from 

the question, what does policing make possible? I demonstrate that, conceiving their work as a form of 

redemption for the target community, the Military Police see drug trafficking as something to be overcome, 

not through the complete extinction of the narcotics trade, but through the ‘pacification’ of the dealers’ 

actions. Thus the entire police operation consists of diverse attempts to ensure its activities form the sole 

point of reference for the local population to imitate. As discussed here, this has consequences for the 

relationship between the Military Police and the residents of this urban periphery.

Keywords: Military Police; Community Policing; Drug trafficking; Urban periphery.

91



Hildon Oliveira Santiago Carade Vibrant v.14 n.3

Notas sobre a presença policial na 
periferia urbana de Salvador

Resumo

Este artigo trata da implementação de uma política pública de segurança – Bases Comunitárias de 

Segurança – no bairro do Calabar, uma favela localizada na orla atlântica da cidade de Salvador. Aqui 

exploro a maneira pela qual os policiais enxergam a militarização das periferias urbanas. Tomo a seguinte 

questão: o que o policiamento torna possível? Desta feita, demonstro que, concebendo o seu trabalho 

como uma redenção para esta comunidade, a Polícia Militar vislumbra no tráfico de drogas uma instância 

a ser superada, não nos termos da completa extinção do narcotráfico, mas da “pacificação” da ação dos 

traficantes. Assim, toda a operação policial consiste na tentativa de se afiançar como o único pólo cuja ação 

pode ser imitada pela população. E isto trará consequências para o relacionamento entre a Polícia Militar e 

os moradores desta periferia urbana.

Palavras-chave: Polícia Militar; Policiamento Comunitário; Tráfico de drogas; Periferia urbana.
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Notes on the police presence in 
the urban periphery of Salvador
Hildon Oliveira Santiago Carade

Introduction

This article sets out to analyse the productive dimension of the policing apparatus, conceiving it as 

an epistemological institution, a sector that produces categories and knowledge. Rather than discussing 

the processes of physical violence and police abuse, then, I look to highlight the dimension of symbolic 

violence and its consequences for determined populations. As the context for this analysis, I turn to the 

implanting of community policing in the neighbourhood of Calabar, a favela located on the Atlantic 

coast of the city of Salvador, via the creation of Community Safety Bases, henceforth referred to by their 

Portuguese acronym, BCSs.

To clarify my approach from the outset, I shall quickly summarize my argument. Firstly, as already 

affirmed by Rose (2000) concerning the British context, I maintain that implanting policies for crime 

control has less to do with crime control in itself, and more to do with favouring generic concepts 

concerning the administration of moral order. This leads into the discussion made by Pacheco de Oliveira 

(2014) on the use of the term ‘pacification’ in the urban governance of the city of Rio de Janeiro. According 

to the author, by endorsing the dimensions of inclusion and civilisation, this term implicitly projects the 

role played by police occupation of favela areas in Brazil’s large metropoles as a civilising mission, restoring 

state control over territories occupied by the narcotics trade. Here, the author writes, there exists “a clear 

analogy to the colonial ‘pacifications’ directed against indigenous villages who refused to voluntarily 

submit to the administrative and religious authorities of the era” (Pacheco de Oliveira, 2014: 138).

Although discourse in defence of community policing, as well as its effective implementation on the 

ground in the favelas of Brazil’s major metropoles, may be a relatively recent phenomenon, in my view this 

process is compromised more by persisting continuities than by looming changes. More precisely, the issue 

is the way in which the nation has dealt with those subjects depicted as ‘undesired.’ In this sense, police 

occupation of low-income communities rekindles our obsession about building a redemptive society in the 

tropics.

In the context of the city of Salvador, in the vast field of public security policies in the state of Bahia, 

the BCSs appear as police operation management units, with the aim of maintaining order in determined 

territories, previously perceived as violent, by using a prevention methodology (Bahian State Government, 

2011). Consequently, as well as police occupation, actions are carried out to integrate the police with the 

residents of these locations, as well as assist the population’s access to social services, basically covering 

the areas of healthcare and vocational training. The BCSs are part of a broader policy called Pact for Life, a 

state government programme created by Law 12.357 of 09/26/2011, which has the principal aim of promoting 

social peace.1

1   Different to trends in other Brazilian states, Bahia, which had always experienced lower than average levels of criminality, suffered a surge and lack 
of control in these indices between 1999-2010. Even so, until 2010 the State maintained a public security policy built on the traditional moulds of crisis 
management and isolated responses. This consisted of a few legal dispositions that simply offered specific powers to the Civil Police, such as the creation 
of special police stations. The Pact for Life arose in 2011 as an attempt to change this scenario, committed to reducing rates of violence and also to securing 
resources from the federal government.
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On 27th April 2011, the first BCS was inaugurated in Calabar,2 covering an area of 140,000 m² with 

approximately 5,400 inhabitants.3 The neighbourhood in question is situated in a wealthy area of the city, 

close to Salvador´s Atlantic coast. However, as an occupation of lands formerly belonging to the Santa 

Casa de Misericórdia,4 the community was formed as a favela zone out of keeping with the imposing tall 

buildings that surround it, home to a more affluent social class. The latter population tends to hold Calabar 

primarily responsible for the crimes reported in their region. Hence the very existence of a BCS in the 

location seems to respond to a demand from the local middle class, just as the creation of Rio de Janeiro’s 

UPPs (Pacifying Police Units) took place precisely in the wealthiest area of the city, its southern zone.

In the month preceding the inauguration of the police unit, a Military Police riot squad had occupied 

the territories, forcing the mass retreat of local drug traffickers, or  arresting some. This enabled 

construction of the venture’s entire physical structure – headquarters for police operations; installation 

of security cameras, and so on. At the time, the BCS-Calabar counted on a force of 101 police officers, who 

alternated in three shifts per day, with a video-monitoring service carried out by nine cameras and three 

police vehicles. It also offered literacy classes, vocational training and university entrance preparation 

courses for young people and adults. The BCS also coordinated healthcare actions and citizen aid 

campaigns, such as the emission of documents and registration for the ‘Family Allowance’ programme. 

A Digital Citizenship Centre (CDC) was opened, equipped with ten computers connected to broadband 

internet, available to all residents.

In some ways, the correlation between security policies and social services that aim to provide access 

to citizenship, promoted under the slogan “security policy and social projects side-by-side,” can be traced 

back to how pacification was conceived in the favelas identified as violent in the city of Rio de Janeiro. 

In 2008, on creating its Pacifying Police Units (UPPs), the Rio government put into action its plan for 

reducing violence and improving its citizens’ quality of life. Due to the repercussion in the media of police-

orchestrated actions during occupation of locations previously dominated by drug-trafficking, and due to 

Rio de Janeiro State’s long-standing commitment to the ideology of community policing,5 previous studies 

of this phenomenon have taken the ‘marvellous city’ as a privileged context for its analysis. This is the 

subject of the next topic.

Theoretical contributions on community policing 

In his prologue to the book Policing and Contemporary Governance, Comaroff (2013) affirms, categorically, 

that very little work has been produced in the ethnology of police and policing. By contrast, other social 

sciences have dedicated considerable attention to the subject, especially sociology, which in many cases, 

seems to be disintegrating into criminology. This gap, he goes on to say, is particularly notable given that 

social control in general and crime in particular have always been recurrent concerns throughout the 

history of modern anthropology. And so, observing the bibliography produced on community policing, I 

became aware of the same neglect: little has been written about the police corporation and its activity. On 

the contrary, the focus of attention has been security policy, which is not the same thing as studying the 

institution and its actions in response to such broad macro-sociological issues.

2   So far the State government has opened 18 BCSs in total: 13 units in the capital and Salvador’s metropolitan region (RMS) and 5 in inland Bahia.

3   Source: IBGE, 2010 census.

4   The institution responsible for administrating the Campo Santo Cemetery, whose untitled lands were occupied by migrants from inland Bahia around 
the beginning of the twentieth century, giving rise to the neighbourhoods of Alto das Pombas and Calabar. 

5   As sociologist Ludmila Ribeiro (2014) has pointed out, the ideology of community policing in the Rio context dates from the end of the 1970s. On one 
hand, it was aired as a possibility for democratising an institution, in this case the Military Police, strongly linked to the authoritarianism of the military 
government then in power. On the other, it aimed to professionalise the police itself. If its task is to maintain national security, then the closer to the subjects 
who need to be policed, the better. Initially, therefore, this idea was strongly connected to repressive practices; only recently has it become conceived as a 
more humanitarian and ethical practice, signifying respectful coexistence between police officers and common citizens. 
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I will also frame the action of police officers (rather than of security policy) in a broader perspective. 

However, on this question, I side with the focus given by Garriott (2013) in Police in Practice. According to 

the author, understanding the police in terms of their practice does not simply entail observing what they 

actually do, nor does it mean understanding police action from what has been called a “theory of practice.”  

In fact, this approach involves recognising the police as not just an institution of governance, but also a 

tool of sociability. Thus, the author continues, the police corporation today has developed an operational 

arrangement that extends beyond its official mandate. On the other hand, assuming a ‘Foucauldian’ 

research parameter, Garriott maintains that such an approach is potentially more dynamic when we avoid 

setting out from a priori theories or conventional suppositions concerning the constitution of the police 

and what that really involves in a given context. Finally, an anthropological approach to policing points 

us to the following questions: the identification, reification and typification of social categories; police 

sociology as a way of settling the dividing lines between normal, criminal and pathological; the extending 

of bureaucratic and administrative rationalities to these dimensions; and the semiotics used by the police 

corporation when creating vernacular concepts about crime and (dis)order (Comaroff, 2013). This said, we 

can now advance to the outlook that social research has given to community policing.

Generally speaking, the academic agenda became a surrogate on the nation´s mainstream news reports 

about the creation of the UPPs in Rio de Janeiro. On one hand, the media took great care to transmit images 

that looked more like battlefields, showing the expulsion of drug traffickers from the Rio hillsides and, 

consequently, the State forces taking control of these territories, as well as giving voice to discourses that 

emphasised the heroic and messianic action of the State in ‘saving’ certain parts of the population from the 

dominion of evil. On the other hand, social scientists added nuance to the discourse produced by public 

opinion, revealing the unspoken aspects of the dispute as a whole. So what then are these aspects?

At this point, research wavers between two approaches: on one side, we have those who centre on 

safety policy in itself, seeking to evaluate its effectiveness and/or efficiency in combatting violence (an 

independent variable), as well as assessing State actions in recently pacified communities (a dependent 

variable). On the other side, there are those who view community policing within a more macro-

sociological context, pointing out the correlations between determined state actions, urban regulation (the 

dimension of right to the city) and economic order (in other words, neoliberalism).

It is important to add that rather than representing a divide, these perspectives express a particular 

emphasis of one study or another vis-à-vis the theme covered here. In this way, a research project may often 

adopt both approaches. We can take, for example, the World Bank report (2012) and the book by researchers 

Ignacio Cano, Doriam Borges and Eduardo Ribeiro (2012) from the Violence Analysis Laboratory of the 

State University of Rio de Janeiro (UERJ) as cases where the focus was on the dimension of evaluating 

community policing in favelas where UPPs had been implanted. Both sought to fill information gaps in 

the documentation of how residents have been affected by this public policy. The first investigated the 

communities of Babilônia/ Chapéu Mangueira, Pavão-Pavãozinho/ Cantagalo, Borel/ Casa Branca and 

Manguinhos (the latter a control case, since it had not yet received a UPP). It affirmed that the main change 

associated with the UPP for the lives of local residents was the possibility to be able to walk more freely 

around the streets of their neighbourhoods. Social services also increased in quantity and quality, water 

and electricity supplies were regularised, crèches and health clinics were created, etc. At the same time, the 

regularisation of leisure activities contributed to the demise of the funk dance nights, a fact that provoked 

discontent among the local young population. Overall the report pointed out that, for the residents, if 

pacification had been effected, this was not of the communities, but of the police themselves, who were 

learning to use more humanitarian standards of conduct in their work. In turn, Cano and his collaborators 

(2012) questioned what the real role of the police was in these territories. Even though homicides and the 
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number of robberies had declined (75% and 50%, respectively), other crimes, such as malicious injuries and 

domestic violence, had risen substantially, a fact that often transformed the police into conflict mediators, a 

role formerly occupied by the drug traffickers. Hence, the morros (the hillsides where Rio’s favelas are mostly 

located) remained the same, they had just changed owners. On the other hand, a more positive aspect of 

pacification, the authors reflected, was the decrease in the stigmatisation of the favelas, as the residents were 

less inclined to conceal their residential address from other people in the city.

From a more macro-sociological perspective, urban regularisation processes and the gradual 

substitution of informal practices by access to services, the social upside of peace-making policies in the Rio 

hillsides is really the connection between the favela and broader reality. Researchers Neiva Vieira da Cunha 

and Marco Antonio da Silva Mello (2011), in fieldwork carried out in the community of Santa Marta, observed 

what can be considered the prelude to the ‘gentrification’ of the neighbourhood. After the UPP installation, 

a free wireless internet network was made available; water and electricity services were regularised; name 

plates were installed on all the alleyways and lanes; and, gradually, all the residences and land plots were 

becoming legalised. With the break from patterns of informality, new public conflicts arose, such as 

complaints from residents regarding water and electricity supply tariffs, and the closure of commercial 

establishments unable to keep up with the amenity charges arising from their regularisation. Such facts, the 

authors conclude, demonstrate the continuation of inequality in relation to rights to the city.

This dimension of ‘integration’ of the favela into the city, a process that the UPP aims to promote, is also 

highlighted by sociologists Livia De Tommasi and Dafne Velazco (2013) in fieldwork carried out in Cidade 

de Deus. According to them, pacification in Rio de Janeiro was an opportunity for the orchestration of 

mechanisms that aim to broaden the internal consumer market and stimulate an entrepreneurial spirit. It 

was through consumption, therefore, that residents would become ‘citizens.’ Seen from another angle, this 

assimilation postulates the need for residents to become entrepreneurs of capitalist establishments of their 

own.  

Still, the authors argue, such events do not give us licence to insist on the particularity of the favela, 

since what is happening there is not just specific to it. “On the contrary, it concerns us all how neoliberal 

government currently manifests itself, how what we call ‘citizenship’ becomes established today, in 

social practices and relations” (Tommasi & Velazco, 2013: 38). Such an observation, which underlines the 

connections between security policies and neoliberal governance, is, so to speak, the benchmark of the 

analysis pursued by geographer James Freeman (2012) on the UPP implementation process on the Rio 

hillsides. According to him, community policing is an integral part of Rio de Janeiro’s project for the hosting 

of major sporting events, such as the World Cup 2014 and the Olympics 2016. The same can be affirmed in 

relation to the creation of BCSs in Salvador, bearing in mind the fact that the Bahian capital was chosen 

as one of the host cities for football tournaments. Freeman (2012) also argues that the occurrence of such 

security policies can be explained through what David Harvey calls “accumulation by dispossession,” a 

strategy that takes military conquests by the State and the acquisition of assets by force as two sides of the 

same coin, both working to create routes for the expansion of private capital.

If the reader recalls the first lines of this article, it will come as no surprise that I am sympathetic to 

analyses seeking to correlate the micro context with the macro structure of society life. Hence, I cannot deny 

the appeal of these approaches, which transfer the dilemmas experienced by the population to neoliberal 

governance, however distant they may be. Still, looking beyond this focus, I would like to highlight the 

connections between this ‘new’ modality of protective management of territories and populations, and the 

wider process of national construction, a process that finds itself caught in the civilisation-barbarity duality, 

with a recurrent, continually re-animated rhetoric, re-implanted and sometimes denied in the most diverse 

social spheres (Collins, 2008; Pacheco de Oliveira, 2014).
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As already affirmed, I am more interested in permanency, durability and traces of the past than 

necessarily in the potential changes and dislocations provoked by ‘new’ State politics. In the following 

narrative, contrary to previous analyses, which have privileged the point of view of the favela residents 

who were pacified, I propose to relate the events caused by the BCS implementation in the neighbourhood 

of Calabar from the police perspective. I collate generally facts I myself experienced during fieldwork 

with local residents’ opinions on the overall process, obtained from a research report on the impacts of 

community policing in these locations, published by the NGO Avante (2014), in partnership with the 

Instituto de Saúde Coletiva, UFBA (Institute of Collective Health of the Federal University of Bahia).

The debutantes’ ball

On 16th May 2013, I went to Calabar to accompany the ceremony commemorating two years since the 

BCS’s installation. The event took place in the sports court, which had been refurbished soon after the 

police occupation of the neighbourhood. As I caught sight of the movement around the location, I noticed 

that many inhabitants had chosen to gather close to the wall and the railings, so as to take part in the 

event in a distanced way. For a short while, I joined the group. I remained there, leaning over the perimeter 

railings, searching for familiar faces at the festivities within. 

The ceremony seemed to have already begun. Jaciara, leader of a local women’s group, was 

welcoming the guests. I then sighted Francisca and Edson, respectively president and vice-president of 

a neighbourhood community association. Although I knew Jaciara better, I realised it was momentarily 

impossible to go over to greet her, so I decided to approach the other two community leaders. After greeting 

them, I made light conversation and pulled up a chair as near as possible to them.

At the end of Jaciara’s speech, the official event presenter went on to mention the authorities present. 

While we heard the names announced of each representative of the public authorities, Captain Manuela, the 

BCS-Calabar commander, inadvertently approached Francisca and Edson. The two community leaders were 

visibly uncomfortable with the course that the event was taking. Then I overheard the following dialogue:

“But captain, there is no reference to the neighbourhood, to the residents’ association...” said Francisca.

“Did you not see the association’s name on the banner [event publicity material]? On the cake, didn’t you see 

it? The association’s logo is on the invitation, on the cake, on the banner; we haven’t announced any of our 

partners’ names. What is he upset about? I don’t understand why he is angry,” replied the captain, censuring 

Edson’s attitude.

“That’s fine, it’s on the cake, on the invitation. Just leave me be,” he replied. 

“Go and have a look at the cake, go and see. The logo is really big on the cake and then ask me how much you 

gave me for it,” replied Manuela, exiting the scene and leaving the others muttering among themselves.

Francisca and Edson were not the only ones dissatisfied. Also feeling ignored, Romano, one of the 

people responsible for the community library, decided to leave before the event ended. They were not just 

irritated by their names being left out, but also by the opportunity being given only to Jaciara, the only one 

among them to have been given the chance to speak. Visibly resentful, Edson responded: “How come we 

are partners but no name was quoted? Let Jaciara speak. For heaven’s sake! The space is ours: it is we who 

are in charge. I don’t want to know about cake. I wanted recognition, for the public to see our name being 

quoted.” 
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“It is all a matter of conversation,” said Francisca, trying to ease the situation. Edson replied: “We 

bent over backwards so much… president and vice-president chasing after courses, we granted the space 

[referring to the BCS headquarters, which was built on the land where the old association was housed]. (…) 

They are the strangers. They are here to promote themselves. They should have invited us to the panel, but 

no, they isolated us. I am really hurt,” he concluded.

It is worth reviewing some of the details of this scene. During the event, all the speeches by the 

authorities present focused on the good relations between the police and the residents, on the trust that 

they were bestowing on them and on the reduction in the violent crime indices. To celebrate the bonds 

of cordiality with the community, the Military Police had organised a debutantes’ dance entitled ‘Day of 

the Princess.’ The girls from the neighbourhood, on the eve of completing their fifteenth birthdays, were 

invited for a treatment day in a beauty salon (the experience was shown on a video) and then to dance a 

waltz with the ‘princes,’ i.e. the police officers. According to Captain Manuela, the initiative had already 

been tried in the Rio UPPs, and was a reasonable success. Later on I discuss this interaction between Rio de 

Janeiro and Bahia.

During the dance, all the officers were indeed sought out, not just by the debutantes, but also by their 

relatives and other Calabar residents. The people asked for photographs and made a point of showing 

intimacy with the guardians of order. In particular, Private Tagner, one of the policemen honoured by the 

community in the festivities (in an indication from a gay group and a women’s association), was one of the 

most sought after. He danced with nearly all the girls, and was photographed dozens of times. Perhaps the 

police officer’s striking presence, a good-looking and muscular young man, explained the enthusiasm. 

All in all, despite the effort of the Military Police to win over the community, some community leaders 

reflected privately that many residents may be rather withdrawn, and so sometimes have difficulty 

integrating. The truth was, they said, many were likely to be involved in drug trafficking and for this 

reason may prefer not to appear beside the police officers, fearing possible reprisals. Furthermore, given 

the history of barbaric actions carried out by the Military Police in the region, the population generally still 

finds it difficult to believe that the institution is no longer so violent.

In the community leaders’ evaluation, police officers like Tagner and Renato (who had also been 

honoured by virtue of his computing classes at the BCS) do a good job and are tactful when dealing with 

the community. During patrols, however, they sometimes end up making small or large seizures of drug 

packets, which can generate discontent among those directly related to the people arrested. On this point, 

Jaciara spoke in a didactic tone: “people need to understand that they are community police, but they also 

have to reprimand, because at the end of the day, they are police. It’s like a tamed lion. The tamed lion does 

not stop being a lion; if you do something that affects it, it’s going to bite you.”

From my point of view, what is interesting about this process is the way in which the police became 

immersed in the dynamics of a battle for social recognition (Honneth, 2003) within the neighbourhood. In 

this sense, it is worth noting, I speak more about permanencies than about change.

Before police occupation, Calabar was, and still is, territorially divided into two locations: ‘Bomba’ and 

‘Camarão.’ From the residents’ perspective, the subdivision was basically a classifying system produced by 

the leadership disputes over the local drugs trade. There were (and still are), two factions linked to drugs 

trafficking, which have controlled the activity for almost 12 years, and each of them dominated a certain 

territory. The ‘Bomba’ was owned by the Floquet Family, members of the Comando da Paz faction, while 

‘Camarão’ was under the yoke of the dealer Averaldinho, who belonged to the Caveira faction. The animosity 

between them spread beyond the frontiers of illegal activity, and also interfered with the common resident’s 

right to come and go. Thus it was a more or less tacit law in the area: those who lived in one area did not 

frequent the other, and vice-versa. As time passed, the rivalry was taken on even by those who had no 
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involvement with the illegal market in psychoactive substances. In some ways, the location of ‘Camarão’ 

was the most fragile in the whole dispute, because the few public services present in the neighbourhood 

were (and still are) situated on the ‘opposite’ side, including the community library, the crèche and the 

health clinic. Because the residents felt unable to move freely around the streets of Calabar, the idea 

gradually became sedimented in the minds of the ‘Camarão’ population that their neighbours received more 

support from the State. This is what I gathered from reading the report produced by the NGO Avante (2014) 

cited earlier. As the BCS was installed exactly in the centre of ‘Bomba,’ the Military Police contributed, once 

again, to reinforcing the image of one population being privileged in detriment to the other. Aware of this 

fact, the police began to adopt the following strategy: commemorative events were alternated between 

the two territories. A clear example of this is that the Children’s Day party is held in ‘Camarão,’ while the 

Christmas party takes place in ‘Bomba.’ 

From another point of view concerning the relations, either amicable or unamicable, between 

local community leaders, the installation of the BCS further promoted the dominion of the latter in 

detriment to the former. Previously, ‘political factionalism’ between neighbourhood leaders became more 

evident particularly during elections. During these periods, the community was (and still is) invaded by 

professional politicians, so the population experiences a sensation of being before state quangos (and their 

possible benefits). Each community representative generally opts to support a specific candidate in the 

electoral contest, in this way triggering a war in search of votes. Once the State is continuously present 

in the lives of the citizens, such facts alter the way in which this urban agglomerate experiences the 

“temporality of politics” (Teixeira & Chaves, 2004). From the community leaders’ point of view, therefore, 

everything goes on as if their work had increased in extension and intensity: from a previously determined 

time to a temporary indefiniteness. Here, Jaciara had two advantages compared to the other candidates: she 

lived near the BCS base and she worked in the evenings, the period corresponding to the end of the police 

institution’s administrative activities. In the struggle for recognition from local residents, therefore, she is 

considered by her colleagues to be the one who now has a better chance of having her work recognised. 

The Military Police would also be putting their actions on the agenda for this ‘logic of recognition.’  

As it involved new recruits, installed there specifically to support the implantation of a new policing 

strategy, they took it upon themselves to develop another type of relation with the population, of doing 

without violence. All actions were designed and undertaken to overcome those who formerly controlled 

the neighbourhood: the drug traffickers. On this issue, the police officers could be seen to be suffering 

from a kind of ‘anxiety of influence,’ to use a notion proposed by literary critic Harold Bloom (2002). 

According to the author, taking Shakespearian works as an example, we can understand the idea of 

‘influence’ in two different and complimentary senses: as the flow of what will become our destinies and 

personalities: and as ‘inspiration,’ a model for a determined conduct (Bloom, 2002). The way in which the 

police venture has been carried out in Calabar encompasses both senses of the term. In trying to substitute 

drug-trafficking as a source of orientation for the future, therefore, the police officers interpret their own 

activity in the neighbourhood. They also take more care over how they treat residents, since they seek to 

become a prototype to be followed by those whom they are protecting. In this sense, they yearn to become 

a canon for that community, and who yearns to become canonical, deposits their hope in winning over a 

public and acquiring followers. And those who would be co-opted: the children and adolescents from the 

neighbourhood! It is via this explanatory framework that we can understand something like the debutantes’ 

dance. Deliberately, therefore, the police officers sought to extend their sphere of actions beyond the 

frontiers of militarisation, which meant an operational change in the corporation’s work: a switch from 

patrols and crime fighting to offering services of a social kind, aiming to redefine the institution’s image 

99



Hildon Oliveira Santiago Carade Vibrant v.14 n.3

in the eyes of the population. This becomes more comprehensible in the section below, where I describe 

the day-to-day relations between police officers and residents, from the perspective of four police officers 

whom I had the opportunity to interview. 

The anatomy of influence

Bloom (2002), in the above-quoted book, originally published in 1973, described the literary enterprise 

in terms of a quarrel between books and authors, one already canonical and of everlasting inspiration, the 

other who seeks to supersede his competitor, finding a creative space for himself in the field of literature.  If 

we use analogical reasoning, replacing the stage of literary invention for the theatre of community life, we 

will see in their most varied hues the dilemmas experienced by the police in the favela of Calabar, in so far 

as they conceive their actions to be a fight against a canon: drug-trafficking. And from there the anguishes, 

anxieties and fears… In some ways, the reasoning of the police officers is premised on the perception 

that trafficking enjoys a certain prestige and support in the locality, a premise that grants the Bases the 

credentials of a new type of ‘ground zero’ for a ‘new era,’ a discourse that serves as a strategy to legitimate 

police actions. 

To take on board this theoretical outline, it becomes vital to answer the following questions: what 

does community policing represent from the police officer’s viewpoint? What does it mean, for him, to be 

present 24 hours a day in a place conceived by the city’s police journal as a den of depravity and violence? 

How should he behave in this situation? What are the categories used by him to classify this brave – but 

not necessarily new – world? And what does this entire discussion have to do with the experience of 

adolescence for the urban working class? To find answers to these questions, then, I need to introduce my 

interlocutors. These are Captain Manuela and Lieutenant Márcio, the first and second BCS commanders, 

respectively, and the privates Tagner and Renato. 

In terms of name and genealogy, my interlocutors have little to offer: their ancestors do not belong 

to the economic elite, nor did they occupy any authoritative positions in the city. Except for Lieutenant 

Márcio, whose father is an engineer and mother a doctor, the others come from working class families. In 

this way, my other three interlocutors pursued a state career as an opportunity for social ascension. Even 

Private Tagner, the only one to cite the vocational component as the main driving force behind his choice 

of a military career, recognised the importance of the economic factor in his final decision. According to 

his account, after finishing a technical data engineering course, he managed to get a job compatible with 

his training. For four years he worked for a multinational company, IBM, but when the 2007-2008 financial 

crisis arrived, the company was forced to cut expenditure and squeeze its payroll. Tagner was one of the 

names to be put on the redundancy list. Once unemployed, he opted to study for the civil service selection 

exams, keen for the stability of public employment and the absence of possible job loss from situational 

factors.6 

These were also Private Renato’s expectations when he decided to enlist for the Military Police selection 

exams. At that time, he was taking an ‘Internet Systems’ course at UNIFACS, a private university in the 

state capital. The work placements were not providing him with a good salary. So his then girlfriend, whose 

father was a member of the police force, sowed the idea in his mind: “why not the police?” Without much 

expectation, he registered himself for the selection process and was approved. 

6   In a group of 28 police officers interviewed for his dissertation on constitutional protection of public safety, in the context of implanting the Calabar BCS, 
Joildo Souza dos Humildes (2013) affirms that all of them mentioned job stability as the motivating factor to join the police force.
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Tagner and Renato entered as privates, Captain Manuela and Lieutenant Márcio were approved as 

officers. After the written and physical tests, the first two took part in training courses for almost nine 

months, run by the police body itself, while the latter two studied courses offered by the State University 

of Bahia (UNEB) in partnership with the Military Police, for three years, recognised by the Ministry of 

Education as a higher degree. 

If entering the police force had not been the dream of any of my interlocutors, what did the appearance 

of community policing mean to them? In the first place, it should be stressed that they had never thought 

of working as “community police officers.” In fact, they did not even know what the term meant. Privates 

Tagner and Renato, as well as Lieutenant Márcio, were attracted by the expectations surrounding this new 

development, or rather, taken by the idea that they would become pioneers in something. Captain Manuela 

found in the BCS an opportunity to crown her previous trajectory of social issues. In fact, with the example 

of the aforementioned debutantes’ ball, she had been promoted to the post of commander in the unit in 

yet another attempt by the Bahian government to imitate the Rio UPPs, bearing in mind that Major Pricilla 

Azevedo had commanded the first UPP installed on the Santa Marta hillside by the Rio de Janeiro State 

government. Captain Manuela herself confessed to me that her appointment had been motivated by gender, 

as the widespread belief is that women are more apt to dialogue and less disposed to adopt authoritarian 

and violent practices, thus providing a more adequate profile for community policing. I cannot affirm 

whether she did justice or not to these projected qualities, although I have perceived a degree of animosity 

between her and some neighbourhood leaders. For the latter, the commander lacked just that – the skills 

needed for dialogue.   

According to the captain, her first post in the Military Police had been at the battalion in the centre of 

the town of Camaçari, in Salvador´s metropolitan region, where she had performed an administrative role 

as assistant to the unit’s commanding major and an operational role as chief of the patrol car unit. Manuela 

also worked in Arembepe, on the state’s northern coastline, as well as in Eunapólis, an inland town in the 

south of Bahia, and finally in Praia do Forte, a district of Mata de São João municipality, before returning to 

her first base. In her words, the return corresponded to the beginning of her ‘community history,’ although 

she knew that ‘social’ work had already been coming her way for some time. But what was ‘social’ from her 

point of view? 

According to her account, it was difficult for her to be assigned to combat and confrontational 

operations, so she always found herself faced with episodes of a ‘social nature,’ like the father who raped his 

own daughter; the son who entered the world of drugs and robbed his own mother; fights between husband 

and wife; ill-treatment of the elderly, among others. Although she did not clarify whether these directions 

happened or not by default, the fact in itself points to a certain fracture of gender within the police, seeing 

as women are treated as though they were incapable of acting in situations involving confrontation and the 

risk of death. Returning to her account, the cases of rape within the domestic sphere were what shocked 

her most, and what awoke in her epistemological concerns. What about that girl who had been raped by her 

own father? After the physical examination and the accused’s arrest at the nearest police station, what will 

happen to the victim? Will she meet with her father again? And in this situation, what will the relationship 

be like with the former assailant? Will any protection be offered by the State to this teenager? These were 

some of the questions that hovered in her mind. 

 Within the police force itself, Manuela found an oasis to satisfy her “will to knowledge.” First, 

therefore, the captain signed up for an activity on preventing the use of psychoactive substances, as part of 

a Military Police institutional programme, PROERD (Educational Programme on Resistance to Drugs). She 

then applied for a postgraduate course in Human Rights, aimed at State civil servants, and was selected for 
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a two-year study cycle of subjects related to basic human rights and citizenship. From this experience, she 

felt the need to acquire a broader range of knowledge. She therefore signed up for and passed the university 

entrance test for a Social Services course. 

All in all, of the three learning sources, PROERD was of the most importance for her career. In this 

programme environment, she coordinated the quality and technology section, whose main focus was 

specifically contact with the community. In meetings with residents and community leaders in Camaçari´s 

most violent neighbourhoods, she took note of all the complaints and evaluations concerning the police 

officers’ actions. Criticisms related to the lack of police car patrols and to the violent manner of approach 

adopted by officers were the most common. However, Manuela was particular in making clear that such 

a routine of listening to common citizens was not recurrent Military Police practice. On this point, she 

stressed the contingent character of these activities, since, according to her report, they only took place 

by virtue of the sympathy of the commander then in charge of the battalion where she worked. Once her 

superior had been transferred away from the post, all the tasks relating to PROERD were rescinded there.

In 2010 she herself was transferred. The Tancredo Neves neighbourhood battalion was to be her new 

destination. Motivated by her previous experiences, she decided to reactivate PROERD at this unit. In 

parallel, a possibility arose for her to run a community policing multiplier course, under the aegis of the 

KOBAN7 system, a methodology created by the Japanese. It involved two weeks of study in the city of São 

Paulo. At the end of the activities, Manuela was one of three people selected to represent the National 

Secretary of Public Safety on a trip to Japan, to learn about the KOBAN system at first hand. On returning 

to Salvador, she was made part of the team who elaborated the Community Safety Bases (BCSs) Project, but 

was still surprised at the invitation to command what would be the first BCS in the whole of Bahia state.

When Captain Manuela and Privates Tagner and Renato arrived in Calabar, they had the complex task 

of gaining the trust of local residents. Lieutenant Márcio only arrived a year after the BCS installation. 

As stated previously, the administrative base was inaugurated on 27th April 2011, but the process of police 

occupation of the neighbourhood had begun one month earlier, involving riot police actions and the 

Military Police special operations battalion. These forces were responsible for inspecting the location, 

installing security cameras, studying the main drug trading points, and mapping the most dangerous 

locations for police patrolling. The police corporation intelligence sectors elaborated a survey on the profile 

of local residents. A database was created to register all the people who had been involved in reported crime 

incidents. Overall, the police occupation of the neighbourhood took place peacefully. In a visible contrast 

to the Rio UPP implantations, where journalists’ camera lenses became witness to battlefield scenes, 

exchanges of gunfire between police forces and traffickers, despair, death and a population in shock over 

the succession of events, in these areas there was not even one confrontational episode between police and 

drug traffickers. As though in theatre, at the exact moment that the former came on stage, the latter turned 

into a polite audience and fell silent, waiting for the plot to develop. 

At first, militarising a popular neighbourhood, conceived by the city’s police journal as a place doomed 

to violence, perhaps suggests the establishment of yet another repressive power to subdue subordinate 

populations. Far from disagreeing with this interpretation, I shall try at least to delineate its partiality, 

throwing forth the following questions: for the police, what does it mean to occupy a favela? What are the 

demands and attitudes that this new situation requires? 

7   The KOBAN model served as a source of inspiration for a number of community policing experiences in Brazil, notably in the states of São Paulo and Bahia. 
The ‘kobans’ are police stations with few staff, built in the middle of peripheral neighbourhoods in Japanese cities. The idea is to encourage the population to 
collaborate more with the police officers in combatting crime, thus strengthening links between the two parties. In Rio de Janeiro, the UPPs were influenced 
by the methodology developed in the city of Medellin, Colombia. For more information on the Koban system, see Cesar Ferragi (2011).
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According to my interlocutors’ accounts, and my reading of the above-mentioned report by the NGO 

Avante (2014), in which I was also able to find various testimonies by police officers, community policing 

provoked a change in perspective within the ‘police-bandit’ relationship. Before, the police were only 

invited to enter the area when some incident had taken place, where they resolved the situation, pacifically 

in some cases, repressive in most. On these occasions, the ‘criminal’ was invariably in a vulnerable position, 

where the only option was to take flight. In cases of direct confrontation, the most likely outcome would be 

‘prison or coffin.’8 However, the installation of a BCS, obliging the constant presence of military brigades 

in the community, brought an inversion of this logic: the police began to be those finding themselves in 

a position of vulnerability. In the first place, the ‘bandit’ who lives in Calabar knows the area far better: 

the alleyways and lanes, all the routine, the people who frequent the area, the conversations that go on 

there. In this way, from the police officer’s viewpoint, doing a patrol round can make him an easy target 

for a criminal. “They know everything about us. They know our car number plates. If there is any doubt, 

it is already all there on WhatsApp,9” Lieutenant Márcio claimed. Secondly, another consequence of 

‘becoming vulnerable’ concerns the visibility of the police officer who operates in the location.  Lieutenant 

Márcio offers more detail on the dilemmas provoked by this new modality of public security: “Imagine, 

for example, police in Federação [a neighbourhood close by]. A policeman can commit an abuse of power 

with someone there in Baixo da Égua and so on; but can he do the same here? Here the action is much more 

visible, he becomes more vulnerable to the tyranny of opinion, the community´s criticisms; if the guy beats 

somebody up out the front here, afterwards he will have to face the guy’s entire family, and people on the 

wrong side of the law too. This creates resistance from the police officer to work in community policing.” 

As Private Tagner interprets the situation, the police officer was turned into a ‘politician.’ According 

to him, the very philosophy of community policing orientated a certain change in police conduct. Initially, 

during the training course for community police officers,10 the instructors emphasised the importance of 

interacting more closely with the residents of a given place. “Normally what happens is that the police act 

in a repressive manner, then, after the abuse is committed, a remedial action is sought. Not now. In this 

new methodology, we get closer to detecting where the problems, the illegalities, originate: our action is 

prevention,” he explained. Further on I explore the merit of ‘prevention.’ According to Tagner’s reasoning, 

in this new context the approach must be such that it stimulates the residents’ trust. “We don’t stop 

working; we are just working in a more political way,” he concluded.

This more ‘political’ action must also affect the patterns of relations with those involved in illicit 

activities. According to Lieutenant Márcio, almost four years after the BCS’s installation, one could say 

that there is a good coexistence between the Military Police and the Calabar residents. All in all, this is not 

a merit of this unit alone; police officers who work in smaller units also maintain good relations with the 

citizens who circulate around their work post, especially traders and more communicative passers-by. 

With the BCS, however, the police officers find it much easier to relate to any type of person, including 

the ‘thugs.’ Often, the police officers are obliged to dialogue with the individuals who they have placed in 

custody at the police station in previous incidents. Such contacts can generate vivid situations, such as one 

described to me by the lieutenant. In November 2014, police officers arrested a lad for attempted murder. 

By January 2015, though, the suspect was already on the streets. When any policeman meets an individual 

8   I refer to an advert distributed by the Bahian state government in 2010, during Jacques Wagner’s (PT-BA) administration, with the message “crack means 
prison or coffin,” which clearly assumed a repressive approach, in so far as the anti-drugs policy was concerned.

9   A popular smartphone application for text messaging. 

10  Privates and officers allocated to the BCSs are obliged to take a two-week course on community policing.
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already ‘filed’ – that is, someone who has already been arrested for committing a crime – it is common to 

make him go through the police search ritual. This is what happened to the young man in question, since 

he had returned to the community. One day, he went to the lieutenant: 

“Hey Lieutenant, the police officers are always stopping me around here. I don’t owe anything, I’m not doing 

anything, I’m just keeping myself to myself, working...”

“Working where?”

“With my mother, selling chicken rissoles.”

“Working hard then?” in an ironic tone.

“Hey, don’t even think of saying that. See what you can do for me, Sir, to lighten it up a bit…” 

From the residents’ point of view, the BCS was not installed there with the aim of providing them 

with better protection, but to offer security to the more opulent neighbourhoods close by (Avante, 2014). 

Hence all kinds of mistrust, fears and reticence exist with regard to police action. Many even prefer not 

to give any opinion lest they become perceived as people with a lot of knowledge about police procedure. 

Police occupation guaranteed the common resident the right to circulate freely around the streets of the 

neighbourhood, a right that was fairly difficult to exercise, especially between the years of 2008-2010, a time 

when confrontations between the two locally operative drug trafficking factions were routine. Insofar as 

worsening violence with risk of death is always an open possibility, many residents are cautious of being 

labelled as ‘informers,’ i.e. denouncing the bandits to the police, which would make them the next victims 

of the ‘criminals.’ 

In my first conversation with Privates Tagner and Renato and with Captain Manuela, in the first 

semester of 2013, the BCS had completed two years since its implantation in Calabar. They spoke of 

the vicissitudes of community work, how they had needed to win the residents’ trust, how they had to 

exercise the art of dialogue, how they became fond of children and adolescents... the dilemmas, in short, 

of establishing this kind of proximity between police officers and residents. According to them, all 

activity would be focused on ‘prevention,’, which entails hypothesising the future from the present, via 

calculations, anxieties and imagination. This preventative approach was ideally focused on the under-18s. 

My interlocutors believed that the arrival of themselves and all their personnel in the neighbourhood, these 

subjects had no other option but to enter the world of drug trafficking, from the period of transition into 

adolescence through to their adult phase. 

From their viewpoint, the community was the equivalent of a ‘glass dome’ for the local residents, this 

glass dome being formerly a world run by crime. When they, the residents, set foot on the Centenário 

Avenue, the main access road to the neighbourhood, teeming with tall buildings and public services 

geared toward the middle classes, they would come into contact with ‘another world,’ where people dress 

better than them, own cars, and possess other material goods that are inaccessible to them. How can you 

tell a young person, born and brought up there, who saw his father, his friend and other relatives become 

involved in the drugs trade, that a different fate is possible? They ask this rhetorically. Their task was to 

show other possible horizons, beyond involvement in crime. Hence, these police officers appear to be 

giving support to the already denounced ‘myth of marginality,’ by using at least two approaches to framing 

favela residents, as much theoretical as common sense: the ecological-architectonic, which qualifies 

criminals as those who inhabit neighbourhoods on the outskirts of the city, with precarious infrastructure, 

low public security and basic sanitation; and the so-called ‘culture of poverty’, which defines favela dwellers 

as those who possess limited access to material goods (Perlman, 1977). 
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Since the beginning of military occupation, the illegal possession of arms and banned drugs, as 

well as domestic violence, have configured as the standard criminal incidents in the neighbourhood. 

My interlocutors identified alcohol as the catalysing agent of family quarrels. Curiously, the calm and 

tranquillity that has prevailed in the streets has stimulated the proliferation of bars and wholesale beer 

outlets throughout the community, a fact that has provoked the transfer of the problem of violence from 

the public sphere to the domestic. Women and youth are the main victims. Cases of wives and children 

who suffer physical aggressions from husbands, fathers or other male relatives set the tone of the local 

newspaper. In truth, facts like this always happened. Let us say that they have gained another kind of 

visibility, now that the police are called to intervene in the domestic dominion. 

All in all, in dealing with standard criminal incidents, one fact intrigued Captain Manuela. According 

to her, among all the places where she had worked previously, including favela areas similar to the Calabar 

community, those most  teenager in conflict with the law were teenagers. But this same issue was not 

happening in this new post. According to her report, it was men, fathers of families, around 25 years old, 

who were the profile committing most offences. Even though she had noticed very few cases of children 

and teenagers involved in the world of crime, the Captain maintained that they would be the main focus of 

the police operation in the neighbourhoods.11 According to her, many still question the ‘community’ label 

applied to their work, as they believe that social work is not the prerogative of the Military Police. “The 

police are going to give judo classes? We have to understand that they are carrying out preventative work. 

By including a child in a sporting activity, we are carrying out a preventative action so that in the future he 

or she doesn’t become involved with other things,” she maintains. 

Some reflections need to be made on this “empire of prevention” (Rose, 2000). All the captain´s 

reasoning is shaped by the following idea, either pronounced by high level representatives of legal 

authorities, or sustained by bastions of academic knowledge12: to fight with the drug traffickers for the 

mind of each boy and girl (Souza, 2006). Hence, teenagers are classified a priori as susceptible to embracing 

criminality. A potential criminal, the young favela dweller of today reminds us of the wild Indian of former 

times (Pacheco de Oliveira, 2014). For the missionaries, the indigenous population’s relapse into paganism  

was a sign that the devil was at work on humans deemed to be of fragile and dubious nature, the reason why 

they had to be constantly watched over. For the young favela inhabitants, the vigil is ideologically sustained 

by the idea, deeply ingrained among police authorities, that the favela is in itself an immoral place and 

subject to all kinds of vices and corruptions of the spirit. 

This civilisational epic situates childhood and youth as the centre of all intervention. By re-animating 

the civilisation-barbarianism dualism, police occupation places on the child and the teenager the assurance 

of civilisation’s victory over savagery. On these issues, the fates of individual and nation converge. To offer 

them ‘new’ opportunities for integration into the jobs market is equivalent to the opportunity for the 

nation to rid itself of a canker that has wounded and killed all kinds of sociability: violence. 

In this way, the ‘anxiety of influence’ felt by police officers reveals itself in a context marked by 

economic inequality (the favela in relation to its surroundings) and by the technological superiority of 

the police in relation to ‘criminals’ and to the residents of these locations. On this aspect, I can make a few 

observations. The symbiotic interaction between military police and common citizens existed for a long 

11   Some police officers who worked on local patrol offered different testimony. According to them, there were many criminal incidents involving under age 
offenders in the communities. Instead of investigating whether Captain Manuela was right or not, I transcribe her words in order to show that even though 
she did not consider juvenile delinquency to be one of the most preeminent problems in her area of action, the police officer did maintain a protective posture 
in relation to the young people in Calabar. As general commander of the BCS, all the social policies implemented by the organisation fell under her scrutiny.  

12   According to Jessé Souza (2006), this idea is the same informing the entire rationale of Luis Eduardo Soares and collaborators (2005) in the book Cabeça 
de Porco. The social invisibility of the poor and black population is the benchmark of all the authors’ arguments concerning crime-related cases. Hence the 
task of institutions and public security policies was to bring these individuals to the light and the sphere of social visibility, preventing their entry into the 
shadow world of criminality. 
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time before the creation of community policing units.13 The new fact is the coexistence of the two poles in 

the same analytic and empirical field, which has offered the possibility to update, revise or reformulate 

old suppositions that one side had about the other. In this sense, the ways in which subjects think and 

feel build a bridge between the past and the present. Thus, from the police officers’ point of view, living 

alongside the Calabar residents has not orchestrated a change in an old supposition, namely that the favela 

resident is always a potential bandit.14 Now operating in a new context, they try to impose themselves 

on the residents as a model of ethics and civility to be followed. In effect, they try to establish a moral 

order different to the kind instituted by the drug gangs, or, in Balandier’s terms (1993), they attempt to 

impose another type of cultural domination, which has motivated their interest in children and youths. As 

Albernaz and collaborators (2007) point out, based on ethnographic data collected in the Rio hillsides of 

Cantagalo and Pavão-Pavãozinho, locations also occupied by community policing brigades, the trafficker as 

a figure of power, authority and status in the favela was the predominate factor in the recruitment of young 

people, keen to imitate the behaviour of the drug trafficking leaders. “Instead of this ‘wrong way round’ 

icon, the work [of community policing] would gradually establish the figure of the policeman as ‘a hero 

of civilisation,, a symbol of the ‘entrance of the State into the favela’” (Albernaz et al. 2007: 42). To provide 

some further detail on this dimension, I relate my meeting with Lieutenant Márcio.

‘Drying out ice’

I was with Lieutenant Márcio in January 2015. Since August 2014 he had occupied the post of Base 

commander15 following Captain Manuela’s transfer to another unit. A trained physiotherapist, my 

interlocutor also claimed that the stability of a public career had been the main reason for his interest in 

joining the police academy. What is more, he could no longer bear the work routine of a health professional. 

As well as lacking time to look after himself, certain workers’ rights where not guaranteed to him, in 

particular the end of year bonus and holidays.

The lieutenant was living through another phase of the community policing implantation process in 

the Calabar and Alto de Pombas neighbourhoods. In the period when Captain Manuela was in command, 

the Base was the centre of attention. It was the first of a wave that promised to spread to other corners of the 

city, something which actually happened. Today, as stated previously, a total of 18 BCSs have been installed, 

in the capital’s urban periphery as in corners of the state inland. When this unit was first inaugurated, 

private initiatives as well as some third sector organisations appeared, offering training courses and 

opportunities in the jobs market. The police presence itself was also imposing, given the relatively high 

number of staff for a relatively small area. All in all, it was a time of effervescence: everyone wanted to 

be associated with this project in some way, given its status as one of the most ‘in the media’ actions 

undertaken by the state government in recent years. 

13   Collins (2014; 2015) offers an empirical case, examining in detail all the scales of relations developed between the police, ‘thugs,’ ‘crackheads’ (as they are 
popularly known) and cultural promoters in the context of the Pelourinho district, in the historical centre of Salvador, shortly after its listing as a patrimony of 
humanity. This ethnography depicts the ‘incestuous relations’ between the Military Police and the poor population, the latter being the object of disciplinary 
action by the former, whether through force or condescendence. 

14   To see a favela resident as a potential bandit is one way in which society in general manner tends to classify this type of subject. Hence, it is not a 
supposition restricted to the police. With regard to the Military Police, it is important to note that most of the recruits with whom I had contact in the BCS 
were newly arrived in the force and were sent there precisely because “they had not yet acquired the force´s vices.” Hence illicit and corrupt practices such as 
the arrego and obtaining backhanders from drug traffickers were described as practices associated with older police officers. In a certain way, this discourse 
of self-defence reveals a generational fracture in the institution’s environment. 

15   In July 2015 there was yet another change to the command of BCS-Calabar.
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Gradually, this picture began to change. The contingent of police officers, for example, was reduced 

almost by half, from 101 to 68 members of staff. The police patrol car, which had been habitually parked at 

the entrance to Calabar, was no longer there. For their part, private businesses no longer appeared with the 

same frequency. As a result, the professional training courses still run at the Base were being carried out by 

the officers themselves, which enabled many of them to exercise old aptitudes. Consequently, in terms of 

justifying the slogan “Security policy and social projects, side-by-side,” presented as the benchmark of the 

Pact for Life program, I can affirm that the Military Police have fulfilled this dual role almost alone, using a 

carrot and stick approach. It is difficult for me to delineate, in writing, the web of ambiguities arising as an 

outcome of the closer proximity between police officers and the native population. Perhaps Private Tagner 

encapsulates this classificatory confusion perfectly. 

Tagner’s dream was to achieve a post in the Tactical Patrol and Riot Operations, according to him the 

most respected battalion of the entire police force due its ‘good’ fame. ‘Good’ because it is held to be the unit 

that delivers solutions; ‘good’ because it is considered the “vaccine of public safety”; ‘good’ because it is the 

only unit that the “vagabond is afraid of.” Entry into perhaps the most repressive sector of the corporation 

competes not just with the acquisition of prestige, but also in its access to more advanced violence-

combatting technologies. On this question, my interlocutor points to the following paradox: despite 

the clamours in defence of a more humanitarian police, for an individual to attain the highest ranks of 

intelligence within the institution, he needs to overcome many ‘experiences,’ or rather ‘beatings.’ When an 

officer begins the more specialised police courses, he is submitted to a series of physical and psychological 

ordeals, which test his aptitude to assimilate a determined science. The more resistant he is, the greater the 

range of knowledge granted to him. Already working in the BCS, Tagner registered for the course in Special 

Tactical Actions, but did not manage to complete all the training. He was forced to step down for reasons of 

psychological orientation: “I could not withstand the experiences,” he confessed.

As I affirmed earlier, Tagner enlisted for community policing because he wanted to be one of the 

pioneers in the initiative. Only the human ego can explain his decision, since, as we can see, all of his 

initial interest had been directed towards belonging to the most repressive segments of the corporation. 

Curiously, he was one of the police officers honoured for services to the community at the Base’s two-

year anniversary commemoration. A year later, he was removed from the BCS following certain abuses 

committed during patrol there.  His work colleagues perceived him as very radical: vigorous to an extreme, 

displaying a form of conduct that generated too many problems for the corporation. The ‘philosophy’ that 

he had adopted perhaps explains his setbacks. From his point of view, an ‘ex-criminal’ does not exist. A 

subject who has committed some illicit act in the past will always be, in his opinion, a ‘bandit,’ just waiting 

for an opportunity to repeat offend. “Treat well who is good; and treat badly who is bad” was his slogan. 

How to know who was bad? For this he turned to police records and to his own memory. “Those who are 

evil, I both. I search them out, I shame them: where are your documents? They are not on you? Go home 

and get them,” he said, explaining his modus operandi. For ‘honest citizens,’ Tagner was a kind of hero, a 

model to be followed. Sometimes, I had the chance to see children going to meet with him, keen to receive 

a hug from him. With many others, I witnessed him distributing sweets to the neighbourhood kids.  “I like 

it when a child who I don’t even know comes to hug me: that is very gratifying,” he confessed. All in all, 

those who knew him were surprised by the tribute given to him. “You must have threatened people, it’s not 

possible,” was what they said to him. 

Lieutenant Márcio was one of the vocal critics of Private Tagner’s attitude. In his view, community 

policing did not merely transform the policeman into a conflict mediator, resolving disputes between 

neighbours, calming the situation in family fights or bar brawls, and so on: it also demanded from him a 

concern about his image. This was Tagner’s big flaw. “There was no half measure for him: the guy is a drug 
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user, but he has nothing on him, he is not carrying a weapon. He could not care less: he would beat him 

up anyway,” he claimed. In so far as all the Base’s actions were designed to captivate the community, such 

threatening approaches and intemperate attitudes were not viewed kindly by the force. 

From the lieutenant’s point of view, the close coexistence between police officers and residents 

tended to level out the grounds for ambiguity. While community policing can provide gratifying scenes 

of harmonious interaction between corporals and common citizens, particularly during the sports 

tournaments and the commemorations of festive dates, it also frequently compels the former to face 

those who have no wish to leave the world of crime. It has been the force’s unhappy task, therefore, to 

dispute with those in the criminal world. My interlocutor prefers the term ‘recruitment’. Drugs dealers are 

perceived to “work the minds” of young people in the neighbourhood. A few days before our meeting, the 

lieutenant had arrested three teenagers carrying cannabis. I summarise his account of this case here. 

The three teenagers were taken by surprise in full light of day near the community sports court. All 

of them were re-offenders. The oldest had already been detained for robbery and attempted murder; the 

youngest, for illegally carrying a firearm. This youngest one of the group was described by the lieutenant 

as “really naughty,” someone who will be eliminated – that is, killed – by the police very soon. On the day 

after this incident, the mother of the “really naughty kid” mother went to the BCS base to converse with 

the police officers. She let off steam to the commander: “I don’t know what to do with the boy anymore; 

he’s even pulled a knife on me.” “If she doesn’t know what to do, how will I know?” replied Márcio. In his 

understanding, the boy is already a “lost case,” there is no longer any way to save him. As we can see, 

the police officer’s discourse is strongly marked by the construction of the criminal around the idea of a 

“fundamental ontological difference” (Teixeira, 2014: 375). It is as though the subjectivity of this teenager 

was indelibly marked by crime and violence, with no hope of rehabilitation. 

And yet, according to my interlocutor’s account, the Brazilian penal system is the main villain in 

this story. Days after the incident, the three minors were loose on the streets. From the commander’s 

perspective, the State should take good care of the ‘thug,’ re-socialise him, preventing him from 

re-offending.  “This is what leaves us outraged. (…) We are just drying out ice,” he said, drawing attention to 

the innocuousness of his force’s actions. However, even tied to his rank and to some clothing, the lieutenant 

did not give up; he managed to keep a glimpse of hope. 

In the Base’s computing lab, where Private Renato gives computing classes to the community, the 

commander observed how difficult it is for some teenagers to adapt to this new environment. According 

to him, many cry because they are unable to assimilate the content and end up giving up halfway through. 

In his description, restlessness, difficulty concentrating, dispersal of attention and cognitive deficits make 

up the psychological profile of the young person who verges on being lost to the world of trafficking. 

He offered me an example: “There is one here who I saw was problematic, who, were he abandoned by 

this project, by this environment, would easily get into crime: he is the most restless, disturbed. Then 

the school support classes also began, and he started to attend, mathematics, physics, and I think it has 

been a great victory, if he continues to take this opportunity.” According to him, many mothers come to 

accompany their children, so as to get a better idea of their progress in the activities run by the BCS. He 

lamented the fact that more of them did not have the time available to join in this practice. 

By trying to help the nation to accomplish this aim, forming the ideal subject, the Military Police ends 

up entangled in the webs of vigilance. Taking seriously into account all the words of my interlocutors, 

community policing has imploded, definitively, the frontiers between the watchers and the watched. 

Sharing day-to-day life with the favela residents has allowed police officers to gain knowledge about this 

population, but it has also made available to the latter a certain amount of knowledge about the former. 
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Often, the residents demand actions from the police that do not fall into their remit, such as helping with 

medical incidents or listening to complaints about the lack of infrastructure in the neighbourhood (poor 

maintenance of a flight of steps, the lack of paving in certain places, damage caused by rain, and so forth). 

In relation to the officers conduct itself, a more barbaric approach or simply a more forceful posture in 

some situations may leave some accused of the flaw of being “a person unaccustomed to community 

work.” Such accusations even give rise to an internal vigilance among the police officers themselves, when 

one officer begins to censor another’s way of being, with the aim of avoiding future problems with the 

community. At the end of the day, it is about the need to control the power to repress. 

They observe that the taming of the masses explored by Foucault (1987) is a process that occurs as much 

on the paths of the State as on its peripheries. Not without reason, Foucault begins his analysis with the 

description of disciplining military brigades, and how, gradually they had “’got rid of the peasant’ and given 

him ‘the air of a soldier’” (1987: 117). Hence, while the army needs to be contained, restraining the urge to 

pillaging and violence, it is also necessary to accustom the ignoble masses to coexistence with the troops, 

pacifying them in such a way as to avoid conflicts with civil authorities. In this sense, Foucault’s analysis 

seeks to capture this spreading of military discipline to the broader social mass. Furthermore, with the 

emergence of community policing, the police officer no longer finds himself controlled solely by state 

power, but also by this uncivilised mass that he is expected to discipline.  

In this panoptic, then, even the watcher finds himself – or better, feels himself – watched. A port, a 

military port, Foucault (1987: 123) would say, “is a crossroads for dangerous mixtures, a meeting-place for 

forbidden circulations.” Here we can recall that the discourses used to justify the importance of community 

policing, as well as to celebrate the attitude of the police officer willing to engage in social work, even 

though this implies expanding his functions, emerge as part of a society’s defence against its own internal 

enemies. On this point, the young population of the neighbourhoods enter both sides of the equation, in so 

far as they are simultaneously treated as ‘dangerous’ and ‘in danger,’ to use the categories created by Stoler 

(1995) in his re-interpretation of Foucault’s History of Sexuality by, based on his research on Dutch colonial 

archives.

Final considerations 

At the end of our conversation, Lieutenant Márcio stated resignedly: “crime manages to harass much 

more than us.”  To substantiate his thinking, he offered me a materialistic explanation: “crime makes 

money and society is consumerist. I see this with these kids here from ‘Bomba’ who are involved in crime. 

Their mobile phones are good; none of them are cheap ‘rubbish,’ and they have to have WhatsApp installed. 

How do they manage this if not even their parents can afford them? Designer clothes, expensive watches...” 

Some observations need to be made here. In some ways, in the Brazilian panoptic, young people were 

always considered to be the nation’s future. The new element is that now the Military Police have launched 

into the task of disputing this section of the population with the group that appears as their main enemy, 

the  drug traffickers. But they are disputing via educative, philanthropic and sports initiatives, actions that 

had already been carried out by the corporation, but without this generational angle focused on youth.16  

 

16   As an examples, we can take the Civic-Social Actions (ACISO). These are activities undertaken by military sectors, especially the Armed Forces, in order 
to make closer ties with certain strata of the population, especially in poor and isolated areas, through the provision of social services such as medical and 
dental care, distribution of medications, food supplies and school materials, as well as improvement works to the local infrastructure. The ACISO were 
implemented in the 1960s as a guerrilla tactic to patrol threats and dissidents opposed to the military regime then implanted in Brazil. We can also add 
here the attempts to liaise more closely with the civilian population developed by the Brazilian Army, such as the opening of schools, offering professional 
training courses inside the barracks and assisting civil society during public emergencies and natural catastrophes.  
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Thus, the institution is, in a certain way, “policing futures” (Garriott, 2013) – that is, collecting data from 

various sources that, once analysed, will produce results capable of anticipating and responding more 

efficiently to future crime. 

Leaving aside the repressive function of the police body, therefore, we can catch a glimpse of a kind 

of symbolic violence that is just as  powerful, if not more, than physical violence. Indeed Bourdieu (2014) 

argued that the it is the former that enables the existence of the latter. Here, I am not claiming that police 

officers’ conduct in Calabar, by contrast, has excelled in cordiality. Abuses are committed. Searches are 

often barbaric. The invasion of homes without residents’ consent is still a fact often mentioned by the 

population. If there were no conflicts, Private Tagner, for example, would never have been removed. And 

if the police now emerge with a holy aura, this is simply due to their assumption of pastoral power, beyond 

the duty to ensure public security. According to ‘Foucauldian’ notes, this kind of technology of power, 

originating in Christian institutions, began to be a state prerogative, registering a shift in the latter’s 

objectives: no longer just dealing with the salvation of the soul in the other world, as in the Christian creed, 

but, before then, assuring its salvation in this world (Rabinow & Dreyfus, 1995). In sum, the police officers’ 

concerns with children and teenagers show us overall that they learned the need to herd their flock, to make 

use of the baton obsolete. Judo and IT classes, Christmas and Children’s Day parties, hugs and affection 

have all proven more effective.

Regarding the epistemological role of the police corporation, the knowledge that has been produced 

on working class youths – responsible for the creation of an entire specific lexicon: ‘juvenile delinquents,’ 

‘thugs,’ ‘child thieves,’ etc. – always had as its main context police actions marked by the use of the State’s 

repressive apparatus. The question that now requires an answer is the following: what kinds of knowledge 

will be produced, given that with community policing, soldiers find themselves facing the need to contain 

their power to repress? In other words, in Foucauldian terms, what relation of power-knowledge will be 

developed, given that the watcher no longer just watches, but is also being watched? Only time will be able 

to offer us answers to these questions, as we are still in the initial period of more intimate contact between 

residents of urban peripheries and police officers.

Translated from the Portuguese by Julia McNaught da Silva

Revision: David Rodgers
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Dossier “The Urban Peripheries”

I - State violence: militarization of urban peripheries and ‘pacification apparatus’

Our Dead Can Speak:
Social Displacements, Affects, and Political 

Action in Comparative Perspective

Liliana Sanjurjo
Universidade do Estado do Rio de Janeiro, Programa de Pós-Graduação em Ciências Sociais,  
Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brasil

Abstract

Grounded in ethnographic research with activist organisations—families of the victims of state violence in 

Argentina and Brazil—this article seeks to critically reflect on the relationships between gender, kinship, 

and the politics and social practice of memory, together with devices for the management of life and social 

order in specific ethnographic situations. Using a comparative approach, the article argues that relation-

ships established between these groups enable the construction of shared strategies of political action and 

the production of shared meanings in the face of overlapping confrontations with inequalities and violence. 

The central problematic questions how the these activists’ displacements (often transnational) dissemi-

nate practices, skills, experiences, and repertoires of political mobilisation that compose a field of action 

directed towards the construction of memories, the rendering visible of victims, and the denunciation of 

previous regimes of selectively perpetrated violence.

Keywords: Memory, Politics, Kinship, Violence.
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Nossos Mortos Tem Voz:
Deslocamentos Sociais, Afetos e Ação 

Política em Perspectiva Comparativa

Resumo

Com base em pesquisas etnográficas sobre o campo de ativismo de coletivos de familiares de vítimas da 

violência de Estado na Argentina e no Brasil, este trabalho busca refletir criticamente sobre as relações 

entre gênero, parentesco, política e práticas sociais de memória, bem como sobre os dispositivos de gestão 

da vida e da ordem social em contextos etnográficos particulares. A partir do enfoque comparativo, o 

artigo pretende argumentar como as relações estabelecidas entre esses coletivos permitem a construção 

de estratégias compartilhadas de ação política, bem como a produção de sentidos comuns frente as 

desigualdades e violências sofridas. O intuito é problematizar em que medida os deslocamentos (muitas 

vezes transnacionais) destes ativistas, colocam em circulação práticas, saberes, experiências e repertórios 

de ação política, conformando um campo de ação que se dirige a construir memórias, visibilizar as vítimas 

e denunciar a seletividade da violência perpetrada.

Palavras-chave: Memória, Política, Parentesco, Violência.
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Our Dead Can Speak:
Social Displacements, Affects, and Political 

Action in Comparative Perspective*

Liliana Sanjurjo

Faced with the increase of policies that criminalise poverty and effect  population displacements 

through summary execution, forced disappearance, imprisonment and the expulsion of people (Sassen 

2014),1 the emergence of collectives of relatives of the victims of violence has been observed in several 

national spaces. These collectives articulate their demands in the language of kinship and human rights, 

adopting the feminine, the maternal bond, family ties and the affects that derive from them, as imperative 

for public/political action and the denunciation of what is understood as state violence.2

Grounded in ethnographic research on activist movements involving relatives of victims of institutional 

violence in Argentina and Brazil, in this paper I seek to critically examine the relationships between gender, 

kinship, politics and social practices of memory, together with devices for the management of life and 

social order in specific ethnographic situations. My starting point is an ethnography on the movement 

of relatives of the disappeared of the Argentine military dictatorship (1976-1983), a movement shaped by 

people who define themselves as “directly affected by state terrorism”3, in order to reflect on a more recent case 

study conducted in Brazil. In the latter, I accompanied groups organised during the period of democracy 

whose members are relatives of the victims of police violence in the cities of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, 

respectively, the Movimento Mães de Maio [Mothers of May Movement] and the Rede de Comunidades e 

Movimentos Contra Violência [Network of Communities and Movements Against Violence].4

Using a comparative approach, I argue how the relationships established between these collectives 

allow for the construction of shared strategies of political action, and the production of shared meanings 

in the face of the inequalities and violences suffered. The central problematic questions how the these 

activists’ displacements (often transnational) disseminate practices, skills, experiences, and repertoires of 

political mobilisation that compose a field of action directed towards the construction of memories, the 

rendering visible of victims, and the denunciation of previous regimes of selectively perpetrated violence.

1   Saskia Sassen (2014) has indicated the existence of a key problem in the contemporary global political economy: the increase in the number of people, 
enterprises and places forced out from the heart of the current social and economic order. The author draws attention to this process, highlighting the 
growth of what she calls new “brutal forms of expulsion”, which are expressed in the increase of populations displaced by wars, armed conflicts, agricultural 
enterprises, mining, environmental disasters and mass incarceration policies. For a critical understanding of the concept of social displacements, see also 
Feldman-Bianco (2015).

2   See the following examples: Madres del Dolor (Argentina); Agrupación de Mujeres Organizadas por los Ejecutados, Secuestrados y Desaparecidos de Nuevo León - 
AMORES (Mexico); Mujeres de Calama (Chile); Damas de Blanco (Cuba); Mães de Acari, Mães do Pinheirinho, Mães da Cinelândia, Mães de Manguinhos, Associação dos 
Parentes das Vítimas e dos Sobreviventes da Chacina de Vigário Geral (Brazil); Madres de la Candelaria (Colombia); Saturday Mothers (Turkey).

3   Familiares de Desaparecidos y Detenidos por Razones Políticas, Madres de Plaza de Mayo, Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo and H.I.J.O.S. (Hijos e Hijas por la Identidad y la 
Justicia contra el Olvido y el Silencio).

4   In the Argentinian case, ethnographic research was conducted intensively in the City of Buenos Aires between 2009 and 2011, and included: participation 
in activities engaged in by groups of relatives of the disappeared (meetings, acts, public events); analysis of material and testimonies produced by/about 
these human rights organisations; conducting interviews with activists; and follow-up of judicial hearings in the Federal Court of Buenos Aires in reference 
to crimes committed during the dictatorship. In the Brazilian case, ethnographic research has been conducted intermittently since 2014, with more intensive 
research in 2015, by monitoring certain activities engaged in by the collectives of relatives of victims in the cities of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro (events, public 
events), conversations with activists and analysis of documentary material produced by/about these collectives made available in different media (videos, 
films, testimonies, reports, manifestos, etc.). I am immensely grateful to all of the interlocutors of this research, particularly the relatives, to whom I owe 
much and to whom I dedicate this work. I would also like to thank the reviewers of this text for their critical readings, which have allowed for substantive 
improvement of the analysis. Finally, I would like to thank Bela Feldman-Bianco for her ever-relevant critical dialogues and Adriana Vianna for her suggestion 
to look at the “transits” and “circulations” of Brazilian activist mothers, a suggestion that led me to reflections in this text.
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Before proceeding with the proposed analysis, some clarification is required. Herein, the comparative 

framework does not directly compare distinct “contexts” (Argentina and Brazil / Madres and Mães, which 

presupposes an understanding of societies and social collectives as well defined entities, or as systems 

or structures, wherein a comparative framework is created through the concept of context, as argued by 

Strathern (2013). On the contrary, following Cardoso de Oliveira (2006), I explore the potentialities of a 

device known as “explanatory comparison” in the treatment of ethnographic data as an exercise of the 

“understanding of meaning”, favouring the “lived experience” of the distinct respective semantic horizons, 

in order to mutually elucidate them.

As a corollary, my intention to contradistinguish research data from Argentina and Brazil seeks to 

understand the social processes that lead to the production of shared political practices. And although the 

groups of relatives analysed here are located in different national spaces (Argentina and Brazil) and refer to 

distinct organisational traditions, temporalities and political situations (dictatorial past and democratic 

present), it seems fundamental to render how these activists perceive themselves as they share very similar 

experiences (state violence), from the same place (the field of activism by relatives of victims) and within 

a common political struggle for “Memory, Truth and Justice”. The contrast, therefore, derives from the 

comparative framework undertaken by the family members themselves, who situate their actions in a field 

of transnational activism, constructing relationships between the past and the present, between the centre 

and the margins, and establish dialogues and partnerships that are not limited by localities or national 

boundaries.

Memory, Truth and Justice

“First, we looked for the disappeared. First, we looked for them, because we couldn’t imagine that so many 
thousands had died, that they had killed them [...] Later, when we realised that we couldn’t find them, then we 
began to claim them as militants, revolutionaries, socialists.”5

“In June 2012, the body of the “guerreiro”6 Edson Rogério was exhumed at the Areia Branca cemetery in Santos 
(SP). Even though he was a road sweeper and had worked that day with a sick note, he was nevertheless 
assassinated during the Crimes of May, 2006, in Santos, by extermination groups directly or indirectly linked 
to the Military Police of the State of São Paulo. His mother, the “guerreira” Débora Maria da Silva, is one of the 
founders of our Mães de Maio movement. The exhumation was a partial victory for Débora, our movement and 
all those who fight against the Genocide in the Periferias7 of Brazil [...]. The request for exhumation could (and 
still can) be an important step in the struggle for the Right to Memory, Truth and Justice in the case of Edson 
and for all the victims of the Crimes of May 2006. “Mães de Maio” believe that this “victory” could encourage 
the federalisation of the Crimes of May, such that the Public Prosecutor’s Office and the Federal Police could 
investigate the assassinations committed by the police. In addition to the important creation of the National 
Commission of Truth and Justice for the Crimes of the Democratic State against Poor, Black, Youth of Periferias 
(1988 to present). June 13th, 2013, Mães de Maio Movement of Brazilian Democracy.”8

5   The testimony of Nadia de Ricny, member of Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo. The interview was recorded by the author on July 12th, 2007 in Buenos 
Aires. Nadia’s son and daughter-in-law disappeared on July 21st, 1977.

6   “Guerreiro”, which translates into English as warrior, is the term used by activists to describe both the mothers and their murdered children, in reference to 
the quality of these family members as activists, the value of their political struggle, and when remembering the struggle for the lives their children led before 
being executed by the police. I opted to use the term in Portuguese in this text, since this is the designation given by the movements of relatives discussed here.

7   “Periferia” is the term used to refer to the urban territories where the most impoverished populations of Brazilian cities reside, particularly in São Paulo. The 
term “favela”, which has been translated as slum, ghetto or shantytown, has similar meanings to “periferia” and refers to this same type of urban territoriality 
in Rio de Janeiro. Again, I opted to use the term “periferia” in Portuguese in much the same way “favela” is used in the current literature, and because these 
terms appear in the activists’ narratives. 

8   Text from Mães de Maio Movement, on June 13th, 2013 (only in Portuguese). Available at: <http://maesdemaio.blogspot.com.br/>. Accessed on: Sept. 10th, 2013. 
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The first witness is the testimony of Nadia de Ricny, a member of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, a 

collective composed of mothers of the political disappeared during the last Argentine civil-military 

dictatorship (1976-1983). What is evident in the madres’ narratives is the centrality attributed to the political 

trajectory of their children. They mobilise categories – militant, revolutionary, socialist – to locate them on 

one side of the field of political debate, and resignify the ideals defended by them, including social justice. 

These madres assert their children’s political struggles as their own, enjoining as a necessity, the continuity 

of the ideals for which the disappeared have fought (and died) for. Through this manoeuvre, they transform 

affects, kinship and the imperative of memory into an explicitly political action.

Since April 1977, when they began to protest weekly in the Plaza de Mayo, the centre of Argentine 

political life, Madres and other relatives have sought to make public a problem that the military authorities 

insisted on hiding: the existence of thousands of political disappeared throughout the country. After 

decades of ceaseless activism, their demands for “Memory, Truth and Justice” regarding the disappearances 

and violations committed during the dictatorship, have widened and gained social legitimacy. They 

demand criminal conviction of those responsible for crimes against humanity, clarification of the truth 

concerning the fate of the victims, restitution of the identity of illegally appropriated children of the 

disappeared9, vindication of the political ideals defended by the fallen, and the construction of a collective 

memory on the dictatorship. Far from there being a consensus concerning these demands, they constitute 

a permanent field of political debate in Argentina, particularly regarding the meanings attributed to the 

dictatorial past and the disappeared, as well as to the institutional policies that ought to be implemented to 

redress the legacy of violations.

The second witness refers to a text published online by the Mães de Maio Movement in Brazil, a collective 

composed of mothers of young residents of the periferias of the City of São Paulo and in the Baixada 

Santista, who were victims of police violence in the episode known as the Crimes of May. The so-called 

Crimes of May refer to homicides and cases of forced disappearance between May 12th and May 20th 2006, 

committed by the military police of the State of São Paulo. Under the justification that the City of São 

Paulo was under attack by the criminal organisation Primeiro Comando da Capital [First Capital Command] 

(PCC), the military police executed around 600 of these young inhabitants of the periferias.10 Similar to the 

Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, though in response to a distinct historical and social context (period 

of democracy and the periferias of Brazilian cities), the members of the Mães de Maio Movement of São Paulo 

transformed affects and family ties with the victims of repression into an imperative for political action 

and public denunciation of what they designate as state violence.

As part of their strategy of political struggle for the recognition of rights (and here the emphasis is on 

the right to life), the Mães de Maio, and other groups of relatives of victims of police violence in contemporary 

Brazil, put into action public performances and mobilise narratives, categories and notions that form part 

of the repertoire of militancy of family members and victims of military dictatorships in Argentina and 

Brazil. They demand criminal accountability for state agents accused of human rights violations, clamour 

for “Memory, Truth, Justice, Freedom and Reparation”, and affirm the existence of a genocide, specifically “of 

poor and black periferia youth”. They propose the establishment of a “National Commission on Truth and Justice 

9   Appropriation [apropiación] is the native category used to refer to a group of approximately 500 children, sons and daughters, of the politically disappeared, 
who were kidnapped and illegally adopted during the military dictatorship, while restitution [restitución] is the name given to the process of identifying and 
uncovering the Truth of their biological origins. In other works, I have explored the controversies surrounding the restitution process regarding the identity 
of these missing children, examining how blood becomes a critical tool for affirming memories and truths with regard to the dictatorial past in Argentina. 
See: Sanjurjo (2013; 2014). 

10   It should be noted that estimates of the number of victims of the Crimes of May continue to generate controversy and disagreement regarding the dead 
that should be counted and the reliability of the available sources and statistics.
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for Crimes of the Democratic State against Poor, Black, Periferia Youth”. (1988 to present)”11. Thereby, the Mães de 

Maio Movement seeks to challenge the State and society by invoking the same language that confers social 

and political capital to the families of victims of civil-military dictatorships. 

However, while the movement of relatives of disappeared highlights the political identity of the victims 

to explain state violence in Argentina – during the dictatorship the definition of the “enemy” was distinctly 

political12 – in Brazil, the Mães de Maio and other collectives of relatives of victims of police violence in the 

democratic period seek to politicise these killings, emphasising the racial (black), age (young), class (poor) 

and territorial (favelas/periferias) criteria of the repression perpetrated13. Despite the differences, in both 

cases, it is the field of struggle for “Memory, Truth and Justice” that these activists, based on the family ties 

they have with the victims of institutional violence, seek social recognition, affirm narratives, memories 

and identities, and open legal pathways for criminal accountability of agents of the State accused of 

violations.

The meanings and values of the dead and violence

The endeavour undertaken in the reconstruction of the memory and trajectory of the fallen, as well 

as the symbolic cleansing of the victims (“my kid was not a terrorist” or “my kid was not a thug”), seems to be 

one of the guiding axes of the actions and experiences of family members of victims of state violence in 

Argentina and Brazil.14 Through the work of mobilisation, these relatives seek to impart specific meanings 

to the events of violence suffered, signifying them either as episodes of exceptional violence or as part of 

the routine and daily violence committed by the State against specific groups of the national population. 

Moreover, concomitant with the relatives’ struggle for “justice”, moralities are placed in contention, 

imparting valuations   to the victims and perpetrators, such that the moral judgment of the parties in 

conflict is central to the construction of memories and truths, to the vindication of the person of the 

victim, as well as for redefining the meanings of death itself. 

As I have discussed elsewhere, both during the military dictatorship and under the current democratic 

regime, the governments make use of evaluative statements to justify, particularly morally, state security 

policies and repressive acts perpetrated against those categorised as their “internal enemies”, updating 

devices for the management of life and social order in contexts strongly marked by violent death. Therefore, 

management, to a greater or lesser extent, includes assassination as a possibility and culminates in 

processes of categorisation, hierarchisation, and the construction of social boundaries.15 Thus, different 

levels of intelligibility are constructed publicly and conjunctively, allowing for the justification of lethal 

measures by the State, both legal and illegal, against those considered enemies that must be fought.  

 

11   In February of 2015 the ‘Mães de Maio’ Truth in Democracy Commission was established at the Legislative Assembly of the State of São Paulo (ALESP). A 
similar articulation was promoted by the Commission on Human Rights and Citizenship of Legislative Assembly of the State of Rio de Janeiro (ALERJ) in 
early 2015, and the ‘Mães de Acari’ Subcommittee on Truth in Democracy was subsequently established, with the objective of investigating serious human rights 
violations in the state of Rio de January between 1988 and 2018.

12   As Feierstein (2007) indicates, unlike the Guatemalan case, where racism against the indigenous population articulated the ethnic-political figure of the 
“communist Indian”, in the case of Argentina’s dictatorship, the figure of the “subversive delinquent” was devoid of any ethnic reference or racial identity.

13   For in-depth analyses on the activism of mothers of victims of police violence in Rio de Janeiro, see: Araújo (2007; 2014), Birman (2004), Catela & Novaes 
(2004), Farias (2007; 2008; 2014), Leite (2003; 2004), Soares, Moura & Afonso (2009), Vianna & Farias (2011), and Vianna (2013).

14   Machado da Silva (2008) highlights how the social stigma surrounding residents of favelas forces them to make a prior effort to acquire social recognition, 
a process he denominates “symbolic cleansing”. The need to demonstrate being “a good person or from a good group” is a necessary condition to be able to 
access the public debate on life in Rio de Janeiro. See also Machado da Silva & Leite (2007).

15   Aspects of the reflections presented here were initially outlined in another text, in dialogue with Gabriel Feltran. I am immensely grateful for the critical 
analyses we developed together. See: Sanjurjo & Feltran (2015). See also Feltran (2011; 2014) for an analysis of the relationship between violence and politics, 
as well as between forms of government and death management in the periferias of São Paulo.
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Such measures have been couched in terms of “combat and war against subversion, and national security”, in 

the case of military dictatorship, or in terms of “fighting crime, the war on drugs, and public security”, under 

the current democratic regime16.

One of the main consequences of this type of discursive production, derived from a moral distinction of 

the population as a whole in terms of the war of good versus evil, is the suspension of the validity of the life 

of subjects and groups whose political status (and often their legal status) is suspended. According to Butler 

(2004, 2009), it is pertinent to inquire into the circumstances and perspectives that mean certain lives are 

publically mourned and grieved, while others are not, since these are understood to be lives animating 

bodies that must fall in a “just war” (they are terrorists, delinquents, subversives, traffickers, members of 

organised crime); bodies displaced from humanity, considered by power as unimportant, superfluous, lives 

that should be corrected or that did not deserve to be lived.

In the case of the Argentine military dictatorship, the government morally justified repression by 

presenting itself as a combatant of a “war” waged “in the name of God”, for “national defence”, for the “true 

values of the nation” and “Western, Christian” culture against the “subversive enemy” and “Marxist atheism”. 

Atrocities were thus justified as sequelae, excesses, inaccuracies or misunderstandings (facts presumably 

inevitable to wars) committed within the context of a legitimate action.17 “Subversion” became an all-

encompassing category used to define the borders of belonging to the nation. The figure of the “subversive 

delinquent” then emerged as a dissonant identity of the social order. Through this manoeuvre, the 

dictatorship criminalised political opposition, producing a new category of person, the disappeared-

detainees, who, imprisoned clandestinely and thus displaced from social life, were condemned to a silent 

death, having lost their political and legal status. They were corpses with no name or history, bodies 

stripped of identity and deprived of the right to be mourned (Calveiro 2008; Catela 1998, 2001; Crenzel 

2008). When they were excluded from the death inscription systems, the dictatorship gambled on the 

impossibility of reclaiming the memory of the disappeared, given the absence of the body (Schindel 2002).

Through a series of political, symbolic and judicial disputes that the collectives of relatives of the 

disappeared were engaged in for over 30 years, they acquired social legitimacy, publicly consolidating a set 

of representations concerning the dictatorial past. While family members sought to depoliticise the issue 

of the disappeared during the 1980s (affirming that the victims were not terrorists, but rather “decent young 

people, students, workers and parents”), they are currently working to demonstrate precisely what the victims 

were doing politically that transformed them into the targets of repression. In other words, if the histories 

of militancy of the disappeared were silenced during the period of democratic transition, this silence must 

be read in light of a context of strong adherence to discourses that justified lethal violence. In order to avoid 

integrating the negative alterity of the dictatorship (subversion), the denunciation of repression shed its 

ideological profile, giving rise to the construction of a humanitarian narrative that turned the disappeared 

into “victims of grave human rights violations”.18 It was only in the second half of the 1990s that the memory 

of the disappeared began to be defined in political terms, when they were now claimed and recognised as 

political actors (popular militants, socialists, revolutionaries), assassinated because of the political projects 

they embodied.

16   In line with Machado da Silva (2008) and Misse (2006), it should be emphasised that the expressions national security and public security (and we could add, 
urban violence) are not taken here as analytical categories, rather as representations, insofar as they form categories of understandings that confer meaning 
to the experience of urban life, and consolidate representations for understanding the practices and relationships to which they refer. This distinction seeks 
to preserve the link between public security as a theme of the public agenda (a social problem under debate), on the one hand, and collective representation 
on the other, as also problematised by Wacquant (2011).

17   For analyses on military narratives during dictatorial repression in Argentina, see Filc (1997), Salvi (2008; 2010) and Sanjurjo (2016).

18   For an analysis dealing with disputes on the meanings of the category disappeared, see Vecchioli (2001). For a discussion on the depoliticisation of reports 
on the Argentine dictatorship during the period of democratic transition, see Crenzel (2008), Feld (2002) and Jelin (2008).
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The current argument seeks to prove that the State executed a systematic plan of torture and 

extermination against a specific group of the Argentine population, according to previously defined 

political criteria. Such an understanding, summarised under the terms state terrorism or politically motivated 

genocide, is constitutive of the process of elaborating meanings for the disappearance and the violence 

suffered as a political crime. The process of constructing these meanings, including the endeavour to define 

and legally categorise the notion of forced disappearance as a crime against humanity, is part of a historical 

struggle waged by the movement of relatives of the disappeared in favour of the administration of “justice” 

and the elaboration of a narrative concerning this critical event (Das 1995; 2007).19

Understood, therefore, as an episode of exceptional violence, relatives seek to mark and sustain 

the distinction between homicide and forced disappearance. Hence, they argue for a specific penal 

typification—a crime against humanity that is imprescriptible—and stressing its particular social 

implications, which stem from a radical form of suppression, in which the central characterisation is 

attempting to physically and symbolically erase the “other”.

In contemporary Brazil, what is evident, whether analysing homicide statistics or through the 

denunciations of human rights organisations and collective bodies formed by relatives of victims of police 

actions, is that the use of institutional violence has also become a fundamental instrument of the current 

form of government described as democracy. It operates through direct action that criminalizes certain 

segments of the population, followed by displacement, expulsion, imprisonment or extermination of this 

population as part of administrative procedures. Homicide data and family denunciations precisely expose 

the selectivity of this state violence, characterised by the blatant racial (black), age (young), class (poor) and 

territorial (favelas/periferias) definition of the population predominantly victimised.20

The lethal violence directed towards this population is justified and morally legitimised as unavoidable 

evil of public security policy, aimed at fighting the crime that disseminates in favelas and periferias. 

Complaints of homicides (as a direct result of police intervention, usually recorded as “resistance reports” 

or “death due to resistance” in Brazil) have no judicial follow-up and are publicly received with indifference 

or silence. Moreover, as Mallart (2014) and Godoi (2011) highlight, not only those “suspected” of being 

criminals, but also the process through the criminal justice system and the prison system functions as 

a privileged selection criterion, marking a line between those who may live and those who should die. 

Massacres, like the “Crimes of May” in 2006, highlight how “criminal records” and “indications of prior 

arrests” serve as a yardstick for lethal action and, sometimes, of forced disappearance.

As a reaction to this process, and increasingly articulated at the national and transnational level, 

different groups of relatives of victims of police violence progressively organise to denounce repression and 

seek legitimacy for their demands for “Memory, Truth and Justice”. The intention is to extend their capacity 

for public legitimisation, consolidating meanings with regard to the dead, the deaths and the violence 

suffered in order to ensure rights in their daily lives. The endeavour to construct the memory of the 

victims – expressed in the motto “Nossos Mortos Tem Voz” [Our Dead Can Speak] of the Mães de Maio – emerges 

19   I begin from the understanding that the forced disappearance of people can be read here based on the notion of a critical event (Das 1995; 2007). In addition 
to redefining the history of the affected families and instituting new modes of historical action, this event lead to the resignification of numerous categories 
(identity, truth, nature, purity, honour) and of the meanings attributed to martyrdom and a heroic life, while intersected by several institutions: family, 
transnational humanitarian agencies, State, Justice, and Science. A similar understanding was argued by Araújo (2014) in his ethnography among relatives 
of victims of violence in Rio de Janeiro.

20   It should be emphasised that a similar process occurs in contemporary Argentina, where the poorest and most vulnerable sectors of the populations of 
large cities are also the target of repressive actions by the State, in which the police/institutional violence perpetrated is also characterised by the selectivity 
of victims in terms of race (mestizo/indigenous), age (young), class (poor) and territory (villas). Clearly, a comparative analysis between the experiences of 
activism of relatives of victims of contemporary police violence in these two countries could yield pertinent reflections. However, this counterpoint does 
not fall within the ethnographic scope of this work. I recommend the excellent ethnography by Pita (2010), which examines police-involved deaths on the 
outskirts of Buenos Aires and, above all, on the specific ways in which family members of the victims politicise these deaths and organise to denounce them 
and demand Justice.
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as a crucial issue of family militancy as a means to counteract the silence, impunity and indifference 

concerning these deaths. Faced with the increasing criminalisation of the inhabitants of favelas and 

periferias and the strong adherence to political and moral discourses that justify lethal violence (they were 

thugs, traffickers, suspects), family members first forged themselves as political militants, seeking to distance 

themselves from negative alterity constructed by the discursive regime of “fighting crime”. Thus, they seek to 

morally value the victims, by vindicating the person, affirming that their dead were “honest people, workers, 

students, family men, were not involved in selling drugs”, as analysed by Machado da Silva and Leite (2007).

More recent observations also clarify how mothers who are activists in the Mães de Maio Movement 

and the Network of Communities and Movements Against Violence have begun to politicise these deaths while 

promoting public acts, raising the notion of the universality of rights through speeches in which they 

postulate “even if my son sold drugs, he was a citizen, he should not have been summarily executed by the police”. 

Therefore, in their fight for Justice – apart from a stand against impunity and for the criminal conviction of 

state authorities and police officers involved in crimes – these women express a demand for equal access to 

the rights of citizenship, such as the right to freedom of movement through city spaces, to due process of 

law and, above all, the right to life. Through the construction of a broad network of political articulation 

–jurists, public defenders, researchers, social movements, national and international human rights 

organisations, and collectives of relatives of victims of institutional violence in Brazil and other countries 

in Latin America – these mothers have sought to shape public representations concerning the violences 

endured and, as proposed by Das and Walton (2015), are providing form and substance for the current form 

of government designated as “democracy” in contemporary Brazil.

Social displacements, affects and political action 

“When one of our kids is assassinated, we give up the right to mourn; we have to get involved in the struggle. 

Because the police, part of society and the mainstream media always portray our kids as suspects, trying to 

legitimise these assassinations. We have to get involved in the struggle to show the true face of what is going 

on. Because it really is genocide. They are assassinations that have addresses, in the favelas and periferias. It’s 

very difficult because it’s not enough for the police to simply take the lives of our kids, they have criminalise 

them too. I carry Johnatha’s photo close to my heart, but I’m aware that his image doesn’t only represent him; it 

represents many young people who are assassinated every day. I speak for many mothers and the many children 

who were assassinated. [...] the deaths of our kids, in the favelas don’t matter, there is no visibility here. So, we 

feel the need to go out there and cry out and give visibility to what is happening here, to show what is going on. 

It is important for us that the truth be shown.”21

With these words, Ana Paula Oliveira, a member of the Network of Communities and Movements Against 

Violence and the collective Mães de Manguinhos, spoke during a press conference organised in Rio de Janeiro 

on June 20th, 2016, together with members of the movement Mães de Maio and the Fórum de Juventudes do 

Rio de Janeiro [Youth Forum of Rio de Janeiro], during the reception for activists of the North American 

movement Black Lives Matter22. Moving from mourning to the struggle to combat the violence and criminalisation 

that affects populations living in territories of poverty, to construct the memory of the dead and to affirm that the 

lives of their children and the favelas matter, as well as to show the truth of what transpires in the daily life 

21   Ana Paula Oliveira on June 20th, 2016. Ana Paula is the mother of 19-year-old Johnatha de Oliveira Lima, executed by military police belonging to the 
Unidade de Polícia Pacificadora [Pacifying Police Unit] (UPP) on May 14th, 2014 in the Manguinhos favela, Rio de Janeiro.

22   Black Lives Matter is a North American political movement formed in 2012, responsible for conducting public awareness campaigns on the violence 
(particularly institutional) that affects the African American population, as well as on the racial inequality present in the criminal justice system in the USA.
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of these communities, presents itself as an imperative for this mother, who became an activist after the 

assassination of her son Johnatha. Ana Paula also stresses the importance of making accusations at the 

international level, so that the violence suffered can gain some social visibility. 

The articulation between these groups of relatives in Brazil has continually increased. The activist 

mothers of the Network of Communities and Movements Against Violence of Rio de Janeiro and the Mães de 

Maio collective of São Paulo have already integrated their work, participating in public acts, events and 

demonstrations in both cities, organising in memory of their dead and the episodes of violence they have 

experienced. In May 2016, for example, the mothers of Rio de Janeiro travelled to São Paulo specifically 

to participate in a series of activities organised by the Mães de Maio movement on the 10th anniversary of 

the Crimes of May. Similarly, Mães de Maio activists make periodic trips to Rio de Janeiro to participate in 

activities of the Network of Communities and Movements Against Violence. In May of 2015, they were present in 

an act in the Manguinhos favela in memory of the death of Ana Paula Oliveira’s son.

Throughout 2015, the mothers of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro promoted numerous activities in Rio 

de Janeiro, including: public debates; the “Vigília das Mães” [Mothers’ Vigil], an event held every July since 

1994, in front of the Candelária Church, by family members and by the Movimento Candelária Nunca Mais 

[Candelária Never Again Movement] in memory of the “Candelária Massacre”23; public hearings; the event 

“25 Years of Acari 1990-2015”, at the headquarters of the Order of Attorneys of Brazil [OAB], to honour 

the victims of the “Acari Massacre” and the Mães de Acari, pioneers of this type of mobilisation in Brazil24; 

participation in the launching of the report “Você Matou Meu Filho: Homicídios cometidos pela Polícia Militar 

na cidade do Rio de Janeiro” [ You Killed My Son: Homicides committed by the Military Police in the City of 

Rio de Janeiro], which is part of the “Jovem Negro Vivo” [Young Black Alive] campaign promoted by Amnesty 

International to disseminate information on homicides resulting from police intervention committed 

between 2010 and 2014 in Rio de Janeiro. Numerous other activities that these collectives do together could 

also be mentioned, including those carried out with relatives in other regions of Brazil, such as the “Reaja ou 

Será Mort@” [React or Be Killed] movement in Salvador, Bahia25.

What should be highlighted here is the importance of this network of articulation in the growth of 

the legitimacy and public visibility of its demands. More recently, these mothers have been expanding 

their field of action at the transnational level, carrying out denunciation campaigns in other countries. 

Through the “Young Black Alive” campaign promoted by Amnesty International, for example, the Mães de 

Maio travelled to New York in early 2016, where they made contact with the American movement Black Lives 

Matter. Later the same year, as mentioned above, they received activists from this movement in Brazil, as 

well as groups of relatives from other parts of the Americas, like the reception for Caravana 43 Ayotzinapa, 

in June 2015, made up of relatives of some of the 43 students who disappeared in 2014 in Iguala, Mexico.26 

The mothers of the cities of Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and relatives of the Mexican students met in the Maré 

favela (Rio de Janeiro) to denounce forced disappearances and state violence in different regions of Latin 

America, and debate mobilisation strategies.

23   The episode, known as the Chacina da Candelária, culminated in the execution of eight youths in the street by military police. The massacre took place 
near the Candelária Church, in the centre of Rio de Janeiro, on July 23rd, 1993.

24   The Chacina de Acari occurred on July 26th, 1990, when eleven young people, residents of the Acari favela and surrounding areas, in the northern part of 
the City of Rio de Janeiro, were abducted by military police and taken to small farm in Magé, RJ. The bodies of the victims were never found. In their search 
for their children and for justice, the mothers of the disappeared youths became known as the Mães de Acari.

25   The Reaja ou Será Mort@ campaign began in 2005, integrating movements and black communities of the State of Bahia. Currently, the campaign articulates 
nationally with organisations that fight against police brutality, for anti-prison activism, and for reparation policies for the families of victims of the State, 
death squads, militias and extermination groups.

26   The 43 students of the Escuela Normal Rural de Ayotzinapa (a higher education institute for poor, rural students) have been missing since September 2014, 
following police repression at a demonstration in the Iguala, State of Guerrero, Mexico. Local authorities and members of the security forces are said to be 
primarily responsible for cases of forced disappearance.
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Thus, the displacements of these activists (often transnational) put into circulation practices, 

knowledge, experiences and repertoires of political action. Largely mirrored in the struggle of the 

Argentine Madres and Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo – which the Mães de Maio came to know through the group 

Tortura Nunca Mais [Torture Never Again] of São Paulo,27 serving as inspiration for the designation of the 

movement –, the Brazilian collectives of relatives also emerged on the public scene asserting their demands 

for “Memory, Truth and Justice” in the language of kinship and human rights, anchored in the relations of 

consanguinity and affect that its members retain with the victims of violence. Thus, they seek to query the 

State and denounce the violations committed during a fully democratic government to the national and 

international community.

Their actions are based on the recognition that they share a primary bond (kinship) with people 

assassinated and disappeared at the hands of members of security forces, mobilising (affectively and 

strategically) representations of gender, the feminine place, the maternal bond and of family ties in social 

life. And if it can be said that the figure of the mother is associated with the idea of affect, the natural, the 

domestic, and with the care and generation of life, the image that these activists emphasise is that of the 

“mother” who leaves her “natural” domestic space to occupy public spaces, where their denunciations can 

gain meaning and social repercussion. 

Making use of rhetorics and performances similar to those used (and consecrated) by the organisations 

of relatives of the disappeared in the Argentine and Brazilian dictatorships28, these activist mothers also 

invoke the figure of the “victim” (Sarti 2011), kinship ties, body metaphors, and the narratives of pain, 

suffering and mourning.29 They present themselves as carriers of a “silenced truth”, forging a narrative and 

a reactive memory to impugn the discourses that justify lethal violence, emphasising their own moral 

qualities, those of their dead and of the youth of the periferias. On the one hand, the mothers claim their 

dignity and their political place as “mães guerreiras” [warrior mothers] who, despite their pain and suffering, 

fight and tirelessly engage so that “justice is done”, so that the homicide cases of their children are subject 

to judicial follow-up. On the other hand, they stand against criminalisation, in vindication of the dignity 

of their dead and the youth of the periferias, so that the value of these lives is socially recognised and their 

rights of citizenship are respected.

In much the same way as kinship, pain emerges as a structuring axis, strengthening the bonds between 

these mothers. When disseminated as value, pain helps to legitimise and ground their moral authority 

(Pita 2005), revealing the meanings and values that underlie the actions of family members, who express 

their demands for “Memory, Truth and Justice” in terms of moral, familial and political obligations. As Das 

and Randeria (2015) point out, when violence and poverty are intertwined, lives depend on new ethics and 

aesthetics through the re-elaboration of categories like kinship and community.

Furthermore, in a process denominated strategic essentialisation (Brah 2001), these mothers have 

been serving, and exploiting, the political potential of the notion of Human Rights,30 giving rise to the 

construction of a humanitarian narrative, which convenes the interlocutor to raise awareness, “as a human 

27   The Tortura Nunca Mais [Torture Never Again] movement began in 1976, with the aim of denouncing dictatorial repression (forced disappearances, torture, 
executions). Integrated in part by relatives of the dead and disappeared of the Brazilian military dictatorship, currently the Tortura Nunca Mais Group is an 
entity dedicated to the defence of human rights, which emphasises the fight against all forms of violence practiced by the three branches of government 
and agents of the State.

28   For an ethnography that deals with the mobilisations of relatives of the dead and politically disappeared during the dictatorship in Brazil, see Azevedo 
(2016).

29   For works exploring the links between pain, emotion and political action among relatives of victims of violence in Rio de Janeiro, see Araújo (2014), Freire 
(2010), Leite (2003), Vianna (2013) and Vianna & Farias (2011). For different ethnographies on the Argentine case, see examples by Salvi (2010), Pita (2010) 
and Zenobi (2014). See also Lacerda (2015) for an ethnography that explores the links between suffering, kinship and politics in Amazon Region (Brazil).  

30   For analyses that examine the anthropological debate between cultural relativism and the formulation of a universal notion of human rights, see Messer 
(1993) and Rapport & Overing (2000).
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being”, of the violences endured.31 Converting the motto “Nossos Mortos Tem Voz” [Our Dead Can Speak] into a 

crucial question of their militancy, mothers react to violence with their voices and their bodies. They wear 

pictures (photographs of the dead) and evoke memories to restore Truth, relationships, life projects and 

rights, to shape a material and immaterial culture directed towards transmitting memories and vivifying 

the dead and disappeared. Thus, they make bodies, affects and objects available to represent the victims 

and to denounce state violence.32

Apart from the construction of shared strategies and repertoires of political action, it is also important 

to highlight the extent to which the displacements of these activist mothers and the articulations 

established between these groups of relatives lead to the production of common meanings in the face of 

the inequalities and violences suffered. Débora Maria da Silva, the main spokeswoman for the Mães de Maio 

movement, told me that Brazilian mothers only began to use the term state terrorism after meeting with 

the Madres de Plaza de Mayo. Moreover, the notion of genocide was only then widely mobilised to signify and 

politicise the violence experienced contemporaneously on the Brazilian periferia. However, in Brazil, this 

notion gained new meanings through the voices of these relatives, when they repeatedly denounced in their 

public acts and discourses that “genocide in Brazil has a colour (black), an age (young), a class (the poor), a 

gender (male), and an address (favelas/periferias)”.

Nowadays, the action of these movements is directed at denouncing that the “dictatorship never ended for 

the poor”, that during a fully democratic regime, populations living in favelas and on the periferias of cities 

experience both exceptional violence through massacres – such as the Crimes of May, which have victimised 

more people than repression during the actual dictatorship, when only officially recognised victims of 

the dictatorship are counted33 – and daily violence, which takes place in the routine actions of security 

forces in the territories of poverty. Furthermore, these collectives, along with numerous other political 

actors, draw attention to the impacts of militarisation and the effects of the penal state on the lives of the 

populations from the favelas and periferias. Therefore, “Freedom” is added to the demands for “Memory, Truth 

and Justice”, in reference to the increase in the prison population and the policies of massive incarceration. 

Thus, they seek to demonstrate that the idea of “genocide of poor, black, periferia youth” is not an abstract 

idea, but encounters materiality through diverse methodologies, such as drug policy, incarceration, forced 

disappearance and summary executions.

31   In his endeavour to explore the boundaries between morality and politics, Fassin (2008; 2013) identifies a contemporary phenomenon that is part of 
a historical reconfiguration of moral values   and sentiments in politics: “humanitarian reason”. This process is inscribed in a broader scenario, which he 
proposed designating the “compassionate moment”, in which the development of notions like “suffering” and “exclusion” gain prominence in reference to 
social and political inequalities. Fassin faces the challenge of seeking to understand how, at present, the “social question” became a predominantly “moral 
question”.

32   As Veena Das (1995; 2000; 2007) points out, a close relationship exists between pain, body and memory: pain can represent a form of inscription of memory 
in the body to the extent it marks the individual, transforming into an obstacle to forgetting. In this sense, pain is not only a testimony to the moral life of 
the subject, but also (through the mediation of the body) becomes a vehicle for remembering and a sign of belonging to a moral community.

33   During the Brazilian military dictatorship, violence was applied massively to populations considered threatening, and selectively against politically 
dissonant voices. Forensic archaeologists and researchers are dedicated to identifying the remains of the political disappeared in the mass graves of Perus 
Cemetery, in São Paulo. When analysing the number of skeletons deposited there against the archives of the São Paulo Coroner’s Office (IML/SP) (autopsy 
reports, death certificates, and photo books of victims), they uncovered evidence of the existence of a mass of “unknown deaths”, victims of the security 
forces during the military dictatorship, which have never been remembered, counted or considered worthy of public mourning.
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Final considerations

Through the construction of networks of solidarity and political action with collectives from other parts 

of the Americas (e.g. Black Lives Matter, and the relatives of the disappeared students of Ayotzinapa), the 

collectives of mothers of victims of police violence in Brazil forge transnational communities predicated 

on identities of race, class (poor black people) and operating from a common position of marginality/

subalternity (expressed by the term periferia/periférico). This leads us to problematise, in line with Gupta 

and Ferguson (1992), how difference and inequality should not only be mapped in their physical territorial 

location, but also realigned by considering multiple grids in order to understand how connection and 

contiguity can vary considerable by factors such as class, gender, race, and sexuality.

It is therefore pertinent to question to what extent the differences between the centre and the margins 

(periferias) tend to be redefined contemporaneously, according to parameters that are not strictly 

geographical (Calveiro 2012). Insofar as the centres of wealth in countries considered central and marginal 

(periféricos) are connected transnationally, the foci of marginalisation in so-called core economies also 

grow, while the margins (periferias) of distinct parts of the world establish their own global connections.34 

Throughout the activities of “Julho Negro” [Black July], organised for the visit of Black Lives Matter activists 

in Brazil, it became clear how Brazilian activist mothers began to vindicate that “struggle and solidarity is 

international, without borders”, while emphasising the importance of dialogue to learn to face problems that 

are common among such activists. As Brittíni Gray, a Black Lives Matter activist, stated in Rio de Janeiro, 

“The racism might look different, but our ancestors are one. We come from resistance; it is in us to fight back. Our life 

depends on our solidarity. We will not be exterminated”.

Thus, these collectives of mothers seek to construct the processes of criminalisation and violence 

experienced as a global social problem, as numerous researchers seek to do, though from another place 

of speech. While analysing state violence, its new modalities of penalisation and punishment, and the 

political economy of the bodies produced by neoliberal democracies, Calveiro (2012) emphasises how, in 

actuality, the specific forms that assume the use of the institutional force show conformity with forms 

of organisation of political power, social representations and current values that make them morally 

acceptable. The war on terror and the war on crime (the two great battles that are currently articulated 

and constituted) enable a warlike scenario, facilitating forms of state violence, through judicial and 

penitentiary reorganisation, which is directed at ethnic, political, cultural, and peripheral “others”. The 

definition of the “enemy combatant” and the expansion of the regimes of confronting crime thus serve to 

justify the occupation of territories and the elimination of lives, as well as allowing for a kind of overlap 

between the Rule of Law and the State of Exception. This gives way to a judicial duplicity, one that delimits 

the boundaries “of the right to have rights”, and even denies certain people the possibility of accessing the 

statute of “victims” (Piscitelli 2016).

On the other hand, with their permanent activism and invoking a particular place of speech – that of 

mother, of victim, of one who suffers “in the flesh” –, supported by testimony, by voice and by body as locus 

of political manifestation, these collectives of Brazilian mothers and relatives seek to construct not only 

memories for their dead, but also to analyse politics and, critically, the state violence they experience, just 

as they claim there is 

“[...] a system that was made to destroy us, the layer of impoverished in society. Being poor is not a crime, but we are 

criminalised, and so are our kids. And I’m not here to cry out for my dead. I am here to cry out for all the dead of the past 

and present. [...] Because being a mother does not depend on the Law or on a Day, being a mother is legitimate. We want 

34   In this case, it is also worth noting that the term “periferia” appears here as a category impregnated with valuation. Whether it is mobilised to denounce 
the criminalisation of certain segments of the population, or to vindicate the rights of citizenship, dignity and highlight the resistance of those who identify 
themselves as “periféricos” (Feltran & Cunha 2013), that is, from the margins, and from the city outskirts/slums.
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the memory of our kids. We give birth, we give life. And no one will make us forget the piece they took from us. A mother 

does not have to prove that her son was not a drug dealer, that he was not a thief. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that 

they were human lives and in Brazil, there is no death penalty. [...] We cannot accept that a country that is supposed to be 

democratic and follow the rule of law has a militarised police. [...] We denounce that there is a mass grave in Perus, there 

is a memorial to the period of the dictatorship, but it is much worse in this democracy, where the mass graves continue, 

where massacres continue, where the poor are exterminated and thrown into unmarked graves. And we cannot accept this 

culture; even though it may have been 500 years ago. The dictatorship has not ended, because the periferia is militarised. 

For us, the periferia is the slave quarters, for us, the prisons are the slave ships, and the whip has become the bullets that 

kill our children in this democracy.” 35

Grounding themselves in a demand for the recognition of their words and their dead, these mothers 

transform affects into a political instrument for condemning violence. Thus, they engage in actions 

that bring them closer to a fundamental political issue present in Judith Butler’s (2009) critical and 

propositional thinking: the need to wage a struggle against the forces that seek to differentially regulate 

public affect and mourning. If the absence of public mourning and indignation at the deaths of their 

relatives are moral reactions controlled by regimes of power and forms of regulating affect (directed 

towards supporting the war effort and limiting the capacity to feel and mourn the loss of these lives), 

because the capacity for affective responses are mediated and achieve certain frames of recognition and 

interpretation, what these mothers seek to do is precisely to question these interpretive frames and offer 

affective conditions for social criticism. 

Consequently, these “mães guerreiras” [warrior mothers] seek to denounce discursive regimes that appeal 

to the common good to wage war or to kill in the name of democracy and public security, and condemn the 

existence of differential forms of considering populations and of reacting affectively and morally to certain 

forms of violence (horror, indignation versus moral superiority, triumphalism, indifference). Mobilising 

affects (anger, suffering, indignation, a mother’s love/pain, hope), they cry out for the recognition of the 

lives of their dead children, who should also be worthy of defence, courage, mourning and memory. And 

if, as Butler (2009) affirms, war sustains its practices by acting on the senses, anesthetising affects, and 

restricting what we can feel so that we can apprehend the world selectively, the mothers also recognise that 

social indifference to the violent deaths of their children is due to this differential regulation of affects. 

Hence, if “The tacit interpretive scheme that divides worthy from unworthy lives works fundamentally through the 

senses, differentiating the cries we can hear from those we cannot, the sights we can see from those we cannot [...]” 

(Butler 2009: 51), what Mães de Maio and other mothers of victims of police violence seek to do is ensure that 

the deaths of their children are seen, heard and felt by others. In the motto “Nossos Mortos Tem Voz” [Our 

Dead Can Speak] this intention is condensed, expressing a form of resistance against violence, inequality of 

rights and indifference.

Thus, we perceive how these mothers imprint meanings on the violence suffered and forge themselves 

as political actors through a daily process of articulation with agents and people who help them deal 

with knowledges, information and resources. By connecting locally and transnationally, these women 

engage in struggles, as well as learning languages and means of dealing with state institutions, laws and 

bureaucracies in order to ensure rights in their daily lives (Das and Randeria 2015). In their political actions 

– resorting to justice, the available laws and networks of national and transnational solidarity – activist 

mothers are providing form and substance for the current form of government designated as “democracy” 

in contemporary Brazil (Das and Walton 2015). The Brazilian State is constituted as a different modality 

35   A speech by Débora Maria da Silva, member of the Mães de Maio movement, made on June 11th 2015, during the event “Indignos de Vida: extermínio e 
resistencia” [Unworthy of Life: extermination and resistance], which brought together activists from the Mães de Maio, mothers of the Network of Communities 
and Movements against Violence and representatives of the Tortura Nunca Mais Group.
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for the inhabitants of the favelas and periferias throughout the country: a “genocidal State”, as denounced 

by the Mães de Maio. Thus, we see how the practices of government and the governmental devices of 

territorialisation, assigned to control spatial mobility and the hierarchisation of certain social segments, 

are lived and thematised by these collectives of relatives of victims who reside on the “margins of the State” 

(Das and Poole 2004), whose lives are subject to daily police intervention on the grounds of “pacifying” or 

“controlling” territories that are under the dominion of “criminal violence”.

* Text based on doctoral research, conducted within the Post-graduate Program in Social Anthropology 

at Campinas State University (PPGAS/UNICAMP), with funding from the São Paulo Research Foundation 

(FAPESP), with a post-doctoral research, conducted within the PPGAS of the Federal University of São 

Carlos (PPGAS/UFSCar) and currently within the Post-graduate Program in Social Sciences of Rio de 

Janeiro State University (PPCIS/UERJ), with funding from the Coordination for the Improvement of Higher 

Education Personnel (CAPES). See Sanjurjo (2013).
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Dossier “The Urban Peripheries”

I - State violence: militarization of urban peripheries and ‘pacification apparatus’

Houses, tranquility and progress 
in an área de milícia
Marcella de Araujo Silva
Departamento de Sociologia, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brasil

Abstract

This paper examines how power relations are organized and institutionalized in áreas de milícia (militia-

controlled areas) in the city of Rio de Janeiro. Drawing on my experience in public policies and research 

conducted in such areas, I look to understand the interweaving of politics and the security market in the 

vast but little known West Zone of the city. Reconstructing the story of one particular house in an área de 

milícia and tracing its connections back to the political genesis of the area’s top leader – who figures in the 

now famous CPI das Milícias report – the paper reveals unforeseen interconnections between urban policies 

and the expanding illegal security market.

Keywords: houses, áreas de milícia, West Zone, security market, residents’ associations.
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Casas, tranquilidade e progresso 
em uma área de milícia
Resumo

Este artigo analisa a forma de organização e institucionalização de relações de poder em uma área de milícia, 

na cidade do Rio de Janeiro. A partir de experiências minhas em políticas públicas e pesquisas em uma área 

de milícia, o artigo pretende compreender a relação imbricada entre a política e o mercado de segurança, na 

vasta, porém pouco conhecida, zona oeste da cidade. Reconstruindo a história de uma casa específica em 

uma comunidade em área de milícia e retraçando suas conexões com a gênese política da maior liderança 

da região, que figura no relatório da CPI das milícias, o artigo investiga as articulações não previstas entre 

políticas urbanas e o mercado ilegal de segurança.

Palavras-chave: casas, área de milícia, zona oeste, mercado de segurança, associações de moradores.
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Houses, tranquility and progress 
in an área de milícia
Marcella de Araujo Silva

Introduction1

On a late Monday afternoon, traveling on a Rio de Janeiro Line 1 metro train, two women chat about the 

places where they live. After one of them steps off the train at Glória station, the remaining woman turns 

to another passenger and continues to talk about her preference for Campo Grande2 over Copacabana. “It’s 

far but an easy  (tranquilo)3 place to live.4 Just imagine having to deal with all those shootings..!” She speaks 

from first-hand experience, since she often visits friends living in the favelas of Rocinha and Salgueiro. 

“The houses are this small,” she says, making a diminutive gesture with her hands. “And it’s too steep,” she 

adds. One of these friends had recently told her about a real estate bargain: R$40,000 for a kitchenette. “I 

would never trade my large house for a kitchenette just to live in Copacabana. I’ve spent 30 years improving 

my house. Today I have a backyard and a dog.” 

*

Seemingly quite banal, the talk hovers around a controversy: “Those who live around here think that it’s 

violent over there, and those living over there think that it’s violent here,” as the woman who got off at Glória 

station neatly summed up. Having worked in various neighborhoods in the West Zone over the past five 

years, I have often heard this contrast being made between Rio’s favelas and the West Zone. From interviews 

I conducted with residents from one community – which I shall not name in this paper, for reasons of 

anonymity – I learned that some of my interviewees were born in favelas de tráfico, or favelas dominated by 

drug gangs, and explained their decision to move to the West Zone with two different arguments: on the 

one hand, to escape from violence, and, on the other, to live better. Presidents of local residents’ associations 

subscribe to these arguments, while presenting themselves as guarantors of tranquility and as the people 

responsible for achieving the progress that local residents can now enjoy.

This paper examines political and urban sociability in one área de milícia, or ‘militia-controlled area.’5 

What do residents and association leaders mean by tranquility and progress? To which space of experiences 

and horizons of expectation (Koselleck, 2006) does this other mode of urban sociability refer, namely, far 

away from violence? How are power relations organized and institutionalized so as to secure such tranquility 

and progress?

1   My thanks for the peer review assessments and the comments received from Adriana Vianna, Gabriel Feltran and researchers at NaMargem – Núcleo 
de Pesquisas Urbanas of UFSCar, in a seminar during which the first version of this paper was presented, and those made by my supervisor, Professor Luiz 
Antonio Machado da Silva. 

2   Campo Grande is one the largest neighborhoods in the West Zone.

3   All words and expressions in italics are native categories. Double quotes transcribe phrases and opinions collected during fieldwork. Simple quotes are 
used to provide explanations of the social meanings of the words.

4    In my fieldwork, the idea conveyed by the word tranquilidade is hard to translate. I have opted to use ‘tranquility’ in this paper, but should stress the 
sense of easiness that the colloquial expression “é tranquilo” expresses in Portuguese. The social meaning of this ‘tranquility,’ or easiness, will be examined 
further on in this paper.

5    Milícias (militias) have a specific meaning in Rio de Janeiro. The term was coined by the media around 2006 to refer to groups of police officers and 
firefighters charging fees from residents in the West Zone for protection against drug dealers. Thus, áreas de milícia, or militia-controlled areas, are specific 
territories in the city. Since these are native categories, I chose to keep the Portuguese words: milícias, áreas de milícia and milicianos.
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In this paper, my methodological strategy will proceed along two lines: first, I present the experience of 

a family residing in an área de milícia, which I shall not identify. Though born in the region and not having 

personally experienced the escape from violence, the history of Seu Paulo’s6 house7 is particularly illuminating 

of the process through which communities emerge and become consolidated in the vast but as yet sparsely 

studied West Zone of Rio de Janeiro. Seu Paulo is one of the first settlers of the land where the community 

was progressively built, and maintains firm political ties with the top leader of the locale – the padrinho8 

– who is named in the report produced by the CPI das Milícias9 (the Rio de Janeiro Legislative Assembly’s 

Parliamentary Inquiry Commission on Militias).

To retrace the relations between the house and the city, I draw inspiration from the research by Mariana 

Cavalcanti (2007) on the consolidation of Rio’s favelas. According to her, the territorialization of drug 

trafficking was juxtaposed with urban interventions during the 1980s and 1990s, decades in which urban 

planners hoped that access to urban infrastructure would help tackle poverty and thus reduce crime rates. 

As I shall argue, urban policies also played an important role in the shaping of áreas de milícia, but under 

different arrangements and justifications. I intend to reconstruct the aforementioned house’s history 

by focusing on some problematic situations faced by Seu Paulo during his life. Here I explore how the 

disruption of future plans affects everyday life (Schutz, 1974). My main question in this first part of the 

paper is: how do urban policies and public works affect the residents’ present space of experiences and their 

horizons of possibilities (Koselleck, 2006)?

In the second part of the paper, I shall describe the values and practices of the association presidents 

whom I had the chance to interview. Here my key inspiration is the highly praised paper by Machado da 

Silva (2011 [1967]) on power relations in favelas. I intend to answer the two main questions raised by the 

author in this work: what are the resources and markets controlled by these residents’ associations? And 

what supralocal actors are they tied to?

Before proceeding to the substantial content of this paper, I should explain the methodology used. 

The research available on milicianos includes analyses of the CPI das Milícias report and interviews with 

state authorities involved in the combat against such groups (Werneck, 2015), as well as semi-structured 

interviews with residents of áreas de milícia, plus the analysis of Disque Denúncia (a police hotline) records 

and newspaper articles (Cano & Ioot, 2008; Cano & Duarte, 2012). In the wake of many urban policies, the 

volume of qualitative research conducted at various localities in the West Zone has grown in recent years 

(Brito, 2012; Siqueira, 2013; Gifalli, 2015; Dias, 2016; Gomes, 2016). As far as I know, though, these scholars 

have focused on a variety of issues, from Pacifying Police Units10 to recent land use and social movements, 

but none of them seems to have interviewed the milicianos themselves. 

6   All real names have been changed in the paper. ‘Seu’ is the colloquial short form of ‘Senhor,’ or sir.  

7   Following Janet Carsten & Stephen Hugh-Jones (1995) and Eugênia Motta (2014), I use ‘house’ rather than ‘household’ in reference to domestic units so as 
to stress the living process between persons and their houses. 
8   As I shall retain the anonymity of the man who figures in the CPI das Milícias, I hereafter refer to him as ‘padrinho,’ which is how community leaders in the 
region call him. I prefer not to use the English word ‘godfather’ to avoid impressionistic depictions of this political actor as the godfather in Francis Coppola’s 
trilogy on the Italian-American mafia. In Brazil, the political ties between a consolidated actor and a novice are expressed as a godfather-godchild relation.

9   In 2008, the kidnapping and torture of journalists from the O Dia newspaper, conducting an investigation on favelas without traffic, was widely reported 
in the media. This appalling situation drew public attention to milicianos, which was how the media dubbed the political actors in effective control of these 
areas. The same year, a Parliamentary Inquiry Commission was set up by the Rio de Janeiro State Legislative Assembly, with the purpose of investigating 
the support bases for these groups and how they exercised their domination. After publication of the subsequent CPI Report, a number of parliamentarians 
and presidents of West Zone residents’ associations were arrested. 

10   Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora, or Pacifying Police Units, were a security program created in 2008, in Rio de Janeiro. Military police forces permanently 
occupied dozens of favelas in the city. As the secretary of public security stated back at the beginning of the program, its intention was not to end the drug 
dealing, but to reduce the display of firearms and use of violence in the occupied territories. After the Summer Olympic Games in 2016 and amid the ongoing 
economic crisis in Rio de Janeiro State, the UPP program has been progressively dismantled.
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Having participated in the implementation of two urban policies in the West Zone, I had the 

opportunity to talk to milicianos and persons connected to them. Between 2012 and 2013, I had my first 

professional experience writing a social diagnosis on eight communities (again left unnamed here). My 

second participation in urban policy implementation in the West Zone was assessing the impact of public 

works over dozens of communities and middle-class condominiums.

In both experiences, I found myself in a rather ambiguous position. For most of the local population, 

my identity as a researcher, or sociologist, explained very little, notwithstanding the fact that I always 

introduced myself as such. Since these were work-related positions linked to public policies, my colleagues 

and I were acting “as the State”11 in the eyes of local residents and association presidents. Since residents 

are afraid to give interviews and residents’ associations are rather mistrusting of any outside actors, the 

government identity proved pivotal. The importance of such institutional belonging became particularly 

clear to me in one interview. The interviewee seemed very uncomfortable talking to me and my colleague, 

as she feared we represented some non-governmental organization. I produced my UERJ doctoral student 

ID and repeated that I was doing research on the community’s history. The [female] president of the local 

residents’ association, who accompanied the first woman, tried to put her at ease by saying that “we were 

from the governmental program.” Tapping into my institutional position, I added that we had already 

interviewed the padrinho, the top community leader of the region. Both items of information finally 

reassured my interviewee and she started talking about everyday life in the community. ‘Being from a 

project’ is a particularly negative identity in the West Zone, and ‘being a university researcher’ is not 

exactly sufficient to gain the locals’ trust. Being associated with a public policy, however, allowed me to be 

assimilated as someone potentially powerful and capable of bringing improvements to the communities. 

The works and the progress

As part of our assessment of the public works’ impacts, my colleagues and I were faced with a big 

problem: how to oversee the removal12 of a community. The community’s front area was where most of 

the local commerce was concentrated. The rear area was located next to the river, into which raw sewage 

from the houses was discharged. We strove to talk to the largest possible number of residents, so as to 

better understand the impasses brought about by the construction works. We discovered a rather complex 

universe, with multiple internal divisions: residents who had been compensated; others removed and 

relocated to apartments in various popular condominiums built as part of the Minha Casa Minha Vida (My 

House My Life)13 federal housing program; others residing along the river bank and who did not want to 

11   I examined the complexity of meanings contained in this expression in my MA dissertation (Araujo Silva, 2013). Even considering that the experience of 
community work is very distinct from our own – precisely because their actions “as [representatives of the] State” merge with their condition “as [a local] 
residents” – the dilemma of possessing a ‘double personality’ is similar, to some extent. A community worker and friend of mine once told me that I should 
assume my ‘double personality,’ as I was both associated with the university and with social projects at the same time. Over the period in which I researched 
and engaged in favela movements, in favelas de tráfico, I got to understand the approximations between the two roles, “being from the university” and “being 
from a project”: the understanding, the action and the criticism, the engaged production of information, etc. From the moment I went to study and work 
in the West Zone, I had to rethink the relation I would be able to create between my ‘two personalities.’ If, on one hand, NGOs and social projects are not 
favorably regarded by local political institutions, on the other hand, working for public policy programs opens doors for interlocution.  

12   ‘Removal’ and ‘compensation’ are native categories used by both the public administration and local residents. ‘Removal’ is a rather controversial term, 
only used in specific situations to express arbitrary and even authoritarian interventions. Not all changes of address are regarded as desirable and only in those 
cases do residents use the term ‘removal.’ But this meaning is not consensual among residents, many of whom share with public managers and technicians 
the understanding that their dwellings are indeed precarious and should be the object of intervention. I have written about the different narratives used with 
regard to moving to Minha Casa Minha Vida housing projects elsewhere (Araujo Silva, 2016, Araujo Silva 2017). ‘Compensation’ equally contains a specific 
meaning. Monetary compensations for the lost houses do not accompany market values, but a specific price list devised by City Hall, unavailable even to 
community workers responsible for the negotiations with residents. House valuation criteria include build quality and refurbishments or improvements. 
Its location in the city is not considered, even though this is a crucial criterion from the point of view of the local informal real estate market.

13   The Minha Casa Minha Vida housing program was created by the federal government in 2009 with the purpose of resolving Brazil’s housing deficit. It 
provides for the production of housing units to three income ranges historically excluded from the country’s formal real estate market: families with incomes 
from 0 to 3, 3 to 6 and 6 to 10 minimum wages.
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leave their homes; others living in kitchenettes14 and anxious to change address; others owning large houses 

and desperate to stay in the place where they had been living for nearly thirty years.

The construction works were causing long-term neighbors to oppose each other, and we were prevented 

from listening to all of them with equal respect: we had to choose a side or else risk generating mistrust. 

For the purposes of our diagnosis, this problem imposed the challenge of depicting such conflicts in all 

their complexity, without minimizing the insecurity and anxiety experienced by all these residents, willing 

or not to leave the community. As far as possible, we tried to listen to residents who were not members of 

the local association, as well as to association directors. In another paper (Araujo Silva, 2016), I focused on 

conflicts arising from the announcement of an impending removal in a North Zone favela condemned as a 

risk area.15 Continuing my reflections on the paradoxes of the housing issue, here I elect to narrate the story 

of a long time resident of the threatened community (later partially removed) with the intention of enabling a 

deeper understanding of the political and economic dynamics at work in the West Zone. By no means does 

such a perspective intend to overlook the struggles carried out by other groups; it is just one of the possible 

approaches to the problem.

Seu Paulo was born 60 years ago on a sítio, or ranch. At the age of 18, soon after marrying for the first 

time, he bought his first house from a coworker. It was “very shabby, a meia água [a small mono-pitched 

dwelling]” located “in a horrible place” in the neighborhood of Vilar dos Teles, in the municipality of 

São João de Meriti, Baixada Fluminense (Rio de Janeiro State’s flat lowlands). At the time, Seu Paulo was 

already a carpenter and worked on the construction site of BNDES’ (Brazil’s National Social and Economic 

Development Bank) club, in Barra da Tijuca. Some years later, he found someone ‘crazy’ enough to buy his 

meia água, and used the money to passar– transfer into his name16 – an apartment.

In the mid-1980s, as he was divorcing his first wife, Seu Paulo began looking for another place to live. 

On a bus returning to his apartment after work, he learned about a land occupation. He saw some barracas, 

plastic tents, erected on a vacant lot. He decided to join the occupants, therefore, so as to get his own 

pedacinho de chão, ‘little piece of ground.’ Seu Paulo introduced himself to Dona Simone and Seu Noel, the 

occupation’s organizers. “We’ve come here with the intention of having a better life,” “obtaining the lotes, 

the plots of parceled land, to build a decent community on it.”17 

At the company where he worked, there was a print shop where “based on friendship with poor people 

like himself,” Seu Paulo arranged for the ID cards of the land occupants to be printed for free. In possession 

of the list of those registered to claim ownership of those lots, Dona Simone, Seu Noel and Seu Paulo 

founded a residents’ association and registered it with the Federation of Favelas of Rio de Janeiro (FAFERJ). 

“Everything was done according to the law.” Since these were the years of Brazil’s redemocratization and the 

Constituent Assembly, they considered baptizing the new community ‘New Republic’ or ‘Tancredo Neves’ 

– in honor of Brazil’s first civil president after the military regime, who died just before taking office. They 

eventually decided to choose a name that would stand as a symbol of union, which I will keep undisclosed. 

After registering with FAFERJ, the residents’ association obtained the inclusion of the new community in 

14   The terms ‘casas’ (houses), ‘quitinetes’ (kitchenettes), ‘apartamentos’ (apartments) and ‘unidades habitacionais’ (housing units) should be seen as native 
categories given that, despite being broadly used, they obey a certain social hierarchy. ‘Housing units’ is a category used by the public administration. 
‘Apartments’ are seen as small, low-standard places to live in, where residents’ “building imagination” (Cavalcanti, 2007) cannot be explored. On the other 
hand, a ‘house’ is not just any constructed dwelling since there are various ‘modalities of living’: kitchenettes – very small places, often lacking windows and 
bathrooms; shacks – poor self-built, wooden constructions; tiny, but decent houses, large houses and fortresses. As we shall see further on in this paper, there 
are a variety of modes of dwelling among the poorer classes, and we need to take into consideration the qualifications specifically ascribed by the latter to 
each mode, so as to understand housing trajectories and the related perceptions of living better.

15   ‘Risk area’ is a technical expression that denotes areas prone to geological accidents, such as landslides and flooding. 

16   ‘Passar,’ to pass or transfer to someone’s name, is a very common practice among the working classes. It refers to the economic transaction of selling a 
house to someone else, without fulfilling legal procedures.

17   During his narrative, Seu Paulo oscillates between saying that the terrain was idle and that it was parceled land.
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the list of beneficiaries of the Meu pé de chão (My piece of ground) project, run by the Municipal Secretariat 

for Social Development, under which the possession of land lots was recognized.

 Amid the proceedings to formalize the newly created community, Seu Paulo transformed his 

original barraca, plastic tent into a barraco, a shack. He leveled and compacted the portion of land that 

fell to him, fixed wooden stakes around the perimeter and made a roof for himself and his second wife. 

The daughter they had together was born in this shack, their home before completion of the casa, house, 

which Seu Paulo was building little by little, “until making it a decent home.” He never pulled the shack 

down, since he considered it to be a forma de viver, a ‘form of living,’ and, after moving to the house, leased 

the dwelling out, thus complementing his income as a carpenter. The house took years to be finished as it 

depended on him having free time available to work on it, or on money to pay somebody else to do the jobs. 

Seu Paulo built his house with great care, and was very proud of it. To him, someone who “always felt a 

social outcast,” having his own brick house was quite a victory. To symbolize this achievement, he chose a 

rather unique decoration: a vine design for the wooden front door and tilting windows in the kitchen. The 

first time I went to visit him, he made a point of showing off his aesthetic preferences and the real vines he 

had planted in the open terrain. Every December he throws a grape party, inviting community children to 

eat the fruits from the latest harvest and to drink fresh juice. “Why vines?” I asked him. “Because they’re 

symbols of prosperity for the Portuguese people.” He had learned about this symbolism back in Vilar dos 

Teles, from his meia água neighbor, a housemaid who worked for a Portuguese woman to whom Seu Paulo 

rendered services for decades. “A dream has no price, we make it come true.” Contrasting with his past life 

as a suffering worker, a house surrounded by prosperity, the accomplishment of progress in his life.

 In the 2000s, Seu Paulo divorced his second wife. Sometime later he started dating a tenant who was 

living in one of his two shacks – he had split the original one in two for rental. In 2012, the couple faced a 

major challenge: rumors began to spread, indicating that the entire community where they lived would be 

soon removed to give way to public works. Seu Paulo joined the trenches of the resistance.

In late 2013, the community’s front portion was cleared. Residents were presented with two options: 

removal to Minha Casa Minha Vida apartments, or compensation for their houses. To owners of small 

businesses, however, no alternative was offered to make up for the loss of their workplaces. As demolitions 

were in progress and people were moving out, another rumor spread that some of the houses had 

been compensated for at market values, causing great commotion. In parallel, as an independent state 

intervention, the rear area of the community, alongside the river, was marcada para remoção, marked 

for removal, as the entire site had been condemned as a risk area. Some residents wanted to move to 

apartments, others wished to stay, others still wanted to receive cash compensations. The tumult led to a 

collective outrage, adding to the ongoing conflict. 

 A number of residents started subdividing their houses into as many housing units as possible, 

taking into consideration City Hall’s criteria for determining compensations.18 Others started building 

kitchenettes on their lajes (flat cement slab roof tops) or in backyards. Tenants were evicted so that houses 

and kitchenettes could be passed on to the owner’s relatives. Purchase and sale transactions were on the 

rise, as well as prices, with everyone trying to deal with the situation the best way possible. Those who 

paid rent could invest in the purchase of a kitchenette, betting that it would be marked for removal and then 

exchanged for a two-bedroom apartment in a popular condominium. Newly-weds could squeeze for a time 

into a puxadinho, little house annexed to a larger one, expecting to be removed and thus getting to leave the 

community. Those wishing to move out envisaged the possibility of receiving compensation with which 

18   From the architectural point of view, a house is formed by walls and an independent hearth. The tactic of building walls and buying stoves was designed 
to convert the house into as many households as possible. The purposes might vary from expanding one’s property to providing relatives with houses of 
their own.
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they could buy another house elsewhere. Situations were multiple. Opportunities, however, were not so 

many. It was not known for sure who had the right to compensation, and rumors alluded to those with better 

political contacts.

Seu Paulo’s two shacks on the river bank were marked for removal. He transferred ownership of one of 

them to his girlfriend (today his third wife), and the other to one of his sons. When the apartments they 

would receive in exchange were sorteados (drawn),19 Seu Paulo took their family to a barbecue restaurant 

to celebrate. Later he and his wife started buying tiles and ‘small furniture’ that would fit the apartment’s 

small floor area. They were determined to turn that “crummy apartment, a tiny thing” into a new home.

The marking of houses for clearance along the river bank heightened the tension in the community. 

Seu Paulo developed strategies for the impending removal of his house. First he researched the real estate 

market in his neighborhood, looking for “houses of equal value to his own,” to present as a parameter to 

City Hall. Should they really decide to remove his house, he would know how much he should press for 

as compensation. “Each one knows how much their house is worth, each drop of sweat, each brick they 

laid,” said Vilma, the association’s president. Seu Paulo thought his house should be priced at R$200,000 

or R$300,000. As a complimentary tactic, he quitted his job and used his severance pay to construct three 

kitchenettes on his house’s laje (cement roof ). He also bought a residential lot in a loteamento, parceled land 

in Jardim Maravilha, an area of Guaratiba, located in the extreme west of Rio. He intended to rent them out 

to make some money while waiting for his house to be removed. 

As the months went by, conflicts within the community were only getting worse. Over time, hearsay 

about compensations and the prospect of exchanging small, lousy houses and kitchenettes for 42m² two-

bedroom apartments led residents to change sides. According to Seu Paulo, the number of “minds set 

on profiteering” were on the rise. Grileiros,20 land grabbers, “constructors of matchbox houses,” had their 

eyes on the apartments. Needless to say, he did not include himself in the latter group. To him and other 

members of the association’s board, residents have the right to build their living quarters as they wish. 

What differentiates grileiros from cabeças boas – literally ‘good heads,’ well-intentioned, mindful people – is 

the use made of the houses built. “Passing them on to relatives is legitimate,” whereas “selling kitchenettes 

is grilagem.”

The whole of 2014 and the first half of 2015 witnessed political turmoil. The community split in 

two: those who had a ‘good, decent house’ and who wished to stay, versus those who had a small house, 

a ‘matchbox’ and wished for better; “the old ones, who struggled,” who “came up from the ground” 

against “the young who had never stepped on mud, had never built anything”; “democrats in favor of the 

collectivity” as opposed to “the violent, manipulative, individualistic people.” Amid all the gossip and 

some physical fights, another group of residents was removed to a Minha Casa Minha Vida condominium, 

fitted with a swimming pool, a large slide for kids and lifeguards, paid for by the municipality. Vilma, 

the association’s president, was one of the beneficiaries. “In recognition for her work,” a resident passed a 

kitchenette to her name, a “blessing in her life.” A single mother with two teenage kids, she could finally 

leave her own mother’s home. She became the síndica, the manager of the apartment block where she went 

to live in.

19   Minha Casa Minha Vida apartments are sorteados, ‘drawn,’ as follows: first, families included in the social register filed by the municipality’s community 
workers are listed in order of priority, according to criteria that may vary from one city to another. As the developers deliver the low-income condominiums, 
applicants at the top of the list kept by the Municipal Housing Secretariat are drawn first so as to determine to which condominium they are to be resettled. 
When the list of residents per condominium has been exhausted, a new draw begins to define which apartments go to whom.

20   The Portuguese term used – grilagem – refers to the act of forging title deeds so as to claim land ownership.
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Pressure was piled on City Hall until eventually the construction site was relocated. For Seu Paulo, the 

day that this was finally decided at the headquarters of the local samba school was “the happiest day of his 

life.” In his words, they “turned a page of History.” Not only would they remain in the houses they had built 

for themselves, they would also benefit from the public facility – which they had so fiercely fought against – 

nearby. This was a victory of progress.

That same day was one of frustrated projects for other families. The community was reduced from 800 

to 200 houses, big families were moved to small-size apartments in faraway low-income condominiums, 

businesses were destroyed. In the view of Vilma, the association president, those outraged had attempted 

‘abuses’ during the process. One man had demanded compensation for a cantinho de bagulhos, a tiny scrap 

shed; a woman had claimed that she had been left without her workplace, since her house was also her 

couture workshop; many blamed City Hall for cracks and seepage, allegedly caused by the construction 

works. Vilma argued that those who “speak ill of the City Hall” are lying, given that “everybody profited.” 

The problem for Vilma, Seu Paulo and Dona Simone was that people fail to understand that “the City Hall is 

no Santa Claus, nor a shop, nor a real estate agent.” “There’s no impeding progress,” said Dona Simone. 

In the 2016 municipal elections, Seu Paulo, Dona Simone and Vilma intended to campaign for Pedro 

Paulo, the candidate of then Mayor Eduardo Paes, known to locals ever since he had been subprefect of 

Barra da Tijuca. “My house is open to him, whenever he wants,” said Seu Paulo.

The political bases of tranquility and progress

Rio’s West Zone is the largest geographical area of the city. Nonetheless, it is also its least studied region 

when it comes to social science research. There are numerous political and urban spatial arrangements 

within the West Zone: Barra da Tijuca and its gated communities; the districts spreading alongside the 

Santa Cruz train line; the neighborhoods along the west seashore; the municipality’s geographical limits, 

where the borders between rural and urban are still negotiated. There are circuits of power creating social 

networks linking geographically distant districts, and connecting some of these to the Baixada Fluminense. 

Despite all this diversity, among those who live in the Central, South and North zones, representation of the 

West has been crystallized as a vast area of irregular loteamentos and áreas de milícia.

 Notwithstanding (or perhaps due to?) its ranking as the region with the highest concentration of autos 

de resistência (police killings)21 in the city (Misse et al. 2013), local residents are almost unanimous in their 

appraisal that the West Zone is an easy place to live, in clear contrast to Rio’s image as a violent city. It is 

precisely this tranquility that is thematized in the anecdotal conversation that opened this article. But what 

exactly ensures this sensation of tranquility, in a city where sociability is marked by a diffuse fear?

The community where Seu Paulo lives is located in an área de milícia. Dona Simone, Vilma and he reject 

the label, but a number of other residents and members of rival associations refer to both the padrinho and 

to association presidents subordinate to him as milicianos. 

I had the opportunity to meet the padrinho, the miliciano in charge of two dozen residents’ associations, 

in both my professional experiences in the West Zone. In 2015, we scheduled an interview. My colleagues 

and I waited for 30 minutes for the padrinho to arrive at the association he presided, as he had arranged with 

us. A big man – over 1.9 m tall – white, strongly built, wearing shorts and slippers, he began by apologizing 

for his delay, explaining that he had been solving some “community issues”, which he did not specify.  

21   Auto de resistência is an administrative category used to classify deaths caused by police officers in the line of duty. It is a highly controversial one, because 
the authorship of the killing is self-declared by the police officer, but his or her motivation is presumed to be legal even before trial. As Misse and al. (2013) 
show, autos de resistência reports and figures are fabricated following a crystallized pattern: the scene where the alleged clash took place is pinpointed in 
favelas, the opponent is portrayed as a violent drug dealer, and the police action is reported as having been a response to coming under attack.
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On the building’s second floor, in a large room fitted with a long wooden table placed in the corner, near 

the window, with a sofa, shelves and files on the opposite side, he sat on a high-backed wooden chair facing 

three flags: those of Brazil, Rio de Janeiro State and the ‘samba school’ of which he is the patron. Before we 

started explaining to him what our assessment of the construction works revolved around, Anderson22, 

whom we had already interviewed, knocked at the door. They talked for less than two minutes about 

some pending issues and, on leaving, Anderson thanked his padrinho for his attention, kissed him on the 

forehead, and left. 

I had already witnessed a rather similar hand-kissing ritual before, in an assembly held to discuss urban 

planning for the region, during my first professional experience there. On the occasion, all eight association 

presidents approached the padrinho to greet him as soon as he arrived. Various of them had taken up their 

institutional positions as presidents in the wake of government interventions. Some of the areas that we 

mapped and diagnosed began to organize politically so that residents could benefit from the planned 

urban investments. The newly constituted associations had no headquarters, and their presidents had no 

previous political experience whatsoever. Each had a distinct life story: some were shopkeepers, others were 

older residents, others still worked at local social service centers. What they did have in common was their 

subordination to the padrinho, whom they had as their political mentor.

These scenes and stories are indeed relevant, as evidence of political authority enjoyed by the padrinho, 

specially vis-à-vis actors invested with public identities. It is rather unlikely that such hand-kissing 

would be repeated in such a fashion in local daily life. But since these were occasions during which urban 

programs were being publicly discussed, it seemed to be important as a means to highlight the padrinho’s 

political superiority. Meetings, assemblies and interviews become social dramas in which local political 

arrangements are enacted before an audience made up of external actors. Thus, while publicizing the 

political protagonism of the padrinho, the associations presidents would confirm political subordination to 

him.

Recounting his own story, the padrinho told us he was born on a sítio, or ranch, in what was then still 

a rural zone, in the late 1950s, of a Portuguese mother and a peasant father. In the beginning of the 1980s, 

a parliamentarian who had the padrinho’s neighborhood as a constituency procured him land to parcel 

out. The padrinho then led mutirões – collective work rallies to build housing and infrastructure – to turn 

the vacant lands into habitable lots. With funding from the Municipal Secretariat for Social Development 

(SMDS), he provided “a mortadela, a cachaça e o mocotó” (plentiful eating and drinking) to pull residents 

together and build sewage disposal systems and street lighting for the lots. He was also the one to press for 

title deeds under the Meu pé de chão municipal program. 

22   Among the dozen of community leaders under the padrinho’s control, Anderson is an interesting case. President of one residents’ association and a board 
member in another, he described a trajectory parallel to – and over time, intertwined with – that of the padrinho. Born in Rio’s low-middle class neighborhood 
of Madureira, his family used to live in a rented place in a favela de tráfico. In the mid-1990s, an uncle – a military man – told his father about loteamentos 
in a neighborhood in the West Zone. In the late 1990s, already by then in his early twenties, Anderson became a cabo eleitoral, a campaigner for political 
candidates, an activity for which he received R$500. After the election period, he got a position at the community radio station owned by the parliamentarian 
for whom he had campaigned. Later this same politician introduced him to the padrinho, a prominent, self-proclaimed community leader. Through this 
city councilor, Anderson managed to obtain street lighting for his community. During Governor Anthony Garotinho’s administration, the Assembleia de 
Deus Vitória em Cristo congregation, led by pastor Silas Malafaia, took over distribution of the cheque cidadão, citizen check – an income supplementation 
program – in the communities under the padrinho’s rule. As a member of the church, Anderson took control of the register of beneficiaries. Later on, he led 
the church’s campanha do quilo (a food donation and redistribution campaign). During his interview, he expressed his hope that the urban facility we were 
assessing “would one day make him a city councilor,” thus making it explicit that he would once again capitalize politically on the improvements brought 
about by social and urban programs. Despite having accumulated political contacts and resources of his own, Anderson became the association president 
only thanks to the padrinho’s support.
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In addition to parceling the land, the padrinho also set up residents’ associations subordinate to him. 

This is the other side of the story told by Seu Paulo. The occupation organized by Seu Paulo and Dona 

Simone was already being led by the padrinho, with the support of a parliamentarian who pressured the 

SMDS to include the occupants in the list of Meu pé de chão’s beneficiaries. The affiliates’ ID cards, which 

Seu Paulo had been able to print at the company for which he worked, sealed a political alliance with the 

padrinho, who gave his political blessing to him and Dona Simone to found the new community’s residents’ 

association.

On one hand, funding the mutirões enabled the padrinho to organize the occupation of various portions 

of land. On the other, recruiting management board members from among the more strongly committed 

land occupants allowed him to build a political network around himself, which strengthened his position 

vis-à-vis external interlocutors. 

Strongly personalistic, the padrinho claims to be responsible for all the progress, “improvements for 

the communities”: pavement, asphalt, lighting and sewers.23 In a West Zone area marked by conspicuously 

scarce urban infrastructure, public works and equipment are important political resources. In exchange for 

them, the padrinho and other association presidents expect gratitude expressed in votes. As he said during 

our 2015 interview, he had already “helped to elect a lot of politicians” but, unfortunately, “residents do not 

always show recognition for the association’s work” and so fail to vote for candidates from their own areas. 

The padrinho himself, despite possessing some twenty associations under his control, has run more than 

once as a candidate for legislative positions but has never been elected. So, the padrinho remains dependent 

on elected politicians whose constituency includes his neighborhood, without ever rising to higher 

positions himself. 

Control of access to the land and to public equipment does not differentiate in any sense the power 

exercised by the padrinho and his network of residents’ associations. As Machado da Silva wrote back in 

1967, the political force of residents’ associations in favelas relied on the control of economic resources 

such as lighting and water pipes, as well as the local real estate market. Under the padrinho’s rule, security 

provision is the truly distinctive factor. But here too it is necessary to specify the difference between 

rendering ‘security services’ – which allows us to speak of a milícia – from other modes of providing 

protection. Since the beginning of the 1980s, drug dealers have also regulated the favelas where they 

carry out their business, but they do not charge for doing so. In her classic work A máquina e a revolta (The 

machine and the rebellion), Alba Zaluar (1985) highlighted the role of bandidos (bandits) turned into local 

vigilantes (vigilants) in Cidade de Deus – one of the city’s most notorious favelas. 

We explicitly asked the padrinho and all the association presidents who we interviewed whether there 

were milícias in their neighborhood. “No, the milícias are over there in Campo Grande. This here is a police 

area.” Pointing to the surrounding houses, Anderson indicated where a Pacifying Police Unit policeman 

lived, and the home of another policeman with the Bope (Special Operations Battalion), and that of a 

civil police officer, and still another from the 22nd Military Police Battalion. After the 2008 CPI, the term 

‘miliciano’ – as might be expected – became the target of accusations and public rejection.

Precisely to counter this stigma, apparent legality is particularly valued by the padrinho and by the 

association presidents connected to him. During his interview, the padrinho made a point of showing myself 

and my colleagues a huge pile of maps, minutes, receipts and records, while stressing that all his staff were 

duly registered employees and received pay above the official minimum wage. 

23   A more extensive mapping of such services still remains to be carried out, since they vary from one community to another. In Seu Paulo’s community, gas 
fitting was not carried out by the residents’ association, since it was the monopoly of one particular resident who – relying on his public image as someone 
who “renders services to the community” – took a chance and ran as a candidate for the state legislature, but lost. In other communities I got to know, van 
transportation is monopolized by local coops, which pay fees to the local association in order to operate.
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This producing of documents was explicitly intended to situate his business in the security market, 

along with private enterprises that have been prospering from this booming business in Brazil since the 

1990s (Paixão, 1991). Research still needs to be done on the private security market in Rio. Zanetic (2005) and 

Cubas (2002) have analyzed the privatization process of public security in recent years in São Paulo. The 75% 

increase in the number of security enterprises between 2002 and 2016, according to one survey conducted 

by Agência Pública journalists,24 indicate that this market niche is expanding significantly. 

We can turn to examine what the padrinho had to say about his business. He relied on his authority as a 

military policeman to control the access of local families to land. In 1981, he became a private in the military 

police, after having been a peddler and street vendor for some time. He proudly admits having taken part 

of the “glorious esquadrão da morte (death squad)”25 that took care of ‘their square’ of city. The method was: 

“no tolerance towards vagabundos,” as bandits, specially drug dealers, are referred to. This is the crux of the 

matter.

The padrinho presents himself as a ‘keeper of public order,’ making judgments and exerting his power 

over those living in the area under his control. He gives coças, ‘thrashings,’ here and there, throws garbage 

left on the sidewalk back inside people’s houses, and shouts about and judges the behavior of those whom 

he allowed to acquire a piece of land in the region. Today, the padrinho says, “many a family man will thank 

me for having received a thrashing from me.” It was not just anyone he would be willing to correct, but only 

locals who displayed inadequate behavior, namely, “northeasterners, drunkards, pigs, persons without 

hygiene, negligent mothers.” The “vagabundos dealing in drug traffic,” like those in Cidade de Deus (an 

area previously patrolled by the padrinho for his police battalion), these he never “pestered”. In his opinion, 

if those vagabundos exist, it is their ‘mother’s fault’ – for a lack of someone like himself to give them some 

thrashing. They are not his problem. 

As Cardoso de Oliveira (2008) rightly underlined, not every use of force is understood as violence, 

only those forms involving moral aggression. Cases of thrashings are good as food for thought, since 

they are intended to teach a moral lesson. They are certainly punishment for condemned acts, but are not 

devoid of consideração, esteem for the other. Much to the contrary, they purport to shape the character of 

whoever is being beaten, and in that sense are understood as a duty performed by the aggressor. So, as the 

padrinho stated, the thrashings could even be grounds for gratefulness. Just as killings in favelas de tráfico 

are not judged a priori to be crimes (Zaluar, 1985), or even errado, ‘wrong’ (Grillo, 2013), but are, rather, 

situationally differentiated depending on whom and under which circumstances one kills, so too in áreas de 

milícia aggressions are understood as corrective thrashings, or else as torture, depending on perpetrator and 

recipient. Likewise, murder is alternatively seen either as wickedness – when committed against residents 

who could not pay the ‘fees’ – or as justifiable homicides, in the case of “them there fights” among connected 

persons.26

Just like many others running security enterprise,27 the padrinho is a former police officer who sells 

protection for fixed prices (R$9,50 for residents, R$20 for businesses per week). What makes the milícias so 

singular is that, as Misse has accurately pointed out, they operate a political market (Misse, 2011), in which 

the economic value of the commodity being traded relies on the privatization of the State monopoly on the 

use of force. 

24   https://apublica.org/2017/03/uma-em-cada-quatro-empresas-de-seguranca-em-sao-paulo-e-ligada-a-policiais/

25   Esquadrões da morte date back to the 1950s when special police units were first created to patrol Rio, then the capital of the country. Their official name was 
Esquadrões Motorizados, or motorized squads. Because the policemen in those squads used to leave notes signed with ‘E.M.’ by the corpses they left behind, 
they came to be dubbed Esquadrões da Morte, or death squads. For further information on esquadrões da morte, see Misse (1999).

26   In the West Zone and also in some places of Baixada Fluminense, the expression ‘being connected’ is used to refer to relations with the milícia. In favelas 
de tráfico, though, the expression used is ‘being involved’ [with the drug gangs].

27   Zanetic (2005) shows that security enterprises offer bicos, informal job opportunities for police officers.
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Furthermore, the milicianos have the prerogative of using force against those who buy their services, 

which it is not the case with security enterprises. Such an arrangement allows us to speak of a political 

order to which residents submit. Among association presidents, the padrinho evokes the idea and embodies 

the value of ordem (order). Among residents, though, there is no such consensual approval of his power. 

Many of them are afraid and will not talk openly about the residents’ associations. They comply with their 

rules, nonetheless, since they regard the West Zone as an ease place to live. Shots irrupt occasionally, and 

many assassinations of persons with connections take place, but, by paying the taxas de seguranças (security 

charges) regularly, they believe it is possible to keep violence away from themselves and their families. 

A crucial resource in maintaining submission is fear. Not directly of the padrinho, though this also 

exists, but of invasions by drug traffickers. Rumors that drug gangs are planning to invade the area are 

recurrent, and shape local residents’ horizon of expectations. Any conflict or use of force immediately 

places locals on red alert for potential attempts at invasion. There is a shared perception that ‘the traffic’ are 

always on the lookout for opportunities to expand their drug business. Numerous cases of use of force, 

outbursts of shooting and assassinations are initially seen as a threat of invasion. 

Understanding this desire to keep a distance from violence is crucial to understanding the submission 

to milícias in Rio’s West Zone. This distance from violence becomes socially constructed through trocas de 

ideias, ‘exchanges of ideas,’ (Zaluar, 1985) and rumors (Menezes, 2015),28 thereby ensuring some prospect of 

temporal continuity of life, the basis on which ontological security (Giddens, 2003) can be maintained and 

plans for the future made. Violence happens elsewhere; the use of force is justified; the drug business is 

distant.

My argument is that the exercise of power by milicianos does not rely on a shared value. However, it 

would be inexact to say that they are simply illegitimate authorities in the weberian sense since their 

exercise of power is fairly stabilized – they maintain a strong administrative apparatus and do indeed count 

on effective obedience. The heart of the matter, in my view, is twofold: on one hand, force is concentrated 

in the hands of the milicianos, given that they are connected to the official public security apparatus and 

rely on numerous supralocal political contacts; on the other hand, they justify this concentration of force 

by reference to the ideology of fear that hovers over the city of Rio. I propose that the milícias be conceived 

as forced authorities. Their power is exercised on the basis of negative obedience, i.e., obedience fueled 

by a fear of living in fear – something that residents often express. Fear of the drug dealers’ force is much 

stronger than that of the milícias’ force, although in both cases it is qualitatively the same: namely, the fear 

of being killed. In this sense, the exterior fear – or fear of invasions by the traffic – is the key point on which 

the domination relation rests. The fear of living in fear is what persuades residents and business owners 

to paying taxas de segurança, security charges, even while not believing in the legitimacy of the padrinho’s 

authority, and while being aware of their illegality. 

In this West Zone area that I know better, therefore, the social boundaries of the área de milícia are 

delimited by the reach of the padrinho’s power, materialized both by the provision of infrastructure– 

ditches, cesspits, street lighting, and so on – and by the security market monopoly.29 Direct control over the 

various locations comprising an área de milícia is delegated to residents’ associations, of whose managing 

board the padrinho is invariably a member. This way, through a juxtaposition of land, services and security 

markets, on one hand, and an institutionalized political network, on the other, there emerges an área de 

milícia, as one more territory of Rio de Janeiro. 

28   It would be of interest to conduct a research on rumors in áreas de milícia, following Palloma Menezes’s thesis on the rumors surrounding pacification 
(2015). As far as configurations of violence are concerned, this could be a viable methodological strategy. However, it lies beyond the scope of this article.

29   This is a power configuration in which the miliciano is himself a resident police officer. In the area under study here, there was no militia entrance event. 
In other areas of Rio’s West Zone, however, the milícia clashed with drug dealers for territorial control. In any case, the research hypothesis remains to be 
tested in other areas.
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Final considerations

  In 2006, newspaper articles appeared expressing bewilderment at the existence of favelas without 

drug trafficking in the city of Rio de Janeiro. Groundbreaking research coordinated by Ignácio Cano and 

Carolina Ioot (2008) raised various hypotheses to try and explain the phenomenon. As this was just one 

year before the Pan-American Games, it was suspected that some of the city’s favelas – especially those 

near the sporting venues, in Barra da Tijuca – were being targeted for dismantling of the local drug 

trafficking network. Another supplementary hypothesis pointed to the weakening of certain drug gangs. 

It was supposed that, over the years, the police had amassed enough information and knowledge on the 

organization and modus operandi of these factions to enable them to become the protagonists rather than 

just – as previously – the mediators of the crime world’s political economy (Alves, 2008; Cano & Ioot, 2008). 

For the last decade, public debate has revolved around the legitimacy of the milícias’ dominance. During 

his first campaign as a mayoral candidate, in 2008, the very same year when the CPI das Milícias was set up, 

Eduardo Paes caused indignation when he stated on television that the polícia mineira30 and local policemen 

had brought tranquility to Jacarepaguá. By interviewing residents living in áreas de milícia, Cano and fellow 

researchers first identified a discourse about a liberating crusade against drug trafficking (2008) and, later 

on, a discourse of order and regulation associated with protection against crime and uncertainty (2012). The 

padrinho mainly mobilizes this latter discourse.

In order to deepen our understanding of the way domination operates in áreas de milícia, I propose 

the further inclusion of urban policies in our considerations of the topic, as unanticipated vectors in the 

expansion of organized crime. The pioneering research conducted by Burgos (2002) sheds light on the 

importance of associative activities in shaping the milícia model, which later became known as the Liga 

da Justiça, ‘Justice League,’ and became the target for intensive repression after the CPI. According to the 

author, control over residents’ associations had enabled the regulation of territorial occupation on the basis 

of traditional values of personalism and reciprocity – which also appeared in my own field. On this point, 

my contribution has sought to take into consideration the fact that residents’ associations are key points of 

articulation between local and supralocal actors, as suggested by Machado da Silva (2011 [1967]). As I have 

sought to demonstrate, setting out from the padrinho’s case, control of access to land and to improvements 

laid the foundations for the asymmetric exchanges established between policemen “as community leaders,” 

“taking care of their own patch,” and local residents.

Onto this mode of domination, so common in the favelas, a security market was superimposed. Based 

on the ideology of fear, some policemen acting “as community leaders” have created a new repertoire 

for the grammar of urban violence (Machado da Silva, 2010): the repertoire of tranquility, or distance from 

violence, which underpins the political market of protection against potential invasions by drug traffickers.31

As highlighted by Cano & Duarte (2012), the milícia should be understood as representing a relation 

of domination that forms part of a continuum extending all the way from a clientele relationship, based 

on the selling of private security, to vassalage imposed by extortion. Their interviewees’ perceptions 

varied between these two poles. In this sense, we could think of the milícias as being part of a wider 

security market that expanded as a counterpart to drug trafficking and the generalized fear this caused 

to spread throughout the city in the 1990s. Paixão (1991) already warned about the growing security 

industry – legal and extralegal – and the challenges it would pose for the defense of human rights in Brazil. 

30   Polícia mineira was a form of security provision in Rio in the 1970s. Some police officers and local vigilants would take justice into their own hands, 
beating, lynching and killing robbers. The term mineira refers to the act of mineirar, mining, whose metaphorical meaning is “separating the wheat from the 
chaff,” or the good citizens from the malandros and vagabundos.

31   A recent initiative by Werneck (2015) seeks to understand how different social types – the drug dealer, the corrupt policeman, and the death squad 
killer – are combined in the construction of this “platypus of criminalization”: the miliciano. This research corroborates the idea that the milícia should be 
conceived as part of the grammar of urban violence.
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Ever since then, the boundaries between legal and illegal have been becoming even more blurred than one 

could have assumed. On one hand, military policemen are doing bicos, odd jobs on the sideline as private 

security agents, or illegally charging businessmen for privileged protection in low and middle-class 

neighborhoods. On the other hand, the CPI ended up increasing miliciano’s concern with issuing receipts 

and producing notes, records and other such documents. 

When examining this branch of the security market, we cannot overlook the singularity of ‘protection’ 

as a political commodity. Misse (2011) has already stressed that its appreciation in the market varies 

according to prospective demand.32 The bigger the number of protection buyers, the higher the appraisal 

for security. As I have argued in this paper, urban policies ended up playing an unforeseen role in the 

creation, consolidation and expansion of such demand. By offering official recognition of land ownership, 

the Meu pé de chão program inadvertently gave the final push towards establishing the padrinho’s control 

– while he was still in the esquadrão da morte, death squad – and enabled him to constitute residents’ 

associations subordinate to him. Negotiations to procure public utilities, such as water supply networks, 

street lighting and road paving, further consolidated his position as a local protagonist articulated with 

supralocal actors – parliamentarians, secretaries and subprefects of Barra da Tijuca. Recent urban programs 

in which I worked lead to the emergence of some more associations and removals to popular condominiums, 

expanding the area under his control westwards.

The intertwining of urban policies with the security market, carving áreas de milícia into the urban 

tissue, is well captured by the interior design of the headquarters of the associations. Behind the desks 

of their presidents hangs a photo of the padrinho striking a pose in elegant attire, in front of which maps 

hand-drawn on brown paper show the communities’ original lots. 

Translated by Francisco Polatscheck

Revised by David Rodgers

Received: December 20, 2016; Approved: May 26, 2017

32   In contrast, drugs, for example, are appreciated in the market according to the costs of production and sale.

146



Marcella de Araujo Silva Vibrant v.14 n.3

References

ALVES, José Claudio Souza (ed.). 2008. “Milícias: mudanças na economia política do crime no Rio de 

Janeiro”. In: Justiça Global (ed.), Segurança, tráfico e milícia no Rio de Janeiro. Rio de Janeiro: Fundação 

Heinrich Boll. pp. 33-36. 

ARAUJO SILVA, Marcella. 2013. A transformação da política na favela: um estudo de caso sobre os agentes 

comunitários. Dissertação de Mestrado. Programa de Pós-Graduação em Sociologia e Antropologia. 

Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro. 

_____. 2016. “Entre as estatísticas e a cidade: o cadastramento e a produção da demanda social por 

apartamentos no PMCMV”. Cadernos Metrópole, 18(35): 237-256. 

_____. 2017. Obras, casas e contas: uma etnografia de problemas domésticos de trabalhadores urbanos, no Rio de 

Janeiro. Tese (Doutorado em Sociologia) – Instituto de Estudos Sociais e Políticos, Universidade do 

Estado do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro.

BRITO, João Felipe Pereira. 2012. Terras Quentes Reinventadas: a criação do bairro Gericinó como parte de 

transformações urbanas do bairro Bangu. 138 p. Dissertação (Mestrado em Sociologia e Antropologia). 

Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro. 

BURGOS, Marcelo. 2002. “Favela, cidade e cidadania em Rio das Pedras”. In: Marcelo Baumann Burgos (ed.), 

A utopia da comunidade. Rio das Pedras, uma favela carioca. 1a ed. Rio de Janeiro: PUC-Rio/ Loyola. pp. 21-91.  

CANO, Ignacio; DUARTE, Thais. 2012. “No sapatinho” : a evolução das milícias no Rio de Janeiro (2008-2011). Rio 

de Janeiro: Fundação Heinrich Böll.  

CANO, Ignacio; IOOT, Carolina. 2008. “Seis por meia dúzia? Um estudo exploratório do fenômeno das 

chamadas ‘milícias’ no Rio de Janeiro”. In: Justiça Global (ed.), Segurança, tráfico e milícia no Rio de Janeiro. 

Rio de Janeiro: Fundação Heinrich Boll. pp. 48-103. 

CARDOSO DE OLIVEIRA, Luiz Roberto. 2008. “Existe violência sem agressão moral?”. Revista Brasileira de 

Ciências Sociais, 23(67): 135-146. 

CARSTEN, Janet; HUGH-JONES, Stephen. 1995. About the house: Levi-Strauss and beyond. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

CAVALCANTI, Mariana. 2007. Of shacks, houses and fortress: an ethnography of favela consolidation in Rio de 

Janeiro. PhD Thesis in Anthropology, the University of Chicago.

CUBAS, Viviane. 2002. A expansão das empresas de segurança privada em São Paulo. Dissertação de Mestrado. 

Departamento de Sociologia. Faculdade de Filosofia, Letras e Ciências Humanas da Universidade de São 

Paulo.

DIAS, Ariley. 2016. Para ver o futuro: utopia, risco e paz no Jardim Batan. Dissertação de mestrado em sociologia. 

Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro. Instituto de Filosofia e Ciência Sociais. Pós-Graduação em 

Sociologia e Antropologia. 

GIDDENS, Anthony. 2003. A constituição da sociedade. Transl. Álvaro Cabral. 2a. ed. São Paulo: Martins Fontes. 

GIFALLI, Samantha. 2015. A produção do espaço entre os muros da Colônia Juliano Moreira: a construção de um 

bairro na Baixada de Jacarepaguá. Dissertação de mestrado em sociologia. Universidade Federal do Rio de 

Janeiro. Instituto de Filosofia e Ciência Sociais. Pós-Graduação em Sociologia e Antropologia. 

GOMES, Simone. 2016. Oportunidades políticas e estratégias militantes em contextos de violência rotinizada: 

uma comparação entre a Zona Oeste do Rio de Janeiro (Brasil) e Guerrero (México). Tese de doutorado em 

sociologia. Instituto de Estudos Sociais e Político. Universidade do Estado do Rio de Janeiro. 

GRILLO, Carolina. 2013. Coisas da vida no crime: Tráfico e roubo em favelas cariocas. Tese  de doutorado em 

Ciências Humanas – Antropologia Cultural. Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro. Instituto de 

Filosofia e Ciências Sociais. Programa de Pós-Graduação em Sociologia e Antropologia. 

147



Marcella de Araujo Silva Vibrant v.14 n.3

KOSELLECK, Reinhart. 2006. “Espaços de experiência e horizonte de expectativas: duas categorias 

históricas”. Futuro passado: contribuição à semântica dos tempos históricos. Rio de Janeiro: Contraponto/

Editora PUC-Rio, pp.305-327.

MACHADO DA SILVA, Luiz Antonio. 2011 [1967]. “A política na favela (reedição)”. Dilemas: Revista de Estudos 

de Conflito e Controle Social, 4: 699-716. 

_____. 2010. “‘Violência urbana’, segurança pública e favelas: o caso do Rio de Janeiro atual”. CADERNO CRH, 

23(59): 283-300. 

MENEZES, Palloma. 2015. Entre o fogo cruzado e o campo minado: uma etnografia do processo de pacificação de 

favelas cariocas. Tese (Doutorado em Sociologia), Instituto de Estudos Sociais e Políticos, Universidade 

do Estado do Rio de Janeiro.

MISSE, Michel. 1999. Malandros, marginais e vagabundos. A acumulação social da violência no Rio de Janeiro. Tese 

de doutorado. IUPERJ/UCAM.

_____. 2011. “Crime organizado e crime comum no Rio de Janeiro: diferenças e afinidades”. Revista de 

Sociologia e Política, 19(40): 13-25. 

MISSE, Michel; GRILLO, Carolina; TEIXEIRA, Cesar; NERI, Natasha. 2013. Quando a polícia mata: homicídios 

por “autos de resistência” no Rio de Janeiro (2002-2011). Rio de Janeiro: Necvu, Booklink.

MOTTA, Eugênia. 2014. “Houses and economy in the favelas”. Vibrant – Virtual Brazilian Anthropology, 11(1): 

118-158. 

PAIXÃO, Antonio. 1991. “Segurança privada, direitos humanos e democracia: notas preliminares sobre 

novos dilemas políticos”. Novos Estudos CEBRAP, 31: 131-141. 

SCHUTZ, Alfred. 1974. On phenomelogy and social relations. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

SIQUEIRA, Raiza. 2013. A política no loteamento: um estudo sobre mediação na zona oeste carioca. Tese de 

doutorado em sociologia. Instituto de Estudos Sociais e Político. Universidade do Estado do Rio de 

Janeiro. 

WERNECK, Alexandre. 2015. “O ornitorrinco da criminalização: a construção social moral do ‘miliciano’ a 

partir dos personagens da violência urbana do Rio de Janeiro”. DILEMAS: Revista de Estudos de Conflito e 

Controle Social, 8(3): 429-454  

ZALUAR, Alba. 1985. A máquina e a revolta: as organizações populares e o significado da pobreza. São Paulo: 

Editora Brasiliense. 

ZANETIC, André. 2005. A questão da segurança privada: estudo do marco regulatório dos serviços particulares de 

segurança. Dissertação de Mestrado. Departamento de Ciência Política. Faculdade de Filosofia, Letras e 

Ciências Humanas da Universidade de São Paulo.

Marcella de Araujo Silva
Substitute professor at UFRJ’s Department of Sociology, Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brazil.
E-mail: marcella.caarsi@gmail.com

148



Vibrant v.14 n.3e143149; DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1809-43412017v14n3p149

Dossier “The Urban Peripheries”

I - State violence: militarization of urban peripheries and ‘pacification apparatus’

State, market and administration of 
territories in the city of Rio de Janeiro
Márcia Pereira Leite
Instituto de Ciências Sociais, Universidade do Estado do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brasil

Abstract

This article discusses the new modality of governance of the poor in border territories of Brazilian 

cities, specifically in their favelas and peripheries. We analyze, based on research carried out in Rio de 

Janeiro, dynamics that, at first glance, could appear to be local: the disciplinarization of inhabitants, the 

commodification of their territories and the militarization of their lives through the Pacifying Police Units. 

We argue that these units’ local implementation is an experiment in the production of order without 

democratic mediations for the management of social conflicts, which has the potential to be replicated 

in other territories and situations, as well as in relation to other populations under the logic of “urban 

militarism” (Graham).

Key words: urban militarism, favelas, peripheries, Pacifying Police Units.
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Estado, mercado e gestão de territórios 
na cidade do Rio de Janeiro
Resumo

O artigo discute a nova modalidade de governo dos pobres nos territórios de margens das cidades 

brasileiras, especificamente em suas favelas e periferias. Analisa, com base em pesquisas realizadas no Rio 

de Janeiro, dinâmicas que, a um primeiro olhar, poderiam ser supostas como locais: a disciplinarização de 

seus moradores, a mercantilização de seus territórios e a militarização de sua vida através das Unidades de 

Polícia Pacificadora. Argumenta que sua implementação local constitui um experimento de produção da 

ordem sem mediações democráticas para a gestão dos conflitos sociais, que tem potencial de ser replicado 

em outros territórios e situações, bem como em relação a outras populações sob a lógica do “militarismo 

urbano” (Graham).

Palavras-chave: Militarismo urbano, Favelas, Periferias, UPPs .

150



Márcia Pereira Leite Vibrant v.14 n.3

State, market and administration of 
territories in the city of Rio de Janeiro*

Márcia Pereira Leite

The new [military] doctrine is centred around the idea that a wide spectrum of global insurgencies and ambient 

threats now operates across the social, technical, political, cultural and financial networks which straddle 

transnational scales while simultaneously penetrating the everyday spaces, sites and circulations of global 

cities. Such lurking threats are deemed by the latest theorist of ‘asymmetric’ or ‘irregular’ warfare to camouflage 

themselves within the ‘clutter’ of cities at home and abroad for concealment against traditional forms of 

military targeting (Graham 2009: 279).

This article analyzes some of the “dispositifs” of governing the poor in territories on the margins of 

large Brazilian cities,1 specifically their favelas – a theme that I have been pursuing in my studies for some 

time. My intention is to discuss some of the results of this research, and the hypotheses that stem from 

them. Living and studying in Rio de Janeiro, I have analyzed the relationship between the state and favelas 

based on some dynamics observed in the empiric research2 which, at first glance, can be understood to be 

local, including the new form of governing the poor through the militarization of their living territories 

using Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora [Police Pacification Units] (UPPs).3 I recognize, however, that this 

does not limit either the interest in or the relevance of their comprehension, given that these dynamics 

appear to not be exclusive to Rio de Janeiro. I argue that their local implementation is an experiment in the 

production of order, without the mediation of democratically inspired dispositifs for the administration of 

social conflicts. It thus involves, as Graham affirms in the epigraph, a militarization of the administration 

of life and of urban conflicts based on a military rhetoric and practices that are increasingly considered to 

be central (and necessary) to the government of cities and urban safety (Foucault 2004a). 

My argument will be developed through an analysis of how the management of favela territories is 

processed today in Rio de Janeiro with the UPPs, discussing the commodification of the city’s territories, 

the disciplinarization of the residents and the militarization of their life by the UPPs.

1   Margins are understood here using the analytical perspective developed by Das and Poole (2004) as spaces, populations and practices that are the object 
of a specific state administration, which, combining legal-illegal, licit-illicit, legible-illegible, are permanently redefined in an active coproduction of the 
state and its “margins”. The notion of government of the poor is supported by Foucault’s analysis of governmentality as a form of exercising power “the 
main target of which is the population, the most important form of knowledge is political economy, its essential technical instrument is the dispositifs of 
security” (2010: 303), involving the preeminence of sovereignty and of discipline for modeling conduct, and therefore, not only the governing of others, but 
also the governing of oneself. This highlights, in the case of Rio de Janeiro, the territorial inscription of this form of exercising power in the locations of 
residence of the poor, which are not restricted to the exercise of state power. 

2   I refer to the studies “Territórios da pobreza, segregação e políticas públicas: novas feições da sociabilidade em favelas” (PQ /CNPq and PROCIENCIA/
FAPERJ/UERJ) and “Territorialidade, Estado e Mercado: margens e regimes territoriais na cidade do Rio de Janeiro” (FAPERJ) and to the collective studies 
“Virtudes e Limites das UPPs: uma avaliação socioantropologica” (FAPERJ, 2010) and “Juventudes em comunidades com Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora: 
perfil, expectativas e projetos em suas comunidades” (FLACSO, 2011), conducted by CEVIS/IESP/UERJ and coordinated by Machado da Silva. 

3   UPPs are permanent police posts implanted in favelas with a squad of state military police who according to the Secretariat of Public Safety of Rio de Janeiro 
State (SSP), are trained to operate according to the dictates of “proximity policing”. For more information about the proposal and mode of operation of the 
UPPs, see: Leite (2012, 2015) and the dossier organized by Machado da Silva and Leite (2014, 2015), among others. Note that Rio de Janeiro has, according to 
the 2010 census, 1,071 favelas. Until now 37 UPPs have been implanted in favelas in the city of Rio de Janeiro. More than half were placed in the “noble” area of 
the city and or near the sports facilities constructed or remodeled for the “big events”. According to the SPP, each UPP would produce effects of “pacification 
around the group of favelas in which it is implanted. Thus, 257 localities would be reached by the dispositif (without considering the UPP Mangueirinha, 
in Baixada Fluminense, in the periphery of Rio). The expansion to the Baixada Fluminense region, because of local requests, indicates the potential for the 
replication of this measure. About these requests for UPPs, see Miagusko (2016).
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Before enunciating it, I explain the reference to the city’s favelas as a periphery. The favelas, locations 

that were originally precarious in terms of housing and urban equipment and services, were shaped as 

territories that were occupied as residential options, by a population that because of its labor and salary 

conditions was not able to buy or rent residences in other locations, or to meet the costs of the daily travel 

to their workplaces.4 Despite their great heterogeneity (Valladares 2005), the favelas were always the object 

of a specific state administration in terms of urban infrastructure and public policies, which were never 

effectively integrated to the rest of the city. From this perspective, they were (and still are) a periphery of the 

city, as one of the margins of the state of Rio de Janeiro. 

The article is organized in four sections. In the first, I present the policy for implementation of the UPPs 

in the Rio de Janeiro favelas as a central part of the re-structuring of Rio de Janeiro as a “city of business” 

(Harvey 2005, Compans 1999, Ribeiro and Santos Jr. 2013) which would reduce urban violence in the period 

of the preparation of the city to host the “big events”, a cycle that ended with the 2016 Olympic games and 

Paralympics.5 In the second, I examine some dispositifs triggered by the UPPs in these territories and in 

relation to their population. I argue that the sense of this government policy is not limited to guaranteeing 

effective action of the militarized security forces6 in territories considered to be hotbeds of violent crime, by 

seeking to eliminate or limit illicit drug trafficking. My aim is to demonstrate that what is experimented is 

a modality of government of the poor in the city that has a dual meaning. On one hand, it reconfigures the 

favelas as new business territories for the market, in a sense indicated by Harvey (2005), i.e., as spaces for 

expansion of urban accumulation by implementing public policies that are closely tied to private interests. 

On the other, it deals with the demands for social and urban integration of their residents by offering 

them insertion in the market through entrepreneurship. In the third section I discuss how this form of 

government is realized in the favelas with UPPs. I focus on another face of disciplinarization of residents: 

which is processed through the militarization of life in the favelas, which allows the state to reduce the 

social conflicts located there, always by maintaining a recourse to dispositifs from the field of sovereignty 

to “let die” (Foucault 2004a) those considered to be ungovernable. In the conclusion, I suggest that this 

modality of government of the poor in carioca7∗ favelas has the potential to be replicated in other situations 

and for populations in other cities, evidently with adjustments in the specific arrangements of the security 

technologies (Collier 2009). I argue that this experiment in the production of order with UPPs is found in 

the circuit of diffusion of “urban militarism” in the terms used by Graham (2009), to allow the state and its 

partners to reduce social conflicts, emphasizing “market imperatives” instead of the democratic conquests 

of the expansion of citizenship.

4   Later, the city produced other peripheries, occupied with subdivisions and housing projects, incorporating into their urban dynamic neighboring cities 
that are now part of the Rio de Janeiro Metropolitan Region and subordinating them economically and socially, especially the Baixada Fluminense (Freire 
2016). But the favelas, as the city’s closest “periphery”, continue to grow in number, population and total residences. The city is now expanding through 
various processes. Of these I highlight a new movement of peripheralization of poverty through housing projects built in the federal Minha Casa Minha Vida 
[My Home My Life] low income housing program, usually in areas that lack urban infrastructure (Conceição 2016).

5   In addition to the traditional events in the city like Carnival, New Years Eve in Copacabana and Rock in Rio, the cycle of “big events” involved: the 
Environmental Conference Rio + 20 in 2012, the Catholic Church’s World Youth Day in 2013, the Confederations Cup in 2013, the 2014 World Cup, the World 
Military Games in 2015 and the 2016 Olympics and Paralympics.

6   In Brazil, public safety in the cities is the responsibility of state governments, and is operated by militarized forces. The so-called Military Police (PM) is 
responsible for preventive and ostensive policing and the maintenance of public order (and is considered a reserve of the armed forces). The enactment of 
judicial and investigative attributions are the responsibility of the Civil Police, or, in the case of federal issues, the Federal Police. In the specific realm of 
municipalities, there is the Municipal Guard, which uses non-lethal weapons, and which is responsible for protecting the assets of the cities and that can be 
agencied to collaborate towards public safety. The Armed Forces can also be used to maintain public safety (and frequently are). 

7   “Carioca” is the adjective for a person or thing from Rio de Janeiro. 
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1. The experiment with the UPPs in the carioca favelas

There was great celebration in Rio de Janeiro in 2009 when the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 

chose the city to host the 2016 Olympics. Residents, and business and government leaders all celebrated, 

not only because of a passion for sports, but because they believed that at a good moment in the country’s 

economy the games would open a “window of opportunity” for the former federal capital to be re-organized 

as a “city of business” (Miagusko 2012) and thus regain its former political and economic dynamism. There 

was, however, a problem, which was accompanied by promises by government leaders that it would be 

resolved, made to the IOC and to Brazilian and international investors articulated around this project; 

the city was considered very violent. This had already led to a noticeable decrease in the domestic and 

international flow of tourists, as well as an economic deterioration of the city.8 This violence was related 

to dynamics of illegal drug trafficking, whose points of sale were implanted years earlier in the favelas and 

peripheries (Leite 2012, 2015; Machado da Silva 2008). Thus, one of the central elements in the preparation 

of Rio as the “Olympic city” was to focus on these territories, to reduce the violence that overflowed from 

them to the rest of the city. 

In December 2008, in the wake of the consequences of an intensification of criminal and state violence 

in one of the largest groups of favelas in the city,9 the Rio de Janeiro state government gradually forged what 

came to be known as a “pacification” policy for the favelas. Beginning with the occupation of the favela 

Santa Marta (which is small and nestled close to a prestigious region of the city) by the Military Police, 

government officials announced that they would launch there a dispositif of “proximity policing”, with 

special forces that would remain permanently in the location: and would later be called Police Pacification 

Units (UPPs) (Leite 2015, 2012; Cano et al. 2012; Machado da Silva and Leite 2014, 2015, and others). The 

UPPs would recuperate the state’s sovereignty in these locations, expelling the drug traffickers who had 

military command of the territories and over the lives and choices of the residents. Thus, they would bring 

peace to the favelas and to the city. This was a moment when the policy for the “pacification” of the favelas 

had great public approval, both in the media, and among most residents in the city, social scientists and 

parliamentarians, who all accepted the idea that the favelas with UPPs had in fact been “pacified” by the 

permanent presence of a militarized police force. 

Nearly 2 years later, a new announcement was made: the creation of the Social UPP10 which would 

recover the state’s “social debt” with the population living there, implanting in the territory the basic urban 

facilities that residents had long requested as their rights as citizens. It would thus be necessary for a state 

military force that was competitive with the criminal forces to occupy these territories, to simultaneously 

provide the residents new living choices, and for the state to exercise its sovereignty, implementing its 

effective presence through its specific institutions and through concessions of public services that would 

8   Cesar Maia, mayor of the city for 3 mandates (1993/97, 2001/05, 2005/09), affirmed that Rio faced a “deep urban crisis”, related to deindustrialization and 
the loss of the city’s tourist potential given the representation of Rio de Janeiro as “extremely violent” and the lack of investments in its most valuable areas. 
His government’s strategic planning sought to revert these factors and project the “reconstruction” of the city based by defining the potential of each region 
for the market, sparked by investments in ecotourism, leisure and culture (Espíndola 2009). They thus broke with the conception and practices of a more 
“horizontal” intervention in the city, in terms of implantation of urban equipment and services, following the principle of the universality of the rights of 
citizenship.  

9   I refer to the Chacina do Pan (The Pan Massacre, names during the Pan American Games, held in the city in 2007), the product of a violent actions by 
militarized police forces in the Complexo do Alemão region, which according to the literature and Coronel Robson Rodrigues (then General Commander 
of the UPPs, who was interviewed by Machado da Silva and I in 2011) was the “start for the SSP to begin to think of what and how to do in the favelas to 
contain violence from drug trafficking”. About the repercussions of the Chacina do Pan in the Brazilian and international press and its relationship with the 
“invention of the UPPs”, see Palermo (2011). 

10   Program formulated with the objective to articulate the interventions of public agencies in the locations with UPPs and promote partnerships between 
the municipal, state and federal governments, the private sector and NGOs for the urban integration of these territories and their residents. About their 
mode of operation and the progressive shift in direction to a priority focus on entrepreneurship, see Leite (2015) and Carvalho (2014). 
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realize the constantly promised urban integration of the favelas. In this process, the state would construct 

its legitimacy in the “pacified” territories, to the degree that it was undoing what it designated with war 

metaphors,11 as the connections and loyalties of the residents to the drug traffickers. 

Even if the residents of the “pacified” favelas had many complaints about the action of the military 

police (the residents commonly affirmed that the UPP commanders became the new donos do morro12 [boss 

of the hill], in an allusion to the modes of operation of drug traffickers in these locations), they approved 

the fact that for the first time in decades the permanent policing in these locations had noticeably 

decreased the gunfire and the homicides, both those produced by confrontations between different gangs 

for the control of territories, as well as those produced by the police in their incursions into the favelas 

under the logic of the metaphor of war. They also valued the possibility of being able to travel through 

the favelas, once the borders of armed territorial commands were broken down. And they breathed with 

relief because they could finally conduct their daily routines with a modicum of safety (Machado da Silva 

2008). But they also had criticisms, and harsh ones. Police brutality continued: including physical searches 

of residents and frequent aggressions, which demonstrated that the police continued to see and treat the 

residents as enemies, supposing that they are in some way complicit with the criminals. “If we do not accept, 

they complain, insult us, slap us in the face, accuse us of contempt”13, as residents complain. Meanwhile, they say that 

the police, “are complicit with the bandits. The “boca” [drug-selling points]14 came back to the same place. Right 

where it was before...You know what the police do? Nothing! They go down the next street, but they don’t go there! 

The payoffs were made.” And, little by little, shootings and homicides decreased, returned and increased,15 

given that the state wound up conciliating with the drug traffickers and reconsidering its initial objective 

(to eliminate trafficking in these territories and to arrest  its operators), limiting it to “no ostensive use of 

arms in the locations”. 

I would like to highlight three combined processes. On one hand, the official pronouncements of the 

SSP, which is responsible for the administration of public safety and of the UPP experiment, affirm that 

the main objective of the pacification policy had always strictly been the “elimination of the rifle”. This 

overtook the previous focus on the “return of state sovereignty over these territories”, and in a certain sense 

rewrote the history (Leite 2015). On the other hand, by focusing its policy on “eliminating the rifle” the state 

fundamentally came to seek, through the UPPs, to reduce the violence that overflowed from the favelas 

to the city and compromised its image.16 Finally, this shift in meaning of the policy for the “pacification” 

of the favelas represented a new orientation (even if an informal one) from the SSP to the police assigned 

to the UPPs. The SSP implicitly accepted the return of the usual practices of the military police in the 

territories in their contacts with violent crime to seek compliance to the new objective of the UPPs: crime 

11   I designate as a war metaphor the representation of the city as being torn by conflicts and contradictions between the favelas (typified as territories of 
violence and the illegalities related to them) and the rest of the city (represented as the space of state order and citizenship), which guided, since the 1980s 
(and until today in the favelas without UPPs), the state policies and practices in the field of public safety. About this theme see Leite (2012). 

12   I use italics for the native categories. I use quotes for the categories used by the media and by the police and other operators from the state.

13   Cf. Article 331 of the Penal Code that refers to “contempt towards a public employee in the exercise of his function or because of it”. The penalty is 6 
months to 2 years in jail or a fine. On 15/12/2016, the Supremo Tribunal de Justiça decriminalized “contempt”. The Brazilian penal code, however, established 
the crime of disobedience (“to disobey the legal order of a public employee”, article 330), which carries a penalty of 15 days to 6 months of detention or a fine 
and continues as a dispositif of “exception”.  
Cfr.{ http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/cotidiano/2016/12/1842236-descriminalizacao-do-desacato-e-decisao-historica-dizem-especialistas.shtml} , accessed in 
December 2016.

14   Retail point of sale of drugs.

15   On the increase of the lethalness of police in these locations, and in general in the favelas and peripheries of Rio de Janeiro in the period, see: “Onde a 
polícia mata: homicídios praticados por policiais militares no estado do Rio de Janeiro”, prepared by the NGO Justiça Global based on official data from the 
Instituto de Segurança Pública. Source: https://medium.com/@justicaglobal/onde-a-pol%C3%ADcia-mata-homic%C3%ADdios-praticados-por-policiais-
militares-no-estado-do-rio-de-janeiro-9797c1b8041a#.rr5mmagdt, accessed in November 2016. 

16   I am considering the distance between the initial formulation of the UPP project as a “proximity police” that would bring safety to the residents of the 
“pacified” territories and its effective implementation in these territories, which can be grasped by what I designated above as the complaints of residents 
in relation to the UPPs.  
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could continue, as long as it was “pacified”: without territorial disputes and without confrontations with 

the police. And, as all the studies show (Machado da Silva and Leite 2014, 2015, among others), the illegal 

activity (illicit drug dealing), was once again conducted openly in the favelas with a UPP. In the same way, 

the military police returned to its usual practices that combined conviviality and collusion with violent 

crime, thus participating in the illegal market generated by its operators through the negotiation of what 

Misse (2011) designates as “political merchandise”: charging bribes (arrego) from traffickers to not conduct 

their official activity in these places/situations (patrols of points of sale, arrests, confiscation of guns and 

merchandise, etc.) or, even, to protect them, through various strategies, from rival gangs in disputes over 

sales territories. These state practices in the Rio de Janeiro favelas, the  “political merchandise” negotiated 

by the operators of the state (the PMs), participate in an illegal market that is protected and leveraged by 

the recourse available to the police, by delegation of the state, to act in its name and under the cover of its 

objectives and essential functions. Its exchange value depends on the correlation of forces between the rival 

groups of traffickers and the specific context of formulation/implementation of public safety policies that 

can expand or reduce the market value of the forms of protection. From this perspective, it is important to 

highlight a final point. As demonstrated by the implicit permission of the SSP for the return of the common 

state practices of their operators in the “pacified” territories, far from representing a disfunctionality of the 

state, these practices are one of the common modes of state management of these territories as margins. 

Therefore, in the year prior to the realization of the Olympics, the territorial command of the drug 

dealers had already been mostly recovered in the “pacified” favelas. Little by little, disputes returned 

between rival gangs for the conquest of the most profitable locations for illegal drug sales, renewing the 

lack of safety of the residents and of the “city”. People began to speak of the “crisis of the UPPs”: residents, 

media and the operators of public safety themselves debated what had gone wrong. The Secretary of Public 

Safety of Rio de Janeiro, José Mariano Beltrame, attributed the crisis to the lack of public investments in the 

“pacification” policy; to a lack of sufficient and properly trained forces, outdated military equipment, and 

to the fact that the police rank and file was discontent with the salary policy. After the Olympics, he asked 

to stepped down. The governor, lamenting Beltrame’s departure and praising him for his action, explained 

that the lack of public investments was temporary and due to the financial crisis that the state was 

experiencing. But a certain consensus was solidified that the UPPs had already fulfilled their cycle – linked 

to the “big events” - and would be terminated, because they had proved to be ineffective. 

But did the UPPs actually fail? This appears to me to be a central question to discuss in this article. After 

all, if the main objective of this government policy was to guarantee an effective action of the militarized 

security forces in the territories considered to be spaces of violent crime, seeking to eliminate, or even only 

to reduce illicit drug dealing, it would be necessary to recognize their failure. But from another perspective 

it appears to me that the experiment with the UPPs was successful in some fields. This is suggested by three 

important facts. I can highlight, on one hand, the proposal being deliberated in the federal Chamber of 

Deputies to transform the implementation of the UPPs into a state policy, for 25 years, and to nationalize 

it, implementing them in other territories of the country that face violence and crime similar to that 

found in Rio de Janeiro17. Another is the direct involvement of various Brazilian and foreign companies in 

the experiment, with private financing. One was EBX, of Eike Batista (who was then Brazil’s richest man 

and the 8th in the world according to Forbes magazine), Coca Cola, Souza Cruz, Bradesco Seguros, and 

others, as well as partnerships with the Brazilian Confederation of Football, the Federation of Industries 

of Rio de Janeiro state and the Federation of Commerce, Goods, Services and Tourism of Rio de Janeiro 

17   PL 370/2011, presented by federal deputy Alessandro Molon, which continues to be debated in the Chamber of Deputies with the substitute bill n. 1 
presented by Deputy Luiz Couto to the Commission of the Constitution and Justice and Citizenship, on 26/06/2017.
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State (Gomes 2016).18 The third is that the UPP policy stimulated the production of a technology of power, 

which was considered in Brazil and abroad to be effective for the government of territories and or poor 

populations and for reducing localized social conflicts. 

2. The successes of the UPPs in the commodification of the “pacified” territories

State Secretary of Safety, José Mariano Beltrame, delivered the “Tool Kit” today at the auditorium of the 

Secretariat of Safety, the “Police Pacification Unit – UPP: from the origin of the program for a pacification 

policy”, with the entire history of the policy of pacification materialized in the UPPs. The manual, accompanied 

by three didactic books, a book with the history of the UPPs and a CD was received by the Minister of Justice 

of El Salvador, Benito Lara. The ceremony included representatives of the Brazilian, Salvadoran and U.S. 

governments, whose U.S. Agency for International Development [USAID] provided financial support for the 

drafting of the manual. “Formally, El Salvador was the first country that requested this exchange. Informally, 

we had visits from many other countries, internal meetings to learn about the operation of the UPP, like that 

with Panama and the United States (...) Beltrame said. (...) The work began to be conducted a year and a half ago, 

in general lines, it has very important supports, which can help any other country that has a reality similar to 

our state. The police forces must be protagonists to guarantee citizenship.  With the UPPs, the police assure 

the arrival of mechanisms that keep youth and people from the possibility of practices of urban violence (...). 

In Latin America, we must revert this situation, review the causes that lead to violence”, he concluded.  (http://

www.rj.gov.br/web/seseg/exibeconteudo?article-id=2512407, accessed in November 2016, emphasis added).

I propose, in this section, another reading of the “crisis of the UPPs” which emphasizes what I 

understand to be central focuses of the policy for “pacification” of the favelas. The first focus is related to 

what I have been denominating the cycle of “big events” in the city and to the circuits of production of a 

governmentality focused on safety that they are associated to. From this angle, it should be considered that 

from 2008 to 2016 (from the inauguration of the first UPP until the announcement of their “crisis”), this 

dispositif demonstrated it was effective because it made viable the city’s preparation for the events. Thus, 

if the UPPs did not effectively decrease violence over the entire period, they at least led to a noticeable drop, 

according to public perception of violence (cf. Machado da Silva and Leite 2014, 2015, among others), in 

part to the degree to which they were instrumentalized as proof of the “pacification” of the favelas and of 

the city by the state and municipal governments in their public pronouncements and in their agencyings 

to attract investors and tourists.19 The international circulation of this experiment, through in loco visits 

of government officials and leaders from other countries,20 the financial support offered by USAID for 

the production of this “technology of pacification” and its insertion in the international circuit of “urban 

militarism” (elements mentioned and emphasized on the official site of the UPPs, according to the citation 

in epigraph) appear to leave no doubts about the issue. 

18   Silvia Ramos, then Municipal Undersecretary of Integrated Actions in the Territory, acting in the Social UPP, considered this initiative “a capitalist 
investment in the future, but with a social sensibility”, affirming: “They want to conquer the [lower] classes C, D and E. The favelas have thus become a 
socially attractive market.” And emphasized that one of the first actions of the police to expel the armed dealers was to destroy the clandestine electrical and 
cable TV hookups. “Empresas ajudam a financiar a pacificação”, em http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/fsp/cotidian/ff2811201040.htm, acesso em outubro de 2016.

19   I highlight the practice of guided visits by police from the UPPs in these locations (with scheduling available on the official website of the UPPs) and the 
celebration of the good moment by government officials and business leaders. See, for example, the article by the Brazilian Association of Event Companies 
“Rio se consolida como capital de grandes eventos”, de 25/9/2011, in http://www.abeoc.org.br/2011/09/rio-se-consolida-como-capital-de-grandes-eventos/, 
consulted in November 2016.

20   For example, the visit of U.S. President Barack Obama to the neighborhood Cidade de Deus and of the Minister of Justice of the United Kingdom, Chris 
Graylling, to Santa Marta, and of former NYC Mayor Michael Bloomberg and of actor Harrison Ford to Babilônia. 
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From this perspective, what I call the “international circuit of a governmentality focused on safety”, 

must be better clarified. I refer to its presence in two experiences with “urban militarism” that were 

appropriated in the formulation and implementation of the UPP experiment: the militarization of the 

living territories of the poor in Colombia, studied in loco by Rio de Janeiro government officials21 and the 

experience of “stabilization” of Haiti, begun in 2004 and that lasted more than 10 years, defined by the 

United Nations and conducted by the Brazilian army to assure “order and peace” in that country.22 In the 

case of Colombia, Meza (2015) affirms that a geopolitics of drugs was substituted by a geopolitics of safety, 

which was articulated in a “transversal space” between the sovereignty of the states and international 

cooperation. From this perspective, in the two cases, what was in question was the diffusion and the 

appropriation (by local and national governments) of the “good practices”23 that articulated military 

and security strategies for the administration of territories and urban populations. As Roy (2012) and 

Ferguson and Gupta (2002) found, this process involves a transnational circulation of ideas and projects 

among government officials, researchers and multilateral agencies, through think tanks that produce and 

reproduce a transnational governmentality. 

And the circuit is completed, at least for now, with an agencying in a reverse direction: the support and 

diffusion of the UPP experiment by USAID, as part of its operations in the field of “citizen safety” in relation 

to Latin America and the Caribbean:

 USAID/Brazil and the State of Rio de Janeiro Security Secretariat formed a trilateral cooperation partnership to 

increase citizen security in third countries. This partnership draws upon the Secretariat’s expertise, experience 

and proven models for transforming violence-prone neighborhoods without public services into peaceful 

communities with schools, healthcare, and job opportunities (https://www.usaid.gov/brazil/our-work/trilateral-

cooperation, accessed in December 2016).

My hypothesis in relation to this aspect is that this support is shaped, in the circuit that we are 

examining, as a part of what Meza analyzes as a strategy of counterinsurgent government war. It has been 

approved by the U.S. State Department based on experiences in Colombia and conflicts in Central Asia. This 

“Territorial Consolidation” has two key concepts:

First: reconstruction of the political, socioeconomic and physical infrastructure of a territory or country that 

has been degraded, compromised or destroyed (as in a war offensive), seeking to establish the bases for long-

lasting development. (...) Second; stabilization, by means of which the subjacent tensions, which threatened a 

resurgence of situations of violence and a break from law and order, be addressed and decreased, to the degree 

that the efforts made create conditions for successful development (2015: 374).

Returning to the central argument, I would like to present what I consider the second central focus of 

the “Pacification of favelas” that resulted from my studies. In them, I took seriously a recurring statement, 

among many with the same meaning, made by residents who I accompanied: “behind the military police 

21   The circulation of Brazilian government officials to find in Colombia elements for the configuration of the “favela pacification” policy was broadly reported 
in the media. For example, in http://extra.globo.com/noticias/rio/em-visita-colombia-cabral-conhece-programas-de-seguranca-734145.html, accessed in 
November 2016. 

22   The experiment conducted by Brazil – to keep the “peace” by guaranteeing public order favorable to the market (especially in relation to the increased 
precariousness of labor in Haiti), at the same time that it sought to qualify for a seat on the UN Security Council – was highlighted to me in an oral 
communication by  Rodrigo Calvet.  

23   This involves actions and policies defined as effective for the solution of social problems that receive this qualification in these international circuits 
(Bessen 2016). Lugones (2016), in oral communication at the V Congreso Latinoamericano de Antropología (Colômbia, 2017) about “good practices” in 
Córdoba, Argentina, highlighted how their configuration as being paradigmatic allows this governing technology to be “replicated and replicable” in other 
contexts and situations..  
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and their “caveirão”,24 right behind, comes the cable TV truck...”. What the residents perceive, describe and 

tell me appears to be very clear. One of the focuses, perhaps the central one, of the militarization of their 

living territories was to allow the market to “invade” the favelas. This does not involve a first opening of 

the favelas to the market, because favela residents were always integrated to labor markets and capitalist 

consumption, and a variety of activities were conducted and goods were sold as part of the local economy. I 

think that what the dispositif of militarization of the favelas allowed (and efficiently, at least contextually) 

was, their reconfiguration as new territories for business for the market, as a space for the expansion of 

market frontiers through new processes of urban accumulation: (a) stimulating a more aggressive strategy 

for conquest of the consumer market in the favelas by financial, real estate and commercial companies and 

service providers who located there; (b) producing competition with the activities conducted there that 

strongly influence the local economy; and (c) through the UPPs and their promise to make the “pacified” 

favelas “safe territories”, by providing the conditions to make possible a more effective commodification of 

space, of housing and cultural initiatives and of the generation of income of their residents.25 

The first strategy, defined according to the guidelines of USAID for the field of “citizen security” was 

announced by the operators of the experiment, as can be seen in its official website:

 The pacification still has an essential role in the social and economic development of the communities, because 

it stimulates the entrance of public services, infrastructure, social, sporting and cultural projects, private 

investments and opportunities. (Source: http://www.upprj.com/index.php/o_que_e_upp, accessed in December 

2016.)

This strategy has been agencied by the municipal government of Rio de Janeiro, a partner in the UPP 

experiment, with eyes on the Brazilian and international market, in the circuit that promotes its “good 

practices”:  

The potential for consumption in the favelas has been awakening the attention of private business for a few 

years. In Rocinha, (...) bank branches, lottery sales posts (bill-paying agencies) and retail commerce have already 

bet on the success of their business since the 1990s. With Brazil’s economic growth, the improved distribution 

of income and the entrance of the poor population to the middle class, the rhythm increased. Twelve million 

people live in the Brazilian favelas and have a total purchasing power of R$56 billion in goods and services, 

according to a survey conducted by the Data Popular and Data Favela institutes. This is higher than the gross 

national product of countries such as Bolivia and Paraguay.” (“Nas comunidades pacificadas, o mercado 

integra”, Development Made in Rio, publication of PCRJ, Ano 1, edição 4, 12 de 2014, pp. 37-41, available at (http://

www.rio.rj.gov.br/documents/91329/a5475572-bd40-439b-a99f-0cba89cb973b, consulted in November 2016.) 

The second strategy was felt and expressed by many of the residents I accompanied in my studies:

Life is very difficult here. Everything is very expensive. Rent went up, the prices of everything in the [local] stores. 

And electricity? They promised a social rate [for electricity now provided by the Light utility company which 

has substituted former clandestine connections], but it is more expensive than on the “asphalt” [the formal 

neighborhoods].  And it doesn’t work well. Or the water, there is no water at least two or three times a week, every 

week...

24   Armored military combat vehicle, used by the elite segment of the military police, the Special Police Operations Battalion (BOPE), in its incursions into 
carioca favelas, which has the BOPE symbol (a skull and cross bones [caveira in Portuguese] with a dagger lodged into it with two golden pistols).

25   I refer to the opening of a new territorial frontier for the market which combines with and stimulates the viability of the project to re-structure Rio de 
Janeiro as the “city of business”, taking advantage of the context of the “big events”. 
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You can’t do anything here. My neighbor had already bought all the material to build a second floor above his 

house. His daughter got married. He was saving money and bought bricks, cement, everything. When the store 

came to deliver it, the people from SMH [the municipal housing department] prohibited the construction.  No 

you can’t [build], not any more...”  

In these statements, as in many others, my interlocutors report various aspects of this commodification 

of life in favelas made viable by the promise that the UPPs would make the territory “safe” for business. 

Cable TV companies, shops, tourism and entertainment, real estate, finance, event sponsors and other 

companies occupy space in the local economy by offering their services at market prices, at the same 

time as the state began an offensive to regularize addresses,26 residences, commercial activities and 

electricity consumption. The case of electricity is a good example. In Rio de Janeiro, the Light electrical 

utility has the monopoly on supply of this good that had always been a dispositif of local accumulation 

in the favelas, through the common practice of illegal connections to the power grid (known as gatos). 

With the compulsory regularization of electrical connections, there was a strong reaction and protests 

from residents, particularly because of the high rates, which were disregarded by the company and the 

state. The hookups were also criminalized, through the suspension of supply without an examination 

of the complaints, fines and punishment, and propaganda that presented the failure to regularize 

electrical connections as uncivilized behavior of those who do not know how (and cannot be) citizens as 

demonstrated by Loretti (2016), Ost and Fleury (2013) and Cunha and Mello (2011) in discussing the proposal 

for urban and social integration through consumption via UPPs.

The regularization of commercial activities and services in the favelas, presented as part of the 

agencyings to produce “successful development” in these territories is another point of the process 

examined. The agencyings of the state in this sense have strong support from the Brazilian Support Service 

for Micro and Small Companies, (SEBRAE) which migrated its operations in the field of economic solidarity 

(support for initiatives to generate work and income) to entrepreneurship (Lima 2008). SEBRAE promotes: 

(a) debureaucratization of accreditation; (b) reduction of taxes (above all for individual micro-entrepreneurs 

with revenues up to R$ 60.000,00 per year [approximately US$20,000] and at most one contracted employee 

receiving a minimum wage or the base salary for the professional category); (c) training courses (to identify 

local potential and vocations and competent business management); and (d) access to microcredit.27 Its 

agenda of activities in these localities is intense, offering courses in entrepreneurship that promise that 

they can create business opportunities for the population, with generation of income and employment, 

particularly for: 

The electrician, the seamstress, the barber, the manicurist, the builder, the artisan, the teacher who gives 

music classes at home, that is, independent and mobile [workers] who normally do not pay taxes, but also 

do not have social security benefits or the same benefits as those who have formal employment. To work in a 

regularized form has advantages. According to Sebrae, to be classified as an individual micro-entrepreneur 

is an opportunity for those who work on their own to conquer rights and formalize a small business without 

bureaucracy and free of charge.” (“Quer regularizar seu negócio? A gente ensina”, Texto de divulgação do 

26   I cannot focus on this aspect, but it involves a strategy to map and collect information about the favelas and their population (via Light and complementary 
to surveys conducted by the UPP Social) in the field of biopolitics. See Carvalho (2014) and Cunha and Mello (2011).

27   “The first big difficulty for the entrepreneur is access to credit. For this reason, the UPP Entrepreneur Fund was created within the UPP program, 
administered by AgeRio, the state finance agency, linked to the State Secretariat for Economic Development, Energy, Industry and Services (SEDEIS). They 
are granted financing of between R$ 300 and R$ 15 thousand, with interest of 0,25% (3% per year) and 24 months to payback the loan with a grace period up 
to three months”. Source: http://www.rio.rj.gov.br/documents/91329/a5475572-bd40-439b-a99f-0cba89cb973b, accessed December 2016.
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SEBRAE, published in October 2019. Source: http://noticias.r7.com/economia/noticias/quer-regularizar-o-seu-

negocio-a-gente-ensina-20091009.html, accessed in November 2016)28.

Many residents adhere to this proposal, especially in the fields of tourism, food services and crafts, 

stimulated by the state or by NGOs with special projects,29 in this case, especially in the field of culture 

(De Tommazi, to be published). Later many complained that they never gained access to microcredit and 

that the courses promised did not arrive. Others discarded it immediately, above all the owners of small 

informal businesses in the favelas of food and traditional services. They argued that almost nothing was 

left over at the end of the month, how could they have permanent and regularized employees? Demanding 

differentiated treatment, as favela residents who had always been abandoned by the state, they pondered: “I 

don’t even know if I am going to be able to pay the bills this month. So how can I pay taxes and a full salary to the kid 

who I call to help when business is good?”.

No less important, in this process, were other opportunities to transform these territories into 

commodities, which were strongly stimulated by the state.30 These include: the organization of events and 

tourism in the favelas by companies and the proliferation of hostels and posadas in homes purchased by 

people from outside the location, using the favela as a trademark, to bestow extra charm to the activities 

(Freire-Medeiros 2013). In this case, I do not refer to all the “pacified” favelas, but to those that have some 

distinction that can be appropriated as a value by the market: the surrounding nature (overlooking the 

ocean) as found in Rocinha, Vidigal, Cantagalo, Pavão-Pavãozinho, Chapéu Mangueira and Babilônia; a 

specific cultural manifestation (as found at Morro da Serrinha, the traditional home of jongo – a dance 

of African origin cultivated by black slaves and their descendants); or even the theme of sustainable 

development (as found at Chapéu Mangueira and Babilônia, which are polarized by an environmental 

preserve).

At first, many of the residents hoped to be treated by the state according to the official discourse and 

justification: “the UPPs will recover the social debt owed to the favelas”. For this reason they hoped not 

only for the implementation of urban facilities and the goods of citizenship in the “pacified” favelas that 

had long been requested, but also expected discounted social rates for regularized electricity, differentiated 

rates for (agile) concession of microcredit, effective stimulus and support from SEBRAE so that they can 

administer their survival and better integrate to the labor and consumer markets. What the “market” 

visualized and presented as a “window of opportunities” was appropriated with a certain mistrust, but 

also with hope expressed in a recurring statement: “who knows, perhaps this time it will work?” Another 

party (the leaders of community movements and base organizations), who participate actively in the 

meetings organized by the Social UPP and other forums, at which they promised to bring urban facilities 

and public services to the locations, criticized the substitution of the repertoire of citizenship for that of 

entrepreneurship. Nevertheless, they sought to adjust their individual and collective trajectories to the 

“political time of the city” (Telles and Cabanes 2006). From this perspective, whether in the territory, or in 

relation to the state and para-state forums in which they are engaged, trying to make these opportunities 

viable, they respond to the agencyings of the state and its partners by getting involved in surveys and 

28   The profile of the entrepreneurs in the “pacified” favelas is presented by the Rio de Janeiro municipal government: 94% act independently; have an average 
age of 43; low schooling (average of 7 years of studies); most are women; work in commerce or services. Source: http://www.rio.rj.gov.br/documents/91329/
a5475572-bd40-439b-a99f-0cba89cb973b, accessed in December 2016.

29   NGOs that work in Brazil with poor and favela youth with social projects, of a para-state nature and whose scope, “keeps this segment from crime”, 
criminalize this youth without offering them an effective insertion in the labor market. See Rocha (2013).

30   The passage elucidates the agencying highlighted: “If previously it was money from trafficking and the funk dances that drove the local market, today 
it is the rise of low income consumers. (...) Because it is an ‘exotic’ environment for many Europeans...the favelas come to be part of their tourist itineraries 
when they come to Rio de Janeiro. This is good for the community and good for the microentrepreneurs who invest in the businesses. To know more about 
the theme and guidance for your business, new ideas and how to obtain investments, contact SEBRAE (...).” “Pequenos negócios precisam se reinventar nas 
comunidades pacificadas”. Source: http://www.sebrae.com.br/sites/PortalSebrae/artigos/pequenos-negocios-precisam-se-reinventar-nas-comunidades-pac
ificadas,4d5ddb1717fb6410VgnVCM1000003b74010aRCRD, accessed December 2016.
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developing projects, which did not have the expected responses (Rocha 2014). Most of the residents of the 

“pacified” favelas who I have been accompanying, say that the current situation express total disillusion 

with the promises of urban and social integration of the favela residents with the UPPs. 

In parallel, real estate speculation advanced in the favelas, whose counter point has been the significant 

increase in the removal of its residents (Azevedo and Faulhaber 2015, Magalhães 2013). These evictions are 

justified in a number of way. They may be presented as a form of “dedensification” of these areas to allow 

for effective urban intervention for the remaining residents31 (as in the case of the municipal housing 

program known as Morar Carioca). Or they are explicitly operated as expansions of the frontiers of the real 

estate market unlocking territorial assets that until recently did not have market value and increasing the 

value of private investments in the surroundings. This was the case of the Vila Autódromo, a favela that was 

torn down after a long struggle by the residents, to allow the construction of luxury condominiums in a 

neighborhood that received many investments in urban infrastructure in the context of the Olympic Games 

(Pimentel 2015). This involves, as Rolnik depicted (2015), a movement of financial capital in search of new 

fields of accumulation that resulted in an increasingly intense and aggressive process of financialization of 

housing in the city - not only homes, but of locations and urban equipment and services. (As Rolnik makes 

clears, this is a national and global process in marginal territories). In this process, housing is no longer 

treated as a good that can help resolve the “urban question” under a logic of well-being and citizenship 

(Machado da Silva 2016). As Rolnik affirms, it is a process of “accumulation by dispossession” (Harvey 

2005), in which housing is transmuted into a good and a financial asset. In this process, private real estate 

capital appropriates the valorization produced in these territories and their surroundings by the public 

investments made there. 

In my ethnographies in favelas with UPPs, various residents that I heard criticizing SEBRAE and other 

agencyings realized and or made viable by the state, complained that practices and legislation were made 

flexible to effectively promote economic activities and projects conducted by the favela residents: “we raise 

the data, the potential, make the project, fill in all the forms properly, but we do not get the state financing  [via 

microcredit] because we have no RGI [Registro Geral de Imóveis32 [real estate deed], which is required by the 

state bureaucracy, for the house where the economic or cultural activity would be conducted].”

This difficulty was removed by federal Provisional Measure (MP) 759, enacted on December 22, 2016, 

which establishes the issuance of deeds for properties in “informal urban nuclei occupied predominantly 

by low income population”. Although it explicitly does not operate with the commodification of these 

territories, this measure (the first initiative of the federal government in relation to granting deeds to 

these territories) separates regularization of land ownership from the urbanization of the territories. The 

measure was received enthusiastically by the leading newspaper O Globo, which is a key supporter of the 

commodification of the Rio de Janeiro favelas. Citing De Soto (2001), an economist who for decades has 

defended the regularization of land and the formalization of economic activities in marginal territories,33 

the newspaper celebrated the “the transformative power of the right to real estate ownership among the poor (...) 

by means of access to credit [microcredit and entrepreneurship, in this case]. And argues: 

31   See Birman, Fernande    s & Pierobon (2014).               

32   Even if many favelas have been the object of regularization of land ownership, not all the houses have property deeds. 

33   “The fact that the formalization of property comes to be a state policy is considered by Peruvian economist Hernando de Soto as essential to triggering 
a series of social changes. De Soto became known for his solid thesis about the transformative power of the right to real estate ownership among the 
poor. Like the growth of business, through access to credit, urban improvements, etc., but without the state relinquishing the responsibility to make 
the needed investments in infrastructure in needy areas.” Source: http://oglobo.globo.com/opiniao/o-poder-transformador-do-direito-de-propriedade-
20703984#ixzz4UNLJtNsn, accessed December 2016,
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[The MP (Provisional Measure) represents] an elastic step in the formalization of microbusinesses, of assistance 

to an enormous portion of the population — that of low income entrepreneurs,without access to low cost 

credit, because they do not have anything to offer as a guarantee to the loan provider. They will come to have 

this. Microcredit and support for training are not new. There are government and private organizations that 

have been dedicated to this for a long time. Even to assisting the formalization of ownership. But this is the first 

time that the federal government entered the field in a direct and broad way to get involved in programs to issue 

property deeds in poor communities. (...) It is necessary to end the illusions about the necessary integration of 

the poor communities to the formal city. While there is debate, for example, about whether the beneficiary of 

a program to formalize ownership can sell the property, organized crime infiltrates this ripe clandestine real 

estate market. (Source: http://oglobo.globo.com/opiniao/o-poder-transformador-do-direito-de-propriedade-

20703984#ixzz4UNLJtNsn, accessed in December 2016, emphasis added).

Everything indicates that there is a harmony between the federal, state and municipal governments 

and a dense articulation between state and market to make the favelas, as well as other peripheries, new 

territories for business. Residents thus have two options: adhere to this new market dynamics, in which 

informality constitutes an urbanization strategy, as Roy indicates (2005), or let themselves be driven by the 

effects of what is  known as “disguised evictions” (such as rising housing and living costs, which make it 

impossible for former residents to remain).  

3. Militarization of life and disciplinarization of residents 

The argument that I have developed sought to demonstrate that the UPPs, as an experiment of 

governing the poor in carioca favelas, have a dual meaning. It seeks, on one hand, to reconfigure the 

favelas as new business territories for the market. On the other, it responds to demands for the social and 

urban integration of the residents, offering them an opportunity for “productive insertion”34 through 

entrepreneurship. This involves substituting state promises and practices (specifically, the scope of public 

policies for urban and social integration of all Brazilian citizens) for agencyings promoted or mediated 

by the state “to increase the capacities and opportunities for work and generation of income between 

the poorest families in the fields and the city”. In the case of Rio de Janeiro, the process requires that 

the residents take advantage of the “window of opportunity” offered by the “pacification” and by the 

agencyings of the state and its partners,35 analyzed above. 

It was thus necessary to deal with those demands on the collective plane as well. From this perspective, 

the strategy of the militarized police forces in various “pacified” favelas has been reducing the social 

conflicts in the territory, controlling the locally grassroots organizations. And, thus, in the field I 

observed various situations in which the commander of the local UPP directly intervened in the collective 

organizations. At the meetings in which he participated and or in the mediations he conducted with 

the state institutions and the public service utilities, he would redefine the agenda of demands made to 

the state, through the Social UPP, or the priority of the demands presented, in a clear strategy to shift 

the “recuperation of the social debt” from the field of citizenship to the repertoire of social projects and 

entrepreneurship. I also collected many reports of direct interference from the UPP in local resident 

34    Cf. The Plano Brasil Sem Miséria [Brazil without Misery Plan], launched by the Workers Party government of President Dilma Rouseff, in 2011). {Hiperlink: 
www.brasilsemmiseria.gov.br}, accessed in August 2012, and Leite (2015).

35   “For a successful productive inclusion to occur it is not enough to have good quality opportunities and that they be effectively available to the most 
poor. It is also essential, that, with their effort and tenacity, poor families take complete advantage of these opportunities.... [that] require protagonism, 
effort and perseverance....”. Barros et al. (2011: 9). [Ricardo Paes de Barros was then Sub-Secretary for Strategic Actions of the Presidency of the Republic. 
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associations, whether by steering their activities, or controlling electoral processes, or even in threats to 

their directors. All of these actions have also been observed and analyzed by other researchers, as portrayed 

in the articles found in Machado da Silva and Leite (2014, 2015). 

The residents also complained that daily life in the territory became intolerable with the strict social 

control of their sociability. The local UPP commander had discretion to decide the hour of the nightly 

curfew, to determine how informal transportation (motorcycle taxis and vans) could circulate, when funk 

dances could be held or even parties in private homes and when group events could be organized. The 

commander was thus referred to as the dono do morro or “boss of the hill”, a name traditionally used for 

leaders of organized crime in the favelas. From this perspective, in the “pacified” favelas, public and private 

spaces are seen and managed as fields for the production of order, once again in a dual sense. In relation to 

the streets, yards (for sports or samba), squares and circulation spaces, the logic was to guarantee public 

order. The UPPs are oriented to impede large gatherings and protests and to repress sociability considered, 

using a war metaphor, to still be marked by the lifestyle and bonds and loyalties that the state affirms that 

residents have with the drug dealers. Meanwhile, the administration of private spaces, such as homes, was 

inserted within a broader logic of establishing discipline over the residents. The control over movement 

in bars, over people in the streets after 9pm,36 of private parties of residents after midnight37 reveal the 

unequivocal sense that the process involves a “pacification” not only of the territory, but also of the 

residents; of their disciplining. 

Under the crisis of Fordism, with the sharp drop in formal employment, and growing unemployment 

in the Brazilian favelas and peripheries, the residents have been left precarious labor options (temporary, 

without rights, poorly paid – known in the popular jargon as viração) and entrepreneurship. This process 

obviously does not involve a disciplinarization of bodies that can be appropriated by capital to be able 

to extract their greatest utility, as Foucault (2004b) affirmed. My analytical investment is different. The 

results of my studies indicate that in these territories disciplinary power is operated through another 

arrangement, in which the administration of populations and territories is conducted under a logic that 

deepens, in a radical and accelerated manner, a redefinition of how to  “make live” (from biopolitics). This 

thinking no longer follows welfare state concepts, which for a long time capitalist nations considered the 

ideal way to respond to social problems such as housing. The practices of disciplinarization of the favela 

residents, under the UPPs, appears to me to no longer have this direction. I suggest that discipline is first 

an experiment in the normalization of these populations under another logic, which is closer to that which 

Graham (2009) calls warfare.  In Rio de Janeiro, this involves a militarization of the lives of favela residents 

through the dispositifs of disciplinarization, whose vector is to steer residents to accept the agencyings 

of productive insertion through entrepreneurship or social projects (particularly the youth). 38 This is 

presented as inherent to the times in which we live and something that could be very well taken advantage 

of by the more diligent and disciplined entrepreneurs, at these time when the market overlaps the state 

(Gomes 2016). 

In collective terms, the disciplinarization is focused on reducing social conflict on two planes. The 

first, which is immediate and located in the territory to reduce the violence that could spread to other 

neighborhoods, seeks the dissolution of the real or supposed ties of the residents of the “pacified” favelas 

with networks of illicit activities. The second is broader and has the potential to be replicated in other 

territories and populations. It seeks to reposition their demands in the field of citizenship rights to the field 

of consumption and entrepreneurship, or to simply silence them. To this is added the militarization of life 

36   For an analysis of this mode of territorial management in the favela of Borel and of the reactions of the residents through the “Ocupa Borel”, see Leite (2013).

37   The same control is not exercised in relation to the events organized by business leaders/and people from outside”. 

38   For an analysis of the mode of territorial management in São Paulo, see Rizek (2012).
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in these favelas and the suffocation of the agency of their residents, which is the other repressive face of 

the attempt to produce a consensus by offering productive inclusion through entrepreneurship and social 

projects. As I analyzed in other studies, these practices of normalization involved in the militarization of 

life in the “pacified” favelas are one of the faces39 of the “civilizing pedagogy”, whose sense is to allow

the production of the favelado as a civilized  and territorialized “new man” (as a type of aggiornamento of Fordism,  

of course in conditions that are quite different from the original process). A new actor that is interpellated 

by those “from the outside”, through state and non-governmental initiatives, through various policies and 

projects (training courses, participation in various forums and special lines of credit for the development of 

entrepreneurship in “pacified” favelas, among others) to become a small business owner, cultural producer/

impresario of activities in the territory for example. Informal work is transmuted into self-employment, given 

increased value by initiative and autonomy, raising the mark of the favela as a now positive distinction in 

the market. To transform the  favelado, (favela resident), to produce this new man, first “pacified” (or that is, 

separated from the ties to the illegal drug trafficking networks and the accompanying violence), later captured 

by the market (through the ideology of entrepreneurship that animates the state and non-governmental 

initiatives  in the territory) thus appears to be the imperative strategic matrix, in Foucault’s terms, of the 

[current] dispositifs of alteration of the place of “margin” of the favelas in the city (Leite 2015: 397-398).

Arguing that this process of commodification of the “pacified” territories continues underway despite 

the “crisis of the UPPs”, I would like to briefly comment on the field of possibilities that are opened to 

the residents who do not adjust to these agencyings and to this “civilizing pedagogy”. In relation to the 

commodification of the territory, few alternatives are left for them, including their expulsion from their 

residential territories by market forces such as rising prices as discussed in the previous section. In the 

specific field of violence and public safety, a dispositif of the sovereign power remains available to the 

militarized forces, which is updated in these territories under the logic of the metaphor of war: the power 

to “let die” applied to those considered to be ungovernable or unable to be disciplined because of their real 

or supposed connection with violent crime (Leite 2012; Farias 2014; Araújo 2012). As Oliveira (2014) affirms, 

reconsidering colonial experiences with the management of territories and populations to analyze the Rio 

de Janeiro UPPs, “pacification” was always an administrative category, of a military-police nature, through 

which, under the mantle of a “civilizing mission” the route is opened to the operation of dispositifs of 

guardianship, coercion and elimination of the agency of the wards, or even – at the extreme – of their 

bodies, through colonial genocide.

To conclude this section, I would like to emphasize two points. First, the administration of territories 

and populations under the UPPs constitutes a modality of governing of the poor that involves a territorially 

inscribed articulation (which I have been seeking to describe analytically based on the notion of “territorial 

regime”) of different powers – the sovereign, the disciplinary and biopower (Foucault 2004a, 2008). Collier 

(2009) suggests grasping this articulation as “topologies of power”: specific arrangements of dispositifs 

of governmentality that recombine different elements – technologies of security, institutional structures 

and material forms of these powers, conferring them a new meaning40. Second, the territorial inscription 

of these powers is not conducted homogenously in the “pacified” favelas. In other words, my hypothesis 

is that through this experiment with the UPPs, various territorial regimes have been established in 

39   Another face are the agencyings aimed at children, an object of specific investment of the UPPs and of the NGOs because they have still not been “lost 
to crime”. 

40   See, for an example, Birman & Machado (2012) for the constitution of symbolic and territorial circuits in which criminality and religion are intertwined.
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these locations, given that each one of them absorbs in a specific way (through various adjustments, 

negotiations, resistances and confrontations, which relate to the situational and temporal configurations) 

the new dispositifs of government of the poor, in an active coproduction of territory as margin and of the 

state itself.41 

4. From the local to the national, passing through the transnational circuits to govern the poor

I conclude this article with the suggestion that the dynamics that we have examined locally are not 

exclusive to Rio de Janeiro. Experienced in the city, they have been replicated (with adjustments and new 

arrangements in terms of the technologies of safety, according to the specific objectives to be attained) in 

other territories and situations, and in relation to the populations that are to be disciplined. In this case, the 

most eloquent example is the militarization of public schools frequented by low income youth in various 

Brazilian cities, through partnerships between the local secretariats of education and public safety. As 

Carneiro and Sant’Anna (to be published) analyze, by assuming the administration of these schools, the 

military forces, more than fighting the violence in the school universe or  their surroundings, promote a 

policing of the conduct of students with a systematic recourse to dispositifs for discipline and “exception” 

inspired by the militarization of territories under UPPS.

Many analytical leads, that unfortunately I cannot follow within the space of this article, indicate the 

productivity of considering how to experiment with this new mode of security government in various 

Brazilian cities (frequently with financing from private companies and consulting from multilateral 

agencies), especially in relation to population segments that, because of their way of life and or agencying, 

in some way challenge and confront the established social order. For example, the militarization of the 

management of urban conflicts against the commodification of life and for the right to the city (Saborio 

2015, Cardoso 2013), and in relation to people living in the streets (Rui 2012, to be published) and in occupied 

structures (Fernandes 2013). They also indicate how much the UPP experiment benefitted from other 

experiences of management of urban space, such as “Operação Saturação” [Saturation Operation]42. Hirata 

(2015) demonstrates these connections by analyzing how “Operação Delegada” [Delegated Operation, a 

partnership between the municipal and state governments of São Paulo], which was begun in São Paulo 

in 2009, and the “Units of Public Order”, created in Rio de Janeiro in 2011, produced a militarization of the 

dispositifs for controlling street merchants that involved twists in legality in the name of “guaranteeing 

public order” and a close articulation between political markets and illegal markets. 

Specifically concerning the living territories of the poor, it is worth emphasizing that there have been 

many suggestions and requests to replicate the UPP experiment in other Brazilian and Latin American 

cities. This indicates the analytical validity of examining this production of order.  From the parliamentary 

initiative to nationalize the UPPs, to the demands of residents and governments from other cities for their 

local implementation to their diffusion in international circuits by think tanks from the field of “citizen 

security”, everything indicates that this experiment in the production of order through militarization of 

life and territory has been raised to the category of a “good practice” for the government of cities and urban 

safety and will persist in the field of possible solutions for some time. 

41   I refer readers to the various situations described and analyzed in the bibliography mentioned that focuses on the UPPs.

42   Military occupation, from 2005 to 2010, in the favela of Paraisópolis, located close to an elite neighborhood of São Paulo, which was followed by 14 
interventions in other locations (Matiolli and Magalhães s/d).
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We live today in a moment of capitalism in which state and market are articulated in the search for 

new forms of dealing with social conflicts that can no longer be resolved by promises of citizenship, or 

by public, urban and social policies, which are made horizontal and universal, and by the resolution of 

the housing issue (Oliveira 2003, Machado da Silva 2002). This is also a time in which the militarization of 

life, of the living territories of the poor, as well as the redefinition of work, the reduction of conflicts and 

the selective incorporation of some (productive inclusion via entrepreneurship) are experiments that have 

been tested in our cities to simultaneously produce order and adjust it to the “imperatives of the market”. 

Machado da Silva, in various personal communications, has been referring to this process as an inversion 

of the politicalization of the market analyzed by Polanyi (1980). In this understanding, we are living in 

a context in which the market has captured politics, submitting it to its dictates and needs (and the 

production of order would continue and would implement this direction). 

In another register, it appears to me that these experiments in the production of order in Rio de Janeiro 

favelas reveal one of the current faces of governmentalization of the state (Foucault 2010) and allow us to 

expand our understanding of this form of government in these territories. In other words, by shifting our 

analyses from the strict plane of state action and its institutional structure and specific forms of regulation, 

and by moving away from a rigid definition of what is traditionally defined as public and private, perhaps 

we can better understand in situ, who has been exercising power and governing territories and populations 

and how, the arrangements of power used, the dispositifs mobilized and the agencyings realized.43 

* I presented some versions of this text at the research workshop “Ressonâncias da produção da cidade 

contemporânea no Rio e em São Paulo” organized by Vera Telles, at the Universidade de São Paulo, and at 

the 2º Seminário Cidades, Espaços Públicos e Periferias, at the Universidade Federal Fluminense/Campos, 

both in 2016. I would like to thank Vera Telles, Machado da Silva, Daniel Hirata, Lívia de Tommazi and 

Jussara Freire for their productive comments and criticisms and  Fransérgio Goulart and Rodrigo Calvet for 

the interlocution, which has provided me important analytical leads. I also tank to my friends and partners, 

Juliana Farias, Carly Machado, Patricia Birman, Ramon Gomes, Lia Rocha, Edson Miagusko, Cibele Rizek, 

for all.

Translated by: Jeffrey Hoff

Received: December 31, 2016; Approved: August 01, 2017

43   As Davies does (2017) analyzing the forms of government in a neighborhood of the city marked by a traditional occupation and military administration 
in the territory, and how their revision combines dispositifs and agencyings of the state and market in the context that we analyzed. 
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Abstract

This paper discusses the murder of one young man by another, a childhood friend and neighbor, for a banal 

motive. It analyzes the trajectory of the victim and his family up to the moment of the crime, his death and 

the subsequent developments so as to understand the moral frames of reference and accountability of the 

actors in the recomposition of the victim’s family, the aggressor and his family in order to maintain and 

improve neighborly ties and friendship. This trajectory confers meaning to the practices, lends support 

to intentions and justifications, and is significant in terms of understanding the act that led to the crime 

and the efforts of the families to support the aggressor. It explores friendship, violent actions among 

friends, remorse, family and neighborhood bonds, and the emotional and moral codes that allowed the 

aggressor to reassemble the episode that led to the death of his ‘best’ friend. How does crime, through its 

unique and extraordinary aspects, transmute social and individual relations? What emotional aspects are 

in play and how does normal daily life resume, including the processes of mourning, repentance and the 

reconstruction of personal and social bonds between the affected families and the aggressor? How do moral 

practices and perceptions influence mourning, remorse and forgiveness?

Keywords: everyday life, banal violence, justifications, morality.
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Ação violenta entre amigos: 
uma reflexão etnográfica sobre processos de percepções 

e justificações morais e emocionais de condutas

Resumo

Discute o assassinato de um jovem por outro, amigo de infância e vizinho, por motivo banal. Analisa a 

trajetória da vítima e da sua família até a cena do crime, sua morte e o curso seguinte para compreender 

os quadros morais de referência e prestações de conta dos atores na recomposição familiar da vítima, do 

agressor e de sua família para a manutenção e refinamento dos laços de vizinhança e amizade. Trajetória 

que confere sentido às práticas, suporta as pretensões e justificações e são significativas à apreensão do ato 

que levou ao crime e do empenho das famílias em apoiar o agressor. Explora relações de amizade, ações 

violentas entre amigos, arrependimento, laços familiares, vizinhança, códigos emocionais e morais que 

permitem ao agressor remontar o episódio que levou à morte do ‘melhor’ amigo. Como o crime, no aspecto 

singular e extraordinário transmuta relações sociais e individuais? Que aspectos emocionais atuam e como 

se dá a remontagem da normalidade cotidiana, como luto, arrependimento e reconstrução de vínculos 

pessoais e sociais entre as famílias afetadas e o agressor? Como práticas e percepções morais trabalham no 

luto, arrependimento e perdão? 

Palavras-chave: cotidiano, violência banal, justificações, moralidade.

172



Mauro Guilherme Pinheiro Koury, Raoni Borges Barbosa Vibrant v.14 n.3

Violent action among friends: 
an ethnographic reflection on processes of moral and 

emotional perceptions and justifications of conduct

Mauro Guilherme Pinheiro Koury
Raoni Borges Barbosa

This article discusses the murder of one youth by another, a childhood friend and neighbor, for a banal 

motive. It analyzes the trajectory of the victim and his family up to the moment of the crime, his death and 

the subsequent developments so as to understand the moral frames of reference and the accountability 

of the actors concerning the recomposition of the families of the victim and the aggressor in order to 

maintain and enhance neighborly ties and friendship. This trajectory confers meaning to the practices, 

supports intentions and justifications, and is significant in terms of understanding the act that led to the 

crime and the efforts of the families to support the aggressor.

The study explores the friendships between the two youths and their families, the violent actions 

between them, remorse, the family bonds, the relations among neighbors, and the emotional and moral 

codes that allowed the aggressor to reassemble the episode that led to the death of his ‘best’ friend. How 

did the crime, through its unique and extraordinary aspects, transmute social and individual relations? 

What emotional aspects are involved and how does the return to daily normality take place, including 

the processes of mourning, repentance and the reconstruction of personal and social bonds between the 

affected families and the aggressor? How did moral practices and perceptions affect the mourning, remorse 

and loss?

The article is based on data from a broader study about the experience of everyday fears in the 

composition and reassembling of sociabilities in the city of João Pessoa, Paraíba (Koury 2008). The 

study does not focus on exceptional fears as its analytical base, although these are involved. It looks at 

commonplace fears and the emotional and moral experiences in situations produced in the day-to-day play 

of relations and their vulnerabilities.

The article studies the justifications and forms of confrontation in which the individuals in question 

– proactive agents in configuring the relational and communicational alternatives – present and shape 

themselves: always in a tense and ambivalent manner. This allows the comprehensive development of viable 

options for searching for a return to a normative normality that was ruptured and affected by the ‘lighting 

strike’ of an extraordinary act,1 which took them by surprise, changed their relations, and forced them to 

leave daily life in an attempt to restore ‘living well’ and the continuity of this everyday world fragmented by 

the violent action. 

1   An extraordinary act is understood as a social action for which the consequences of its meaning go beyond the expectations of a given normative normality. 
An extraordinary act, therefore, disorganizes the moral positions and classifications of a social system, generating liminal interactional spaces and an 
enormous moral and emotional discomfort for the actors involved. The extraordinary act, when defined as an element of shame-disgrace, implies the loss 
of face that organizes the interactional flow in a given social event. 
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The text aims to produce a reconstruction, therefore, but in combination with justifications, apologies 

and the assumed forms of moral constructions and conceptions of what is just and ‘good.’ These forms 

of emergence are seen by the individuals marked by this traumatic situation (Jaspers 1974) as proof of 

overcoming the suffering caused by the unthinking and extraordinary act of a social actor in relation to the 

other specific relational figure (the victim) and to the families involved.

A traumatic situation is understood as a scenario in which bonds are engulfed by the relations 

established after morals have been exceeded by a given limit-situation, and in which the social actors 

involved find themselves in the midst of producing moral offenses and transgressions. This engulfing of the 

relations (Scheff 2016) reduces the cognitive-expressive capacities and possibilities for action of each social 

actor because of the constraints imposed on the individual self in a situation of group embarrassment to 

which he or she was subsumed, and where collectives and individuals are threatened by a loss of face.

Emotions, and in this sense, the social and moral bonds that form and inform feelings, are the results 

of tense and uncertain negotiations, highlighted by the transintentional and situated character of action 

and the contingent and asymmetrical nature of the communication of social contents by individuals in 

interaction. These problematic aspects of interaction are defined by Goffman (1956, 1967) as interactional 

vulnerabilities.

Goffman points to the dubious character of shame and social restraint: an “ashamed person” and a 

“shameless person” appear as expressions that indicate shame not only as a limitation to legitimate action, 

but also as an aptitude of the social actor for interactional play.2 In Goffman’s (1967: 9) words: 

By entering a situation in which he is given a face to maintain, a person takes on the responsibility of standing 

guard over the flow of events as they pass before him. He must ensure that a particular expressive order is 

sustained.

The author also comments on the discomfort of copresence and about the emotional and social cost of 

the moral expectations projected in the interaction in the following terms;

Whatever else, embarrassment has to do with the figure the individual cuts before others felt to be there at the 

time. The crucial concern is the impression one makes on others in the present – whatever the long-range or 

unconscious basis of this concern may be. This fluctuating configuration of those present is a most important 

reference group (Goffman 1956: 264-265). 

In this sense, Goffman addresses a vocabulary specific to situations of constraint in which the self is 

present, but not in ‘play’ due to the break with moral expectations in relation to the selves in play, which 

would constitute a traumatic situation. The interactional vulnerabilities indicate a constant need for the 

administration of situations of constraint, in which transgressions of borders and social hierarchies and 

of the system of positions of status/role/prestige/performance can cause the loss of face of the social actors 

involved in a given moral, expressive and emotional order.

Goffman (1956, 1967, 2012) is emphatic in his treatment of the social situation3 and the self in play 

as constitutive elements of the face as an organizational principle of social traffic, which constitutes 

a fragile emotional and moral world that is repeatedly constructed. In this sense, daily interaction in 

2   See the work of Pitt-Rivers (1971; 1971a; 1977) on the question of shame in the formation of male and female selves in traditional societies, where shame 
appears as a warning of the limits and borders of legitimate social action and as an internalized constraint on the behavior of the social actors in play.

3   The social situation – as a class of events characterized by the copresence of social actors, temporal brevity, spatial limitation, behavioral indicators and 
reciprocally oriented actions in the context of speech turns, occasions, social assemblages and ritually initiated and concluded interactional exchanges – is 
organized as a normative, expressive and behavioral order and as a flow of social contents accommodated in a situational form. In the social situation, the 
line that the social actors construct with the other for themselves as a stabilized interactional standard of the self, as well as the face claimed as a positive 
social value based on the social attributes of this line, can be understood as elements of the socially integrated self. 
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a context engulfed by relations is potentially affected by occasions of sharp vulnerability, fragility, 

misunderstandings and the threat of breaches of confidence, and can generate limit situations and traumas 

that escape the control of actors in a communicational exchange and paralyze the social traffic. 

The traumatic experience, once established as memory and resentment over the break in social bonds, 

can trigger a process of moral appropriation of the event classified as critical and responsible for the moral 

disorder experienced. In this traumatic space of interactions the moral entrepreneur stands out (Becker 

2008, 2009) as a catalyst for the impositions of a moral project based on a reading and definition of a given 

situation. The limit situation and the trauma thus produce elements for the moral recomposition of the 

broken normative normality: they are windows of opportunity that allow the moral entrepreneur the 

opportune political, economic, social or moral use of resources for purposes of the moral crusade that is 

proposed.

Goffman emphasizes the emotional connection that the self develops in relation to its face, understood 

as a commitment to maintaining reputations concerning status/role/prestige and rights/obligations and to 

affirming and preserving identity performances and sensibilities. The face as a construct derived from the 

rules of the game and from definitions of the situation traverses subjectivity and is diffusely located in the 

flow of events of the social encounter, that is, in the symbolic space between the selves, in such a way that it 

can only be confirmed and recognized by the relational other in an exercise of reciprocity. 

The reciprocal constraint, or daily shame (Goffman 1956, 1967; 2012; Scheff 2016) is the fundamental 

emotional element of moral order, regulating the possible emotional and expressive order. The line-face 

relation thus points to Goffman’s concept of social as a system of expectations of expectations, in which 

confidence in oneself and in the relational other, derived from confidence in the rules of the game, is the 

basic operator of an interactional syntax that is permeated by vulnerabilities, risks and pathologies specific 

to the interaction. 

The selves in interaction respond to the risks of the social encounters with strategies to keep the moral 

order flowing, that is, to preserve the face as the main organizer of the interaction. The social actors thus 

indicate that they have pride, honor and dignity in relation to the face that they sense as a property of the 

self, even though it is a loan to the individual and a form of social coercion and control.

In synthesis, Goffman understands interaction as a self-regulating, self-referential and reciprocal ritual, 

which emerges as a precipitate of specific intersubjective experience, which is always contingent, risky and 

dangerous. The structure of the self, therefore, is the result of the relationship of interdependence between 

line-face, with the preservation of the face being the fundamental principle of interactional order and the 

responsibility to defend the self, hence a sacred responsibility of the social actor. 

In Goffman’s words (Goffman 1967: 45):

Universal human nature is not a very human thing. By acquiring it, the person becomes a kind of construct, 

built up not from inner psychic propensities but from moral rules that are impressed upon him from without. 

These rules, when followed, determine the evaluation he will make of himself, and of his fellow-participants in 

the encounter, the distribution of his feelings, and the kinds of practices he will employ to maintain a specified 

and obligatory kind of ritual equilibrium. 

The social, from this perspective, is only possible in the interaction of self-regulating social actors, 

that is, those who morally and emotionally constrain themselves and others, producing emotional cultures 

and codes of morality, in social encounters. This self that stands out as a player in the ritual interplay of 

interactions also organizes an image of itself for the other and for the self, as a narrative of reputations and 

memory, as an individual line and face. 
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It is in this sense that friendship, as an intersubjective process that generates the codes of morality 

and emotional cultures, characterizes a social tie of strong moral requirements because it is founded 

on individual liberty, on loyalty, on trust and on the sharing of secrets and intimacies (Koury 2014). This 

relational We that is constitutive of the social bond thus conforms individualities in tension, in a game of hide 

and seek with the other that defines forms and limits of action; that is, it is a normative normality that is 

expressed in expected behaviors. 

The  relational We is understood as an Organizational Microcosm, Vulnerabilized Frame (Goffman 2012), 

System of Trust and Expectations (Giddens 2002) and also as a Community of Suffering (Turner 2013). The moral 

expectations created in the conformation of the social bond are guaranteed by strategies for controlling the 

self and the other, and by punitive practices of shaming and scaring the other. 

Once these moral offenses and transgressions are produced – or thus imagined – in the transintentional 

and tense flow of the interactional game, a traumatic situation is presented for each social actor involved as 

a sense of shame and disgrace (Scheff 1990), that is, as the presentification of a memory and of a narrative 

that results in the destruction of the social bond, of the face of the group and of individual selves.

A traumatic situation can be recognized in moral entrenchment and in the feelings of humiliation and 

resentment that each relational develops in relation to the interactional context. The trauma also unfolds in 

a process of moral bankruptcy in which identity similarities and dissimilarities are confused in an interplay 

of self excuses and resentment and accusation of the other. 

Resentment is thus shaped as a painful experience of accentuated moral decline, which is related to 

“a repetitive time that generates ghosts and hostile thoughts experienced through impotency” (Ansart-

Dourlen 2009: 351). The resented social actor, in this sense, is found in a situation of deep engulfment that 

results from a trauma, an injustice, a breach in confidence and shame-disgrace that disrupts his space of 

relations and thus his ability to narrate the past and project the future.

This study adopts a theoretical and methodological Goffmanian analysis of the social experience 

formed, which gives meaning to the actions of individuals in their interactions and communicational 

interplay.4 It takes the same route to understand the strategies, justifications and pathways used by the 

members of the families under study for their own actions and their results, and for the conformations that 

they engender for the return to daily life and the feelings of individual and collective ‘living well.’ 

The article analyzes, through the anthropology of emotions and morality, based on a Goffmanian 

perspective,5 the murder of a 28-year-old youth by another youth, a childhood friend and neighbor, for a 

trite and banal reason, in a bar close to both of their residences, in the city of João Pessoa, the capital of 

Paraíba state, in 2006. It discusses the involvement of the youths’ two families, the imprisonment, the 

judicial sentence passed in 2008, and the release of the aggressor in late 2013 for ‘good behavior.’ 

The article thus discusses the strategies developed by the family members to give continuity to the 

bonds of solidarity and friendship that had ‘always’ joined them6 but became deconfigured by the murder 

of one of the sons through the agency of the other, and the problems involved in overcoming the marks 

of loss. These marks allow the reassembling of a daily life whose experience is no longer the same, but 

is felt by the individuals involved as another relationship, which is tense and always in reference to the 

extraordinary act that changed them and transformed their joint action in an everyday life that is charged, 

conflictive and burdened by negotiations and silences.

4   This route focuses on Goffman’s readings of Simmel, mainly his concepts of sociation and sociability, the intersubjective game and subjective and 
objective cultures. 

5   The authors refer the readers to the work of Thomas Scheff (2016) and Gilberto Velho (1987) about Goffman’s importance for the anthropology and sociology 
of emotions and morality.

6   According to the words constantly repeated and referred to by all the members of the two families affected by the action that led to the murder of one of 
their members and the imprisonment of another.
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It is based on the accompaniment of the victim and his family, his death and the subsequent trajectory. 

It is focused on understanding the family recomposition of the victim and the recomposition of the 

aggressor and his family, as well as the maintenance and enhancement of the ties as neighbors and friends 

between the families. It seeks to understand the act that led to the crime and the effort of both families to 

provide support to and restore the self-confidence of the aggressor. 

The article explores the relationship of friendship and violence between friends. It focuses its analysis 

on family and neighborly bonds, and raises questions about the sense of loss and the moral codes that 

restructure and allow the aggressor to develop remorse and – with help from his family and their bonds as 

neighbors and friends with the victim’s family – recover from the act of extreme emotion that led him to 

kill his ‘best’ friend. 

How do the crime and its respective moral appropriation (Becker 2008) transmute, as a singular 

and extraordinary aspect of daily life, the social and individual relations of the subjects involved in its 

composition as a social fact? What subjective and emotional aspects act in the events following the 

homicide and how does their reassembly take place in the return to normative normality of daily life, in 

terms of loss, mourning and regret, and as a reconstruction of personal and social bonds between family 

members and between the affected families and the aggressor? How do moral practices and perceptions 

work in this complex process of emotions such as mourning, regret and loss? These questions permeate the 

entire analysis.

The moral and emotional-relational context of the murder 

Since the year 2000, the Research Group in the Anthropology and Sociology of Emotions (GREM)7 

has been studying the relationship between fears and sociability, focusing its analysis on the city of João 

Pessoa, capital of Paraíba state, Brazil, under the coordination of Mauro Koury (Koury 2008). At first the 

study used a ‘snowball’ methodology in which one interviewed person led to others. In this way the research 

came into contact with various social layers, types of professional, forms of employment, religious and 

other connections, and with different forms of insertion in the city and lifestyles and types of work, which 

became part of the study. 

This is how Arnaldo entered the study.8 He was a security guard on a street in the elite neighborhood 

of Tambaú, in the city of João Pessoa. He was known as someone in the ‘whistle gang’: the name given to 

guards who received a monthly contribution from residents of a street or block and who spent the night on 

a bicycle (in his case) or a motorcycle, patrolling the neighborhood.

In most cases, it was a somewhat intimidating activity: the residents felt coerced into participating in 

the monthly contributions out of fear that they would be assaulted if they did not contribute. The activity 

was very common in the city in the 1990s and the 2000s. Currently, with pressure from security companies, 

and cheaper forms of entering the market, including the formation of small companies to patrol streets, the 

‘whistle gang’ has fallen into decline and even extinction.9

Arnaldo had been employed by a security company but was fired. He said that he tried to enter the job 

market, first in other security companies, he took tests and left his resumé, but time passed and he was 

always told that he was on a waiting list and would be called when possible. He took odd jobs in nightclubs, 

7   In Portuguese, Grupo de Pesquisa em Antropologia e Sociologia das Emoções.

8   The names used in this work are fictitious. 

9   The service is now conducted by small established neighborhood security companies that are cheaper and even found in lower income neighborhoods of the 
city. They have swappned the use of whistles for the horns on motorcycles. The contracts are by street or groups of streets where the employees of the security 
companies patrol at night on motorcycles, in uniforms that identify the company. When going down the street, they beep the horn to identify their presence.
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at shows and restaurants, which is how he met some colleagues who spoke about “mounting a street 

security business.” One of his new colleagues knew about other groups and said that “it was possible to 

make some good money” each month.

Arnaldo said that he left the group after a few months because he felt he was not being treated fairly in 

the division of tasks and the monthly income, and decided to take on “a few streets there in Tambaú.” He 

explained: 

Some former colleagues who worked in security and as doormen in nearby buildings told me that the region 

looked like it could be a good deal for me. It was a quiet region, but the people were very scared to go out 

because of poor lighting and the proximity to bars and the circulation of a lot of strangers. That’s how I got into 

the area (presented by one of the long term doormen or guards to one of the residents of a house in the chosen 

location).

Arnaldo worked for nearly three years patrolling three streets in a large block where there were a 

number of houses, but also a few apartment blocks and pressure from real estate developers on local 

residents to sell their homes. Many began to give in and negotiate prices for their homes with the builders 

and numerous lots were closed off, indicating that apartments would soon be built on the site.

While patrolling these streets, Arnaldo met Rita, a maid at one of the residences that he guarded. Over 

time they began to date and Rita became pregnant, around 2002 – the time when the researcher Koury met 

him – and they made plans to build a small annex behind his parents’ house in the neighborhood of Torre,10 

where they would live together with the coming child. His parents were happy about their son’s marriage; 

they liked Rita and the idea of having a grandson.

Rita was one of the youngest daughters of Dona Milagres, a woman who Koury had interviewed and 

whose family he began to accompany among the networks of people formed by her and linked to the city 

of João Pessoa. Rita already had two children from two previous relationships; one of them lived with the 

paternal grandmother of one of the fathers, while the other was ‘raised’ by Dona Milagres, with whom Rita 

had lived until then. Dona Milagres lived in the neighborhood of Varadouro in an old house divided into two 

homes. Hers was like one long hallway at the end of which was a somewhat larger space where the family 

gathered for conversations and meals. At night, mattresses were scattered on the floor and cheap cotton 

curtains made partitions to accommodate and give some privacy to family members.

It was accompanying Dona Milagres and her children and grandchildren, including in the specific case 

here, Rita, that the researcher met Arnaldo and some of his colleagues who were doormen and guards in 

local buildings, as well as Rita’s employer, his wife and family members, and so on.11 Through Arnaldo, 

Koury had the chance to meet his parents, some neighbors on the street where they lived, and the man he 

called “my best and only friend,”  Noé, who would later kill him. 

Noé had been a neighbor and friend since early childhood, the son of a couple who were very good 

friends with Arnaldo’s parents. They had come to the city together from the interior and since then had 

been close, living in houses linked by a common gate in the internal wall to facilitate passage between 

the homes. The latter were thus open in type, not private homes, where the neighbors – or coresidents – 

could come and go at any time. All the spaces of the residences were shared by the coresidents who were 

in constant flux, and secrets were leaked and shared. As Arnaldo’s father once said, “we are closer than 

brothers often are. Hand in glove, we share everything from illusions to daily concerns, the chores with 

children to hard work and worship at the church, meetings and parties”. 

10   A traditional low-income neighborhood of the city of João Pessoa, PB. 

11   These people will not be studied here, and only referred to when essential to the argument. 
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It was within this family-community that the tragedy discussed here took place. We call the family-

community the family nucleus composed of the two families joined by friendship and compaternity bonds, 

and by a sharing of everyday tasks and responsibilities that go beyond the home, work and religion to 

include common projects and projections related to the common good of the nucleus. Dreams, sadness, 

joy, plans, victories and failures are experienced within the community, in a spirit of sharing and strong 

personal bonds, forming a type of single collective face that embraced individual faces. 

This family-community nucleation – which congregates the two families where Arnaldo (the victim) 

and Noé (the assassin) were raised and grew up as people – can be thought of within the traditional scheme 

of family. This scheme is based on the formative principle of a family as a unity composed of a couple and 

their children, but which in specific circumstances can aggregate other relatives or long term friends, 

as studied here, and that is formed as a specific network of rights and prohibitions, and a variable and 

diversified group of feelings, such as love, affection, respect, fear and others, in which the members of this 

nucleation, the family-community, are found joined together.12

At the time of the tragedy registered here, the two families were in a process of expanding their 

nucleus of intense proximity and personal bonds. The sons had grown up and become involved in romantic 

relationships with women they planned to live with in residences built in the backyards of their parents’ 

homes. Noé was already in the process of building his extension and Arnaldo, after meeting and dating 

Rita, had told his parents he would build his home in their backyard, mainly upon discovering that Rita was 

pregnant with his first child. 

There was a celebratory mood among the families because of the marriage of their sons, because of their 

decision to continue to live with the parents, and because of the arrival of new members: the two wives and 

grandchild. These members were considered a prolongation and consolidation of the alliance that had first 

joined the two couples and its continuity over subsequent generations. 

The two friends-brothers helped each other to build their ‘extensions’ and celebrated and shared this 

new phase of life, with the new projects of adult life that they had in common. Noé worked as a glazier in 

his father’s shop, which he would inherit, and thus felt stabilized in his trade. Arnaldo had been a guard for 

a private company, but was laid off, and had spent a few months without a job until he began working as a 

‘street guard,’ known at that time in the city of João Pessoa, as mentioned above, as the ‘whistle gang.’13

Arnaldo considered the job temporary but it provided a basic income that, combined with his 

girlfriend’s salary as a housemaid, was enough to begin their life together, mainly with the help from the 

family-community in which they lived and trusted. The two families were in a “state of grace,” according 

to Arnaldo’s mother, Dona Etelvina. Noé’s mother, Dona Geralda, complemented: “we were living a glorious 

time with our sons preparing to have families and the arrival of the grandchildren.”

It is in this situation of trust and reliability, harmony and living well, amid a state of grace and a glorious 

time, that the tragedy took place. A tragedy in which a son from one family killed the son of the other 

couple – sons who were considered by their parents and themselves as more than friends and as more than 

brothers. 

12   The authors refer readers to the work of Lévi-Strauss (1986) on family nucleation in traditional families, and to other authors who have studied family 
nucleation among traditional Brazilian families, such as  Williems (1954), Nogueira (1962), Fukui (1979), DaMatta (1987), Fonseca (1989) and others.

13   Arnaldo was aware of problems related to the ‘whistle gang’ and spoke of the existence of  ‘bandits’ in the group, but said that he was ‘honest’ and that  “I 
am only in this line because I need work and it’s difficult to find it.” At the same time, though, he said he was lucky to have this ‘side gig’ because that is how 
he had met “the woman of his life,” Rita. He added that the people who dealt with him at work, like Rita’s employer, know him to be an honest and good man.
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Crime and banality

In 2007, the researcher Koury was at the city bus station when he heard his name called,  “Professor, 

Professor Mauro…” He looked around and saw an acquaintance of Arnaldo and Noé who worked at a booth 

selling bus tickets. He went over, they shook hands, and he asked how the man was, but before he could say 

anything else, Arnaldo and Noé’s friend interrupted with a short and bombastic statement and narrative: 

Professor, do you know… do you know?! Arnaldo died… Arnaldo from Torre, remember? [Yes, of course…! 

What happened?]. It was Noé, it was Noé who killed him and was arrested. His family, and Arnaldo’s, took him 

to the police for him to confess the crime… It’s been nearly a year!... [And Rita? And his parents…?]. They’re 

alive right? Rita had a boy, named Arnaldo, and moved to the house that Arnaldo was building for the two of 

them. Seu Raposo and Seu Pedro finished the house and she is [living] with them. It’s so sad. But they are alive!

That night the researcher went to visit Arnaldo’s parents.14 Rita was at work and Arnaldinho (as his 

grandparents call him) was sleeping on the small sofa in the living room. Dona Etelvina was in the kitchen 

making coffee together with Dona Geralda. Seu Raposo opened the door and received the researcher with a 

big hug. Next to Arnaldinho, Noé’s father Seu Pedro was sitting in a chair!

Seu Pedro spoke right away as he greeted the researcher with a hug! “Great tragedy has struck us, 

professor! Great tragedy!” In which he was complemented by Seu Raposo: “Yes, it disrupted our lives… we 

lost Arnaldo and Noé is in prison… all because of an impulsive and thoughtless gesture. Something that 

happens to boys when they’re suffering.”

The evening passed quickly. They had coffee and talked about the incident, with apologies made on 

both sides – from the researcher and the two couples. The former apologized for learning so late about 

what happened, and the couples explained that they had tried to send news, but did not have his phone 

number and did not know how to find it. They mentioned the disruption in the life of the two families, who 

continue to be together, and according to them “closer and more friends than before.” 

Before leaving, the researcher was advised by Dona Geralda: 

In two days we are going to visit Noé in prison, if you would like to come with us, it would be good! Later, as 

always, we shall go to the cemetery to visit Arnaldo. It will be good for both of them and Rita has time off and 

will come with us. Then we shall come back and the professor will have lunch with us. How about it?

The invitation was accepted and goodbyes made with lots of hugs to end the night. The next day the 

researcher went looking for newspapers from the time, 25 May 2006, and found a small note with the 

headline “Man is killed by friend in a discussion over a woman in a bar in Torre, in the capital.” The small 

note began with the news that “in the early morning of May 24th, a man who was drinking in a bar in the 

Torre neighborhood, in this capital, killed another in a discussion about a dispute over a woman.”15 There 

were also reports of other murders and attempted murders in various low-income neighborhoods of the 

city of João Pessoa.

Arnaldo’s murder was treated as one more crime for banal motives in João Pessoa. The short news report 

gave the impression that the two friends had fought over the same woman and for this reason one of them 

was killed. For the newspaper, it was an unimportant crime, a banal event, the kind mostly indicative of the 

gratuitous violence between men that is commonplace in the state. 

14   All the ethnographic data used in this work is taken from interviews and participant observation with the two families portrayed, both prior to the 
extraordinary episode that resulted in Arnaldo’s death, and especially after the resumtion of contact with the families and with Noé, following Arnaldo’s 
murder. Long formal interviews and many informal conversations during the nearly daily stay of the main researcher among the families of the two young 
men, and with Noé, who was then in prison, formed a vital part of this process of accompanying and observing the resumption of contact between the 
families after Arnaldo’s murder, which led to the present article.

15   O Norte newspaper, Thursday, 25 May 2006. No other local newspaper reported the incident.
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On meeting the parents of Arnaldo and Noé, at six in the morning on the day that they were due to 

visit Noé in prison and then the cemetery where Arnaldo is buried, the researcher commented on the small 

article in the newspaper. Seu Raposo opened a bible and removed a news clipping. He showed the news 

article mentioned by the researcher. Rita was entering the house from the back door with Arnaldinho and 

a large baby bag. Dona Etelvina ran to the refrigerator and removed some bottles with milk and water, and 

from a cabinet took a bag with cookies and jars of baby food. Rita hugged the researcher, and in a tearful 

voice, showed him Arnaldinho and said: “...this is the result of our love, mine and Arnaldo’s. It’s the living 

memory of love for each other.”

A small commotion stirred the room, soon interrupted by Seu Raposo who said it was time to go or else 

they would miss visiting hours. They locked the house and walked to the stop to catch the bus that would 

take them to the prison. On arrival there was already a line of people waiting for visiting hours to begin. 

Everyone got in line and about half an hour later the line began to move, each person was searched, the bags 

checked and entry granted. Then they met Noé: there was crying, hugs and kisses, requests for blessings for 

his mother and father and Arnaldo’s parents. He kissed Rita and Arnaldinho and there was more crying. He 

looked towards the researcher and said: 

Look what I did, professor! I disgraced my life and left a child who won’t know his father... I killed my friend! 

How, how... a minute doesn’t go by without me thinking of the disgrace that I caused my family, my parents and 

Arnaldo’s parents, to him, Rita, to Arnaldinho… Ah! If I could go back in time, and fix all this... now I only have 

this endless, endless atonement.

Once again there was general commotion. Seu Raposo took the bible, opened it and, choking up, began 

to read a passage about repentance and forgiveness. They all embraced and exchanged news as a single 

sister-family, “which became even more united, by the tragedy that afflicted us,” Dona Geralda said sobbing 

as all the others agreed. 

The visit ended, and the group said goodbye to Noé, who hugged the researcher and quietly said that he 

would very much like to talk to him about what happened, he needed to talk. The researcher replied in a low 

voice that he would find a way to visit without the families. He looked at the researcher and shook his hand 

firmly.

Leaving the prison, the group took two buses to get to the Cristo Redentor cemetery where Arnaldo is 

buried. A small white marble headstone was engraved with Arnaldo’s name and his dates of birth and death. 

On the left-hand side there was a small framed picture of Arnaldo smiling. “The last photo of Arnaldo 

just before he died. Taken by Rita,” according to Dona Etelvina. They all looked at each other filled with 

emotion. Seu Pedro opened the bible and read some passages, and they all said amen in chorus. Arnaldinho 

cried and Dona Etelvina and Dona Geralda stepped back a bit and, with Arnaldinho in her arms, she went 

to the shadow of a tree, took out a bottle of water and gave it to the child. The men stepped away and Rita 

remained alone at the tomb and began to cry and declared loudly that Arnaldo was her husband and the she 

loved him even more. 

Half an hour later the group left the cemetery, took a bus to the terminal and another to Torre. Everyone 

was tired, the women went to the kitchen to warm the meal that they had made, lunch was served on a table 

in the backyard, under a large tree. 

They talked about the day, about Noé’s affliction, what to do for him to get his life back, about the 

church and the work in the community, about how beautiful Arnaldinho is, how smart and wise, how 

Rita is a good woman, how she made the families complete, how much they missed Arnaldo, aging, the 

weakness that this stage of life brings, then to little games and small talk. Late afternoon, the researcher said 

goodbye, accompanied with big hugs, as always, and left.
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In the following months the researcher was granted special authorization to meet with Noé, and began 

to attend the prison at least once a week. He first made daily visits to the two families, then made weekend 

visits when Rita was off work throughout all of 2007. In 2008 they learned that Noé was sentenced to 20 

years in prison from a phone call to Rita. In 2013 the researcher went with Noé’s and Arnaldo’s parents to 

fetch Noé at the prison gate. He was released for good behavior after completing one third of his sentence. 

On the visits to Noé, the version about the event that culminated in Arnaldo’s death gradually came 

together. It is the same version found in the court papers. In this version, Noé spoke of his involvement 

with Maria, which had been going on for four years, when they decided to live together. He spoke of his 

happiness and that of his parents, spoke of building an extension in his parent’s backyard and of the event 

that ‘broke him,’ leaving him ‘devastated,’ when Maria came one night and told him she would live with 

another man: 

…she didn’t know how it happened, but it happened: she met him before she met me, he was away, then came 

back on vacation. He came on to her, she said that she was committed, but wound up giving in, they went out, 

drank, she went to bed with him, and this was going on for some time… so she thought it was better to tell 

me, because from what she said, she was ready to go live with him, in a city in the interior, where he lived and 

worked.

He continued:

I was stunned, disoriented, I thought my life was over. I thought of killing myself, of killing her, killing her new 

man. I thought of the shame that I felt and of the shame I would have telling my parents that I was betrayed and 

would not get married. I wanted to cry, but couldn’t, I wanted to crawl into a hole and never come out. I went to 

Seu Zé’s bar and asked for a beer and a bottle of cachaça and began to drink, drink and drink… I didn’t want to 

speak to anyone… not even myself ! My head was on fire, it burned, raged, my thoughts were confused: women 

cheat, but… [at the same time, a beloved woman] and now… what would I do without her… and I drank and 

drank.

[...] then all of a sudden, in the early morning, Arnaldo came, why did he have to go there? Why? My friend, my 

brother, my dear… he saw me, alone, drinking. He came up and said “what’s happening Noé, this isn’t you, let’s 

go home.” I pushed him and dragged him to a chair, I asked for a glass, I filled it with beer and said: “Maria left, 

we’re through.” “What! he asked. “She’s with another man,” I said: “She’s been cheating on me for a while, and 

now, early tonight, when I left my father’s glass shop, she appeared and told me everything: said that she had 

her bags ready to travel to the interior with him and live there with him… I’m devastated, I feel like an old rag.”

Arnaldo then tried to console his friend-brother, he put his arm around him, saying that he would get 

over this  ‘vexation,’ and asked him to come home, sleep, because “tomorrow is always another day.” He told 

the owner of the bar not to serve him anymore and to “leave the bill, he’ll pay it tomorrow.” Noé wouldn’t 

leave, and went back to telling the same story of betrayal and shame that he felt, about how his life would 

be after that, nothing was worth anything anymore. How would he tell his parents, and how “the neighbors 

must be laughing at me,” and so on.

Arnaldo, according to Noé, became calmer and tried to calm down Noé, but Noé was more and more 

agitated:

Suddenly, I take a gun from my belt and put it on the table and start saying I would kill myself, at the same time 

I say that I would kill Maria and her man… Arnaldo said: “Stop the nonsense Noé, you aren’t going to do that. 

This happens… it’s sad but it happens… let it go guy. Why disgrace your life for a woman? Every woman is like 

that. From one moment to another this happens, it’s hard to have a woman like our mothers […]
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Why did he say that? I don’t know what happened to me, I really don’t know. My brother, my friend was trying 

to console me, take me home, asking me not to do something stupid, but, when he said that Maria was like 

the others and different from our mothers, in my head, at the time, I thought he was trying to say that Maria 

was shameless, a whore. I took the gun from the table and shouted: “What are you thinking Arnaldo, you’re 

crazy. What are you calling my Maria? Do you want to die creep?” I was crazy, possessed, my anger, my shame, 

I passed it all to Arnaldo. Enraged I shouted and held the gun pointing it at his head… He didn’t even say 

anything, and all of a sudden the gun went off, I pulled the trigger, the bullet entered his head. Arnaldo fell 

on the table and then on the floor. I killed my brother, I killed my friend, I killed the person I liked most in the 

world, I thought to myself, and left for the home of my parents and Arnaldo’s parents. I arrived shouting: I 

killed him, I killed Arnaldo, he’s in the bar, he’s in the bar of Seu Zé.

According to Seu Pedro:

Noé arrived shouting in desperation that he had killed Arnaldo. It was very confusing, Geralda woke up 

frightened by the shouts of her son. We ran to wake up Raposo and Etelvina to see if Arnaldo had come home. 

He hadn’t! We went running to the bar of Seu Zé, Noé fell on the sofa crying and shouting that he had killed 

Arnaldo. We got to the bar and Arnaldo’s body was there in a pool of blood, fallen on the floor. Etelvina clutched 

her son wanting to give him new life, crying and crying, Raposo was pallid, he called me and said that we had to 

go back and get Noé to take a bath for him to say what really happened. So we left the two women with the body, 

asked Seu Zé to call the police and we returned home. Noé was still sobbing loudly. We got him and put him in 

the cold shower, we gave him coffee and he told us everything [that happened] until the gunshot. We got him, 

put on clean clothes and took him to the police station. There he told the officer everything and was arrested. 

Geralda and Etelvina took the body to the IML [Institute of Legal Medicine] and from the police station we went 

there.

Seu Raposo said:

The body was only released at nearly four in the afternoon. By then they already had a casket, and a space in 

the cemetery. Rita was told, poor woman, she had a big belly, she came crying and feeling ill. She held onto the 

casket until it was taken to be buried. Etelvina was mute, pallid, from time to time she would pass her hand 

through Rita’s hair. Geraldo was in shock. She was still unable to understand what had happened: her son in jail 

and Arnaldo in a casket. The whole street was there, the church too, there were many flowers. The burial was 

held and everyone went home. Rita went to her mother’s home. Our little world had collapsed.

“Our little world had collapsed”: Shame-disgrace, loss of face and tragedy

Seu Raposo’s expression reveals the tragedy that had struck the two sister families that lived 

communally, trusting in each other, combined with daily gratitude for this social bond that had united 

them for many, many years. Union, respect and dedication to one another in times of joy and sadness were 

now put to the test by an ‘act of madness’ perpetrated by one of the sons against the other son. Each was a son 

of the two couples, of the two men and the two women.

What would they do from then on? How would they face the other family and the other son, now 

the son of the other couple who had killed, for a futile reason, their legitimate son? “Our son, [who] only 

wanted to ease the madness that Noé was passing through,” as Dona Etelvina explained on recalling this 

tragic moment, this limit situation that befell them. Seu Raposo spoke of the long conversations at the 

cemetery after Arnaldo’s burial, with his wife, in the dark house, with the lights out, lying down “holding 

hands.”
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Seu Raposo described to the researcher a fragmented world full of anguish, after the act of madness, as he 

morally and emotionally classifies the tragedy resulting from the shame-disgrace and loss of face that made 

the world collapse in the homes where the two families lived the trust and gratitude of having found and 

shared their daily life. He spoke of the two sons, one his and his wife’s, and the other of the friend-brother 

couple, who both sets of parents considered to be children of them both, considering themselves to be a 

single family with four parents and two sons. 

He tells of the life of strong personal bonds and great trust between the couples, the daily life without 

great ambition and seeing the sons growing and becoming men:

We never had great urges to possess this or that: what we had was enough. What was important was to live each 

day as God wanted and to be thankful for deserving this. It was to see Arnaldo grow up, become a man, begin 

to work and find a life with a woman, have grandchildren. The rest we made happen with faith in God, but also 

with the love of Pedro and Geralda and Noézinho, as we called him until just recently. He was a good boy this 

Noé: he took care of his parents, he was a first class worker, helped, and little by little was taking care of his 

father’s shop and Pedro already considered him a master glass cutter… [smiles].

In the narrative above he speaks of the moral significance that joined the couples and their sons. Moral 

significance is felt and expressed as a gift (Mauss 2003) [1950], as a moral association between parties joined 

by close social bonds that reveal at each moment the meaning and feeling of an interpersonal recognition, 

of care for the relational other, of obligations and gains not always stated, but perceived and gratifying. 

In this case, these bonds strengthened the trust and gratitude of the two couples and their children and 

augmented the sense of reciprocity and belonging between them, in a daily exercise of giving, receiving and 

retribution.

Interpersonal recognition and a system of trust and ontological security (Giddens 2002) now afflicted by 

the ‘mad act’ of an ‘enraged boy’ and the ‘pain of passion’:

Then came the madness, the act of a boy enraged because of a woman who left him for another man! Drink and 

heartbreak never go together, the lack of control always leads to danger and it happened… but it happened with 

Arnaldo, who stopped there to convince him to end the madness… but it happened… boom, a shot in the head 

and there went my Arnaldo, and our Noézinho was imprisoned, desperate with guilt […].

Two families that loved each other, who had good sons, were suddenly submitted to pain, and the worst kind of 

pain. The pain of one son killing the other, a brother, a friend, so close, it was good to see.

The murder of one son by the other, Noé, son of one of the couples of friends, crashed like “a rock on 

top of us.” Seu Raposo recalls the scene experienced by the four of them, or five given that Noé was part of 

the tragedy that befell his son Arnaldo. He recalls the enormous shame (Goudsblom 2009) in the eyes of his 

friend Pedro. He recalls how he gained strength to not fall apart and to take immediate measures to control 

and put in order the disarrangement that had taken place in all of their lives. Arnaldo did die, Noé did 

become a murderer – desperate and guilt-ridden. The women were terrified and anguished, and the shame 

of his friend Pedro, with a pained look, the look of a father who had just lost a son and did not have the 

strength to console his friend, nor knew how, who felt weak and without will, but who needed to be strong, 

and take care of a situation that no one appeared to have the courage or thought to act on: 

We – Etelvina, Pedro, Geraldo and I – now had this madness, this rock that fell on top of us. I recall even today 

Noé’s desperation upon waking his father and mother, and waking us to tell us of his madness and what he had 

done to Arnaldo. I remember Geralda’s stunned look, Etlevina’s shock, the end of the world that seemed to be 

dragging down Pedro, who was grasping Noé by the shirt and taking him to explain to us […].
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I remember the enormous shame in the eyes of Pedro and the desire to say that it was all nothing but a bad 

joke being played on us by his son Noé. I remember being in shock, not wanting to understand what they were 

saying and what was happening. But God did not permit this. I became a fortress. I said, where is the body, son? 

Where is Arnaldo’s body? Tell us soon, boy, we must know so we can take steps. This attitude seemed to make 

everyone realize what was happening. And we all acted as if we were one. We took Noé to his house, the four 

of us left together running to Zé’s bar and there it all unfolded as it had to… we gave Noé a bath, we took him 

to the police, we left him with the officer, we ran to the IML (Institute of Legal Medicine) to meet Etelvina and 

Geralda and only left there with the body, and then there was the wake, the burial, and the return home… where 

only the void was present, and the pain, the pain, the pain that took over our whole body, our words, our lives.

Once set in motion, the action mobilized everyone: the women accompanied the body of the dead son to 

the IML [Institute of Legal Medicine], the men accompanied the murdered son to the police station where 

he was held, after a hug from both and a request by Seu Pedro for him to “be a man, be strong and assume 

what you did,” according to Seu Raposo. Then the wake, neighbors, church, burial, the return home, and 

with this ending, the void settled in. A large void, the two closed homes, lights out, silent, full of shame, of 

pain and of uncertainty of tomorrow. 

What will we do now? Etelvina asked me. I held her hand more firmly and did not know at the time what to say. 

I asked God to give me back the right words… but I had no words. I cried together with my wife.

The light of day began to penetrate through the windows and the gaps in the doors. Seu Pedro got up 

from a night without sleep. He had coffee and woke up Dona Geralda: “Wake up woman, we have a lot to do 

today,” he told the researcher with his eyes tearing. In his description: 

Geralda was devastated. She did not want to get up, she said to let her sleep, she did not want to get out of 

bed ever again.  She, who would wake me up before the rooster crowed. [He smiled melancholically!] I pulled 

her from bed and said firmly, come Geralda, our son needs us. Raposo and Etelvina are alone, devastated by 

Arnaldinho’s death… killed by our own son… by our own son. Woman! Come, let’s go, without a fuss, that’s not 

like you, woman. None of that. Let’s go, let’s go and take care of all these things, there is a way out for us to find 

to avoid the worst, which had already befallen all of our lives.

Dona Geralda “jumped out of bed,” Seu Pedro said. 

She opened her eyes and said, you’re right my Pedro, let’s go resolve all this mess... let’s go talk with our friends 

before anything else. They are in a worse situation than us, let’s go.

Dona Geralda continued the above story from the time that they opened the gate to the house of Seu 

Raposo and Dona Etelvina, crossed the gate with a thermos flask of coffee, opened the door to the living 

room and, for the first time, found the door closed. She said she ‘shook,’ returned slowly to the gate where 

Seu Pedro was arriving and said in a low voice: “the door is closed Pedro, what do we do?”

She said that Pedro “went in front,” as though ignoring what his wife had just said, and knocked on the 

door shouting: “Raposo, Etelvina, open the door, let’s have coffee and talk, people of God.” No one answered 

and Seu Pedro knocked again and Seu Raposo came, opened the door slowly and said, according to Dona 

Geralda’s account:

“Come in man, we have to talk, yes, Etelvina is in the bath and will be out soon. Let’s talk.” But for a long 

moment he did not stand aside from the doorway, his body continued to block the entrance, and we were 

watching, without saying anything, waiting, how can I say, people of God, how can I say… yes, the order for us 

to come in. 
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Moral and emotional recomposition of social bonds

According to Simmel (1986: 369), pain traces a border around people and characterizes the language of 

offenses (damaged reputation) as if affirming: “you came too close.” It indicates the distance that cannot be 

crossed without clear permission. The look in the eyes of friends, after the limit-situation, which created 

an obstacle in the life of each one of them, required each person to act in order to move beyond their own 

constraint, which had driven them to silence and withdrawal. The shame-disgrace and the loss of face, 

casting a heavy cloud over all of them, threatened to keep them from doing what they wanted.

When Dona Etelvina arrived, they were all in their original positions: Seu Raposo with the door open, 

but blocking the doorway with his body, the couple of Dona Geralda and Seu Pedro, carrying a thermos flask 

and a tray, waiting to enter the house. She looked at the scene and said: “Get out of the door Raposo, let the 

folk in!”

This sent a pain into my chest [said Dona Etelvina, looking at Seu Pedro, nearly crying]. We were never treated 

like that by our friends and even more called ‘folk’! I wanted to run back home, I saw that Pedro was also nearly 

giving up, but then Raposo got out of the doorway and with his hand invited us to enter and said:  “Come in, 

let’s talk, because today is going to be too long.”

The ill feelings permeated the relations during this first moment of encounter after the tragedy. The 

silence “made itself heard,” as Seu Pedro put it. They all entered and sat down at the table. The tray and 

thermos flask were put on the table, yet no one had the nerve to get up and find cups to serve. They all 

stared inwardly, introverted and hesitant to look at or be seen by the others. They seemed not to know each 

other, they all seemed to want to leave, but they stayed around the table, sitting in silence. 

According to Dona Etelvina, “it seemed like hours passed and everyone was silent, quiet, looking down 

and to the side. No one wanted to face anyone.” Until, according to Dona Geralda, the door opened and Rita 

…entered the room with her big belly, asking, with a sad and sobbing voice: “can I stay with you here today?” 

It seemed like lightning struck everyone. Everyone looked startled at Rita, Etelvina got up quickly, nearly off 

balance, while the chair fell on the floor. She ran to her side, kissing and hugging her, holding her belly and 

said: “my girl, enter, of course, you stay today and as long as you want. The house is yours. Raposo and I are 

pleased to have you and our grandson, or granddaughter? with us. Right Raposo?!”

Rita left Dona Etelvina’s arms, followed by her, and went to Seu Raposo and gave him a kiss, and later a 

kiss to Dona Geralda and Seu Pedro. She went to the kitchen and brought plates, cups and utensils saying, 

“look, people of God, what’s happening? There is food on the table and no one fetched dishes to eat? Let’s 

have breakfast, I’m starving, I’m eating for ten.”

Seu Raposo, describing this “ray of light” coming through Rita, smiled and said, she brought us back to 

our senses. Everyone left their silence to speak about the grandson or granddaughter who would arrive, and 

from there the fact that Arnaldo would not be “at home, to see the baby.” 

Another silence threatened the space, but was soon broken by Seu Pedro who said: “Friends, today 

Geralda and I have much to do concerning Noé who is in prison. We will take clothes and something for 

him to eat, go find a lawyer, and hug him. He must be desperate.” Seu Raposo, on recalling this episode, 

affirmed that he felt a shock of reality and, without pausing to think, said: “That’s it, my friend Pedro, you 

can count on us for whatever you need”. 

Dona Etelvina said that although Seu Pedro’s attitude took “a step forward for us to escape the 

discomfort we were feeling in the presence of our friends and neighbors, as though they threatened us 

with their presence and with the memory that their son, Noé, had killed our son Arnaldo,” also “left 

me a bit intimidated by the situation created by his words. I had to say or do something. I got up, I held 
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Rita, and looked at Geralda and said, “friend, come see the presents that I bought with Raposo for the 

grandchild… come Rita, come Geralda… then we left and left the men to look at each other and talk.” 

The conversation, according to the participants, first involved a big apology for Noé’s act. Seu Pedro 

affirmed that he understood the pain and that there was no possible justification or excuse for such an 

insane act. A situation of discomfort was experienced between the partners, linked to the emotions lived as 

partners-brothers-confidants, and as fathers of two youths, in a situation in which one killed the other for a 

banal reason.

Goffman (1956, 1967) worked with a tragic vision of interaction, calling social life a ‘dangerous game’ of 

vulnerabilities, where the risk of disenchantment is always present and needs to be carefully administered 

by the self-regulated social actors for and by a ritual of interaction. In his work he sketched a situation of 

embarrassment and constraint, of daily shame, as a sensation of discomfort experienced in tense relations, 

as well as the attempts to save each other’s face from the relational agents in an interactional play.

As Ecléa Bosi wrote, “the periods ‘before and ‘after’ are enough for there to be an [individual] and social 

memory” (1994: 411). Thus, in this play of saving face, the partners seek the return of the memory of the 

situation that had them ‘travel together’ and try to reaffirm the values and conventions that had joined 

them until then. To do so, they sought to recreate the element of current constraint and shame as a type of 

‘provocation’ through which the relation must pass to be overcome, thereby allowing a return to the process 

of friendship, from that point, as a moral requirement and significance for a new control and resumption of 

their relations.

In this specific case, Seu Pedro affirmed, in his description, the ‘nobility’ of Seu Raposo when he said 

that: 

“This is all too sad, for both of us, for our wives, for Rita and for the grandchild on its way. It is too sad… but we 

cannot let this sadness come to quench all that we have been building for years, our friendship. That would only 

make our lives worse, it would be another death in our lives. Arnaldo would not want that, no. We will have to 

talk a lot, a real lot, about this new provocation, but allow it to bring us closer together.” Then he got up, took 

me from the chair, I was crying, and he hugged me. I felt blessed to have a friend like that. 

Seu Raposo, speaking about the same issue, said that Seu Pedro’s generosity and integrity “made him 

act like a man” and remove this ill feeling so they could resume their lives together. In the narrative told 

by Seu Raposo, he affirmed that he got up, gave his friend a hug and said, “let’s get to what is important, 

Pedro, let’s go to resolve Noé’s situation. That is what Arnaldo would want. Let’s call Etelvina and Geralda to 

get ready and come with us!”

They all left together to find Noé in anguish being held in a common cell at the police station, awaiting 

a judge’s order to be taken to prison, where he would serve his sentence. According to Rita, the four of them 

– Seu Pedro, Seu Raposo, Dona Geralda and Dona Etelvina – reconstructed their relations, always filled with 

small gaps, silences and restraints, but, whenever possible, these were spoken about among themselves 

and turned into new ways of recognizing and belonging to each other, like a single family – however, like 

a single family with a brand that, like all social brands, must be constantly remembered and reassembled 

as new signs of an alliance in which trust is restructured every day and in which the members control one 

another.  
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Final Considerations

The murder of Arnaldo by Noé assumes a strictly moral connotation, without strategic biases 

or rational, cost-benefit calculations. An individualist rationality, in this sense, fails as an analytical 

perspective intending to achieve a comprehensive reading of these contexts of intense personal bonds and 

copresence in which regimes of gratitude and sharing are tacitly allied.

The murder resulted, then, from a banal misunderstanding between friends-brothers involved in a limit 

situation that quickly turned into tragedy, and shaped a narrative of moral failure, tragedy and trauma. The 

sense of banality mentioned here does not deny the cruelty of the violence or the gravity of its consequences 

for the reassembling of the social forms and contents of a given sociability, but seeks to call attention to the 

vulnerabilities and fragilities of interactional spaces.

A moral order, in this sense, encompasses an expressive-behavioral and cognitive normality based 

on daily shame as a moral gyroscope (Scheff 1990; 2016) of the social actor integrated in networks of 

interdependence. This moral gyroscope signifies the capacity to embarrass oneself and embarrass the 

relational other in the interplay of reciprocal exchanges and monitoring, in which everyday shame assures 

each person’s tact and sensibility to help keep face as an organizing principle of social traffic. 

The banal element of tragic misunderstandings and outcomes, like the murder by Noé, point in turn to 

the tension and the indetermination of a social situation that is always risky, and vulnerable, a ‘dangerous 

game.’ The characteristic trait of situations of sharp tension and disturbance of the moral order and 

emotional culture of a given sociability is the real or imaginary rupture of the normative and emotional 

normality: in other words, it involves an exacerbation of the possibilities for material and symbolic 

exchanges between the relations, even going beyond their limits.

Arnaldo’s ill-fated approach to Noé, at a time when the latter was seeking refuge for his seemingly 

irremediable loss of face, was unable to console his friend-brother and pull him back to the tensions of 

everyday normative normality, in which the line-face relation of the social actor who moves through social 

worlds is constantly challenged and threatened without completely losing self-respect and self-esteem. 

Arnaldo’s remarks, however, exacerbated Noé’s sense of shame-disgrace, which he felt as a grave moral 

insult and as a banalization of his broken project and of his dignified and promising past at the heart of the 

family-community of the two families. 

Noé, now a murderer of his friend-brother, reacted tempestuously when Arnaldo, in an attempt to 

console him, suggested he forget the girlfriend who had betrayed and abandoned him. By affirming that “all 

women are like that,” the argument of banality was interpreted by the relational other as a violent attack 

on his face, which had been weakened by shame-disgrace, in such a way that Noé was promptly moved 

to realize the sacred responsibility to defend his self and impose himself in the interactional space as a 

respected player with a reputation, not as a fool, or in Goffman’s language, as a mark (Goffman 2014). 

The moral recomposition of the bonds broken by Arnaldo’s tragic murder thus involves the forgiveness 

that the families offered to Noé for the disagreement that led to the fatal crime. Their absolution, 

understood as a gift, does not signify a forgetting of the deed or the tragedy, but a resignification and 

reassembling of the act through a narrative of guilt, remorse, punishment, mourning, recognition and 

above all, reaffirmation of commitments to reciprocity at the heart of the family-community that took him 

in again, rehabilitating his individual face within the group and preserving his past of memories in the 

emotional community. 
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The pardoning of Noé can also be understood as a ritual of symbolic recuperation of the figure of 

Arnaldo within the group, and the symbolic and social recuperation of Noé through the resolution of a 

social drama of separation, liminality and return to normative normality (Turner 2013; 2005; Van Gennep 

2011). As friends and brothers, Noé and Arnaldo are redirected to an imaginary situation of symbolic 

reordering of the world. 

The banal disagreement, in terms of its fatality, is morally and emotionally resolved by the collective 

through the exercise of forgiveness, not of forgetting. The forgiveness is ritually organized – as a 

reordering of the common memories and of the reconfiguration of the system of social positions and moral 

classifications of the group – as the action “by which a group develops ways to channel common energies 

and dedicate the effort with a sense of moral determination” (Turner 2005: 7). Forgiveness thus reaffirms 

the similarities and commitments of each person in the group and of the group towards each person, but 

also imposes silences, interdictions and hiatuses in the moral and emotional reassembling of the symbolic 

and affective worlds that constitute the emotional culture of that family-community nucleus.

In this ritual process, the Relational We is reaffirmed as a community of affection, of suffering and of 

projects, in light of the vulnerabilities, risks and fragilities that are part of the interactional exchange. But, 

above all, it is reaffirmed as a collective face that regulates daily interaction based on an emotional culture 

and the codes of a shared morality. 

* This study was originally presented at ST 32– Sociologia e antropologia da moral. 40° Encontro Anual 

da ANPOCS. Caxambu – MG, 24 - 28 October 2016.

Translated by Jeffrey Hoff

Revised by David Rodgers
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Abstract

Inspired by the reflections on the concept of critique proposed by Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, this 

article presents some elements for a sociology of critique of the Pacification Police Unit (Unidade de Polícia 

Pacificadora - UPPs) program. It offers a brief history of the project, typified in phases. We conduct a 

mapping and a temporal analysis of critiques made about the UPPs throughout the entire period of their 

existence from 2008 until today. This analysis is based on ethnographic research and interviews conducted 

by the authors between 2009 and 2015 in the first two “pacified” favelas in the city of Rio de Janeiro (Santa 

Marta and the Cidade de Deus), and on the analysis of news reports from the major and alternative media 

and of social networks.

Key words: urban violence, favelas, pacification, critique. 
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Do desarmamento ao rearmamento: 
elementos para uma sociologia da crítica das 

Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora (UPPs)

Resumo

Inspirados nas reflexões sobre a noção de crítica propostas por Luc Boltanski e Eve Chiapello, 

apresentaremos neste artigo elementos para elaboração de uma sociologia da crítica às Unidades de Polícia 

Pacificadora (UPPs). Trata-se de uma tentativa de produzir uma breve história do projeto, tipologizando-a 

em fases. Ao longo do artigo apresentamos um mapeamento e uma análise temporal das críticas que foram 

apresentadas às UPPs em todo o período de sua existência - de 2008 até agora. Esta análise é baseada em 

pesquisas etnográficos e entrevistas realizadas pelos autores entre 2009 e 2015 nas duas primeiras favelas 

“pacificadas” da cidade do Rio de Janeiro (o Santa Marta e a Cidade de Deus), assim como na análise de 

notícias publicadas sobre as UPPs nos últimos anos em jornais, meios de comunicação alternativos e redes 

sociais. 

Palavras-chave: violência urbana, favelas, pacificação, crítica.
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From disarmament to rearmament:
elements for a sociology of critique of the 

Pacification Police Unit Program

Palloma Menezes
Diogo Corrêa

Introduction1

When the Pacification Police Unit project was launched in late 2008 it was seen by the Rio de Janeiro 

state government, the media and by much of the city’s population as a light at the end of the tunnel for the 

problem of “urban violence”2 (Machado da Silva 2008) in the “marvelous city”. Now that the large events 

that Rio de Janeiro hosted have passed, however, there is a general consensus that this “proximity policing” 

project is suffering a general crisis and most of the city’s population believe that the project is over, 

although its dissolution has not been officially announced. 

Inspired by reflections about the influence of the concept of critique that Luc Boltanski and Eve 

Chiapello proposed in The New Spirit of Capitalism,3 in this article we present an outline of a sociology 

of critique of the Pacification Police Units. This idea of a sociology of critique is linked to the pragmatic 

sociology of Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thévenot (1991) and to how, in French sociology, this opposes Pierre 

Bourdieu’s critical sociology of domination to the pragmatic sociology of critique (see Corrêa & De Castro, 

2016). 

In De la justification, Boltanski and Thévenot propose no longer establishing the task of social critique 

as the priority role of sociology, as did Bourdieu. They proposed making the critical operations of actors 

the object of analysis. The passage from a critical sociology to a sociology of critique was based on the 

formalization and systematization of the critiques made by the actors themselves in critical moments.  

It is from this general framework that this article intends to develop a sociology of the critique of the 

Pacification Police Units. That is, the objective is to conduct a formalization and systematization of the 

critiques that all the actors directly and indirectly involved in the “pacification” project presented over time.  

In this way, our scope is – based on the critiques that were made of the Pacification Police Units throughout 

their period of existence - to outline a brief history, outlined in phases, of this “proximity policing” project. 

To present this analysis we will conduct a mapping and temporal analysis of the mode of functioning 

of the critiques of the Pacification Police Units. We can synthesize the implementation of program in 

the following steps: a) a first moment in which there was a disarming of drug traffickers and a partial 

incorporation by the new public safety policy of the critiques made of methods of fighting urban violence 

1   We would like to thank the reviewers from Vibrant who made essential contributions to the revision of this article.

2   In this study we follow the perspective proposed by Machado da Silva (2008, p. 35) to think of urban violence as a collective representation, or more 
specifically, a representation of practices – threats of plunder of private property and to physical integrity – and of subjectively justified models of conduct. 
Like Machado da Silva, we begin with the idea that urban violence is a symbolic construction that “constitutes what it describes”. That is, “it is a common 
sense category of understanding that consolidates and confers meaning to the experience lived in cities” and that instrumentally and morally guides the 
courses of action that city residents consider to be more convenient in the various situations in which they act.

3   It should be said that the book The New Spirit of Capitalism is located within a more general framework of pragmatic sociology. To better obtain a 
contextualization of the pragmatic constellation in French sociology  see Corrêa and Castro (2016). 
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that were based on a “war metaphor” (Leite 2012); b) a second moment in which an effective and solid 

“consensus” was established around the Pacification Police Units; c) a third, in which this consensus, and 

the consolidation of the project, created an intense difficulty in presenting and finding a space for the 

expression of certain critiques; d) a fourth moment in which a new critical repertoire began to be formed, 

although in a fragmented state; e) a fifth in which there was a rise and intensification of new “critical 

energies”4 that erupted with the demonstrations of 20135, and when the case of Amarildo6 channeled these 

energies and; f ) finally, the rearming of the “traffic” and of the critique of the Pacification Police Units. 

This analysis is based on ethnographic data gathered between 2009 and 2015 in Santa Marta and in 

the Cidade de Deus7 – based on field work conducted by the two authors – and in news reports published 

about the Pacification Police Units in recent years in newspapers, alternative communication media and 

social networks. It is worth noting that, in addition to participant observation, in depth interviews were 

conducted in the favelas with residents, police officers and drug dealers. 

1. The disarmament of critique and of traffic in the “pacified” areas

Between 2007 and 2008, before the Pacification Police Units were launched, the “urban violence” 

in Rio de Janeiro was faced by a large portion of the city population as “an unsolvable problem”. “The 

vicious circle” of violence, always refueled by the public safety policy based on confrontation that had 

been implemented in the state for decades, appeared to be reaching its peak in the first year of the 

administration of Governor Sérgio Cabral Filho. José Mariano Beltrame, secretary of security of Rio de 

Janeiro from 2007 and 2016, indicated that when he took office, “the police in Rio were those who killed 

the most and died the most”. In the same press conference, he concluded, that “if it is the police that kills 

the most and also who dies the most, the solution was obvious: “face the confrontation as if it is not the 

solution” (Beltrame 2014: 78). 

The “vicious circle” to which Beltrame refers had been fed for some decades by a “security model based 

on deadly force as an indicator of efficiency” (Ribeiro, Dias, Carvalho 2008). This model took shape in the 

1990s and deepened in the first years of the decade of 2000. Some clues that reveal the deepening of the 

bellicose concept of public safety policy in beginning of the century was the “banalization” of the use of 

armored vehicles in the Rio de Janeiro favelas (Ribeiro, Dias, Carvalho 2008), the heavy investments made to 

increase the ranks of the Special Operations Battalion (Bope) and the Shock Police Battalion (BPCHq), as well 

as the creation of the Tactical Action Groups (GAT) in the conventional battalions. 

Misse, Grillo, Teixeira and Neri (2013) affirm that the intensification of militarization of the police 

practices, although they have been important to the “affirmation and consolidation of the bellicose 

superiority of the state in relation to the drug dealing factions” generated a considerable increase in the 

4   The expression “critical energies” is inspired by the use that Gustavo Bezerra makes of it in his doctoral thesis, which not by chance used the book  The 
New Spirit of Capitalism to consider the social question, redemocratization and mobile capitalism in Brazil. See Bezerra, 2012, pp. 72;110; 128; 271).

5   June 2013 was marked by demonstrations and social mobilizations throughout Brazil. Initially called by the Free Fare Movement in São Paulo (Movimento 
Passe Livre), the protests against increased public transportation fares gained strength and widespread adhesion. Demonstrations quickly spread throughout 
the country  with multiple demands, intensifying to the mobilization of one million people in different cities on June 20. The course of events was a point 
of inflection in the history of social mobilizations in Brazil. The protests continued in July. 

6   Amarildo de Souza was a resident of Rocinha who disappeared in July 2013 after he was seized by police to testify. Although his body was never found, 
investigations indicate that he was tortured and killed by police. The question “Where’s Amarildo?” became one of the main slogans of the demonstrators 
who took to the streets in Rio de Janeiro and nearly all Brazilian capitals in June and July of 2013. 

7   The  Morro Santa Marta favela is located on a steep hillside in the Botafogo neighborhood on the border with Laranjeiras, in the Zona Sul [Southern zone] 
of the city of Rio de Janeiro. It has an area of 54,692 m2  and 6,000 residents, according to the Secretaria de Estado de Segurança (Seseg). Unlike Santa Marta, 
the Cidade de Deus is not located on a hill. It is flat, and according to the Instituto de Estudos do Trabalho e Sociedade (IETS), is divided into five parts: Karatê; 
CH Gabinal Margarida; Lazer; Edgar Werneck and Quinze. According to the Instituto Pereira Passos, based on the 2010 census by the Instituto Brasileiro de 
Geografia e Estatística (IBGE), Cidade de Deus has 14.472 residences and 47,795 inhabitants in a territory of 2.099.531 m.
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deadliness of the police action and in the numbers of “reports of resistance”8 which peaked in 2007 – when 

1,330 cases were recorded in the state (accounting for 18% of  all homicides that year) and  902 in the city of 

Rio de Janeiro. 

Ribeiro, Dias & Carvalho (2008) suggest that this growth should be associated to the fact that 

Sérgio Cabral Filho, in his first year in office, had deepened even more the “confrontation policy” by 

disseminating, for example, the so-called, “mega-operations” conducted in the favelas. One of the “mega-

operations” that gained most visibility at the beginning of the Cabral government was executed in the 

region known as the Complexo do Alemão, on 27 June 2007, less than one month before the realization of 

the Pan American Games in Rio de Janeiro. The operation included some 1,200 police officers and resulted 

in the deaths of 19 people. At the time, Governor Cabral declared “The population is convinced of the need 

for this confrontation (...). You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs. (...). There is no other path 

to take”. A report published by the Special Secretariat of Human Rights of the Presidency of the Republic 

revealed, for example, that some of the 19 deaths were caused by summary and arbitrary executions that 

occurred during the police operation. 

Since then, the critiques have multiplied not only of that specific operation, but of the entire public 

safety policy that has been implemented by Cabral. The policy of the “war against trafficking” which was 

being questioned in various countries, became a target of challenges that pointed out that: 

The police actions in the favelas are focused only on the excessive use of force, in summary executions. The 

proportion between the deaths and arrests and apprehension of drugs and arms during the realization of the 

“mega-operations” in the favelas indicates the absence of coordinated actions of intelligence and, moreover, 

that the state action increasingly criminalizes poverty, as if the weapons were manufactured there and the drugs 

grown there. It ignores the active participation of the police and of other social segments in the organization of 

criminal networks, like drug and arms trafficking (Ribeiro, Dias, Carvalho 2008: 15).

At this time, a consensus became strengthened, therefore, around the idea that the “war against crime” 

policy was counterproductive and ineffective (Ribeiro, Dias, Carvalho 2008: 15). All indications were that 

this deliberate policy of confrontation was not making Rio de Janeiro safer, and was generating a high 

rate of fatalities and an exaggerated human cost for both the police and the traffickers – not to mention 

the residents who were victims of “stray bullets”. In addition, there was also a generalized opinion that 

the “confrontation policy” not only caused enormous disturbance to the lives of city residents in general, 

and to the favela residents in particular – who had to live with the constant gun battles – it was not able to 

break the traffickers’ territorial command over the favelas. Even with a repressive security policy based on 

intermittent confrontations, the “right to come and go”, in the favelas was not guaranteed by the state - the 

will of the traffickers predominated in these regions. 

To obtain longer lasting results in fighting violence in the city – which it must be remembered was 

preparing to receive the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Olympic Games – the governor and his secretary of 

public safety Beltrame, decided to test a new form of police action in these territories. Thus, in November 

2008 an experiment was implemented with a new form of policing from which emerged what later became 

known as the Pacification Police Units (UPPs). The initial test took place with the permanent police 

occupation of the Morro Santa Marta (Menezes 2015). To the surprise even of those who conceived the 

project, the results were nearly immediate: the Pacification Police Units were presented as “an excellent 

opportunity to lower murder and crime rates and change the police culture of confrontation” (Beltrame 

2014: 114). Based on this first operational success, the “phase of public persuasion” began as Beltrame 

8   “Auto de resistência” or roughly “report of  resistance” is the classification that the police give to homicides committed by police officers in service in 
supposed legitimate defense.
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affirmed.  This was “public relations work” that involved “more than 150 meetings were held with the 

press and people influential in public opinion” (Beltrame 2014: 115). This helped the secretary and his 

staff to gradually confront some of the resistance to the project  found within the ranks of the police, the 

population in general and especially among residents of occupied areas. 

The success of the initial implementation together with a work of public persuasion was considerable 

and a portion of the city population began to see the Pacification Police Units as the “light at the end of the 

tunnel” for the problem of urban violence in Rio de Janeiro. In its first years of its existence, the project – 

unlike the previous “permanent occupations” such as the Grupamentos de Policiamento em Áreas Especiais 

- GPAE [Special Areas Police Groups] (Misse 2010) – was able to garner a broad base of support from: a) the 

media; b) federal, state and municipal politicians; c) Rio de Janeiro business; d) civil society organizations; 

and d) most of the city population (including, it must be remembered, a large portion of the residents of 

the “pacified” favelas). 

In addition, academics have also had an important role in this consolidation of the Pacification Police 

Units. The first studies about the project – like one conducted in 2009 by the Fundação Getulio Vargas, 

showed that 87% of the people interviewed in Santa Marta and 93% in the Cidade de Deus supported 

the police actions – serve not only to diagnose the “success” of the new police model, but also helped to 

construct the consensus around the idea that the UPPs were the best public safety project implemented in 

recent decades. And not only for those living in the surrounding and “noble” neighborhoods of the city, but 

also – and particularly – for the residents of the favela territories. The results of various studies conducted 

about the project, until 2012, list the following elements as indicators of the success of the Pacification 

Police Units:

a) The disarmament of traffickers in the “pacified” favelas – or at least, the reduction of the ostensive 

presence of weapons by actors other than the police – which associated to the strong decrease in 

the sporadic police incursions and gun battles, led to a drastic reduction in homicides and armed 

violence in general, not only within the favelas but also in the surroundings (Cano, Borges, Ribeiro 

2012);

b) The reduction of the arbitrary actions and violence by the police in the areas where the Pacification 

Police Units were operating (Machado da Silva 2010). This was related to “greater internal and 

external social control, over the corruption and abuse of power practiced by the police” in the 

“pacified” territories (Musumeci et al. 2013)

c) The drop in the number of  “reports of resistance” (Misse, Grillo, Teixeira, Neri 2013: 9), which 

appears to indicate that the Pacification Police Units could help to “civilize” the police or that it 

could become a “policy for protection of the population against the police itself and the high degree 

of lethalness of the police incursions” (Misse 2014: 682);

d) the greater freedom to come and go of the residents that, as a whole, wound up significantly 

improving the sense of security among the residents directly affected by the UPPs (Musumeci et 

al. 2013; IBPS 2009; CECIP 2010; Souza &  Silva 2010; Burgos et al. 2012; Cano, Borges, Ribeiro 2012; 

Oliveira; Abramovay 2012; Rodrigues; Siqueira 2012; Serrano-Berthet 2013);

e) the expansion of the positive expectations about safety for the entire population of the city, 

including a good portion of the residents in locations targeted for their implementation in the 

future and even the wealthy segments who do not need (or want) the Pacification Police Units where 

they live (Machado da Silva 2010).

All of these indicators help to reinforce the idea that “after more than three decades of failed 

experiments in public safety programs in Rio de Janeiro”, the Pacification Police Units appeared as “a 

successful response to the issue of violence in this state, especially in the capital” (Burgos et al. 2012: 2).  
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As Barbosa suggested (2012: 257), at the beginning of the project there was a collective perception that 

it was possible to  “raise the volume and say that, since the urban and sanitary reform of Mayor Pereira 

Passos (with the demolition of tenements and poor residences in the center of the city in the early twentieth 

century) and the removal of the favelas in the 1960s and 1970s” few government actions had produced such 

a significant impact on the lives of residents of the city of Rio de Janeiro as the Pacification Police Units 

were generating. 

2. The consensus around the UPPs 

With the reduction of mortalities, support from residents of the favelas and from the “asphalt”, that 

is, non favela residents, news reports promoting the benefits of the project, financial backing from private 

businesses, in addition to support from the municipal, state and federal governments, the “success” of 

the project was proudly celebrated. At the time, various residents regularly affirmed that those who dared 

to criticize the project were either immediately seen as defenders of the drug dealers or were at the least 

treated as unreasonable. 

But it is appropriate to ask exactly why and how did this take place? We think that the outline of a 

sociology of critique of the Pacification Police Units can help this task. We are inspired by the reflections that 

Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello made about the role of critique in the transformation of capitalism. We 

begin with the idea that the initial consensus established around the Pacification Police Units project was 

due to its capacity to incorporate, even if partially, some of the main critiques that had been made of public 

safety policy in Rio de Janeiro state in recent decades. In this sense, we argue that the consensus is a result 

of the fact that the “pacification” policy was, at least at first, an effective response to the critique that were 

made of the current public safety policy based on a “war metaphor”. 

Our main argument is that the public safety policy based the Pacification Police Units, when it was 

able to reduce the repeated interruptions of routine life, the gun battles, the violent deaths, the ostensive 

presence of arms, and thus strongly limit the command that the traffickers had of the favela territories – 

that is, the main elements around which the “representation of urban violence” (Machado da Silva 2008) 

was based – it was capable of disarming not only the traffic, but also the main critiques  that had been made of 

the public safety policy that had been based on the logic  of confrontation. For this reason, we maintain that 

the establishment of a consensus about the project – which some news reports came to call the “miracle” of 

the police pacification projects –was joined by a disarmament of the critiques that were aimed at the former 

public safety policy. 

To better express our argument, we believe it is important to review what Boltanski and Chiapello 

identify in their joint work – The New Spirit of Capitalism – as the impacts of critique on the process of 

transformation of the capitalist system. The authors affirm that critique can generally have three types 

of impacts and consequences. A first possible effect concerns the ability that the critique may have to 

delegitimize and remove the effectiveness of that which it criticizes. By proposing a history of capitalism 

in three phases, each one doted with a “spirit” (in a deliberate allusion to the work of Max Weber), Boltanski 

and Chiapello strive to show how critiques were important for delegitimizing certain models of capitalism 

– the later defined by the authors as a form of obtaining unlimited profits by peaceful means. Thus, 

critique, according to the authors, had been an essential actor capable of requiring the capitalist system to 

innovate and produce new forms of engagement, adhesion and legitimation for its perpetuation.  

In the case of the Pacification Police Units, we argue that the critiques aimed at the confrontational 

policing model helped to expose the ineffectiveness of the recurrent violent incursions. At the same 

time, the critiques pointed to the need to develop another form of policing that, in many aspects, is 
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similar to “pacification policing”. These initial critiques aimed at the security policy based on the logic of 

confrontation and the “war metaphor” (Leite 2012), by indicating both the ineffectiveness as well as the high 

human cost of the recurring violent incursions, exposed the need for a new form of policing that would be 

less violent and more effective. 

A second effect of critique that Boltanski and Chiapello call attention to is that it requires those at 

whom the critique is aimed to justify themselves in terms of the common good. In this case, when the 

response of those in the name of whom the critique is aimed is not reduced to mere “empty words”, but is 

based on concrete actions whose effectiveness later become unquestionable, Boltanski and Chiapello said 

that there are two consequences. On one hand, there is an incorporation, even if partial, of a part of the 

values on which the critique is based. As an example, they mention how to perpetuate European capitalism 

and diminish the strong social critique made of it in the late 19th and early twentieth centuries, elements of 

this critique were partially incorporated to government policies, and established what later became known 

as the social welfare state. The consequence of this, however, is that social critique does not pass unscathed 

through this incorporation: “the price that the critique must pay for being heard, at least partially, is to see 

that some of the values it mobilized to oppose the form assumed by the process of [capitalist] accumulation 

were placed at the service of this accumulation” (Boltanski, Chiapello 2009: 63). According to Boltanski and 

Chiapello, the price paid by the social critique for having been partially incorporated by capitalism in the 

social welfare state was, therefore, its temporary demobilization – or in the terms that we raise here, its 

disarmament. 

In the case of the Pacification Police Units, the price paid by the social movements, the researchers, 

militants and residents who struggle for the cause of human rights and for a less violent and repressive 

police, was to see the Rio de Janeiro state government and its secretariat of public safety defend itself by 

adopting part of the discourse used to criticize it. After all, since the beginning, one of the main issues of 

the “pacification” police project was the idea that  its model of policing was based on less violent police 

operations that would be closer to the local population; a mode of policing that sought effectiveness not 

through increased repression, but through the approximation and reduction of the rates of homicide 

and violent deaths. These elements raised until then by the critics of security policy based on the “war 

metaphor”, due to its partial incorporation by the “pacifying” police apparatus, then came to be used by 

the state itself to defend its action.  We thus affirm that this was one of the fundamental elements for the 

establishment of the “consensus” around the Pacification Police Units, the reason the state was able to  

disarm, that is, produce a temporary incapacitation of a large portion of the critiques that was aimed at it 

until then.

Still in relation to capitalism, Boltanski and Chiapello refer to a third possible impact of the critique. In 

this case, they say that it involves

A much less optimistic analysis in terms of the reactions of capitalism. This is because it can be supposed that 

under certain conditions, capitalism can escape the demands to reinforce measures for social justice, making 

it more difficult to decipher, ‘shuffling the cards’. According to this possibility, the response to the critique 

does not lead to establishing more just measures. By producing a transformation, in the case of capitalism, 

of the forms of realization of profit, the world became  momentarily unorganized in relation to the previous 

references and in a state of great illegibility (Boltanski, Chiapello 2009: 63). [Translated from a Portuguese 

edition.]

In the case of the initial period of the implementation of the Pacification Police Units, this third 

element is unquestioned: if on one hand, there was an effective process of partial incorporation of 

the critiques of the security policy that was based on the logic of confrontation, followed by effective 
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responses like the reduction in gun battles and violent deaths, on the other, this new policing project, 

at least in its first months and years, established a zone of indetermination for which new critiques still 

did not have clear anchorage points. The new forms of repression and the new problems established by 

the recently implemented “pacification” measure  called for the development of a new critical repertoire. 

With the “shuffling of the cards” established by the initial post-“pacification” situation, the new critiques 

that had been in formation for a long time, remained sparse, dispersed and fragmented. In this stage of 

indetermination in which, by means of an activity of inquiry, to use the famous expression of John Dewey 

(1998), the actors sought to understand what was happening and based on this, develop a critical repertoire 

suitable to the new problems, it was not possible to define a collective common cause – a fact that, as we 

will see, only effectively took place after the mass demonstrations in Brazil of June 2013, and particularly 

after the notorious Amarildo case. 

At the initial moment of the installation of the Pacification Police Units, everything took place as if the 

old critical repertoire, organized and based on a certain state of things ruled by the logic of the intermittent 

violent incursions by the police, came to operate in a void. Not by chance, some residents and community 

leaders, at the time of implementation of a new form of policing, frequently said they were “on slippery 

ground” unsure how to react. Despite the game of interpretations and multiplicity of definitions about the 

Pacification Police Units, a single and large consensus appeared to permeate the heterogeneous positions 

of the actors at this time: the arrival of the “pacification” measure had produced unquestionable changes in 

the favela environment, establishing new zones of indetermination, zones which the previous sensitive and 

critical repertoire was not prepared to handle.9

Below, we will present a mapping of how this new critical repertoire of the Pacification Police Units was 

gradually forming during the first three years of the implementation of the pacification apparatus, and how 

institutional responses were appearing to the critiques of the project. 

3. Formation of a new critical repertoire

In 2009, when the project began to be developed and expanded, residents of both Santa Marta and the 

Cidade de Deus – the first “pacified” favelas – mentioned the reduction of violent deaths and gun battles 

as unquestionable benefits brought by the Pacification Police Units. Nevertheless, after the first year of 

the project the informal conversations that we had in the field revealed a certain uneasiness by the part 

of our interlocutors in relation to the disparity between their experience lived as residents of the favela 

territory and that which was being reported in the media and in official government propaganda about the 

impacts of the project. While a new critical repertoire was being formed in the Brazilian and international 

newspapers and on news broadcast on television and on the internet, the Pacification Police Units appeared 

only as an unquestionable “success”. Until 2011, there was no news about conflicts and problems in the 

“pacified” areas. 

9   As our ethnographic data indicate, the permanent police occupation of Santa Marta and the Cidade de Deus reconfigured the routine environment to 
which the favela residents were accustomed. When this happened, the first territories “pacified” momentaneously became scenes unfamiliar to the residents 
who lived there and to the traffickers who had operated there for years. These new scenes became established as true centers of indetermination with which 
the residents did not exactly know how to deal, given that they no longer had the repertoires and measures needed to evaluate the situation and to “gauge 
the mood” of the favela, to use the expression of Cavalcanti (2008). The actors old common and spontaneous repertoires and tactical forms of evaluation 
of the local atmosphere was no longer capable of accounting for the new situation. For this reason, a new “education of attention” (Gibson 1979; Ingold 
2000) was required, that is, a new modality for tuning the resident’s perceptive system to the environment was needed so they could navigate the sensitive 
ecology of the favela after the “pacification”. This influenced the difficulty of formation of a new critical repertoire based on new problems that arose with 
the implementation of the pacifying apparatus. After all, how is it possible to criticize that which is (still) not known? 
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In the words of one resident of the Cidade de Deus: “we who live here, we don’t live as statistics, no. We 

who live in the favela know that the UPP brought many benefits, but not everything that they say in the 

news is true. We are living in somewhat of a factoid”.10  

In different ways, our interlocutors indicated that there appeared to be a great discrepancy between 

the way that they experienced and lived the Pacification Police Units and how the project was portrayed 

by the media or how it was presented in public debate. There was a gap between the daily lives of those 

who lived in the favela environment and the media reports that progressively intensified over the two first 

years of the project. If it is true that the initial success of the Pacification Police Units not only disarmed  

the critiques that compose the old critical repertoire around the security policy based on the logic of war, 

and obtained support and adhesion of a large portion of the favela residents, it is also true that, over time, 

these same residents came to diagnose a new set of problems that the “major media” and the government 

seemed to want to ignore. There was a progressive increase of the collective perception among residents in 

the pacified areas that the government only promotes the information that it wants to, and that the “major 

media” complies in the process.

During the field work, we systematized these critiques that appeared in the statements of our 

interlocutors, some in the form of rumors:11

It is important to emphasize that the critical repertoire initially formed did not remain static. The 

Pacification Police Unit, as a process of permanent experimentation, was producing new problems and 

new transformations. New critiques arose, some of which was partially incorporated by the “pacification” 

apparatus and part of which simply ignored. We understand, as will become clear below, that those 

critiques that the Pacification Police Units were able to incorporate help to corroborate and maintain the 

initial consensus described above; those that the pacification apparatus was not able to incorporate, help to 

support and strengthen the critical energies that, as we will see, would erupt in 2013. 

10   The same idea appears in the words of other residents of  Santa Marta: “Those from the outside, who watch television think that its wonderful, that we 
love living here. [They get] an impression of happiness, that the residents are well. The media gives a false sense of peace. But in reality, only those who live 
here know how hard it is to get by here,  know how difficult it is”. (Portion of interview with a Santa Marta resident).

11   These rumors were analyzed as “improvised news” (Shibutani 1966), that can arise both in situations marked by drastic changes in the environment and 
by uncommon events that suddenly break the routine of a certain group  (Menezes 2015).
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From this first formation of a critical repertoire, it is up to us to question which critiques have been 

incorporated by the measure of pacification? In the first year of installation of the Pacification Police Units, 

many of the critiques referred to a lack of dialog between the police and the population. This, in turn, was 

partially responded to – thus disarmed – from the moment at which the commanders of the Pacification 

Police Units came to organize community meetings to debate various issues with residents (Davies 2014).

The use of excessive and arbitrary force by the police also came to compose this new critical repertoire 

of the residents of the first pacified favelas. Nevertheless, after the initial phase of adaptation of the 

pacification program passed as police activity in the favela developed a routine, the police operations 

came to have a more selective focus and took place less frequently. There was, therefore, a momentary 

accommodation of the conflicts between the police, residents and drug dealers. This accommodation 

was seen by many people as a success of the policing implemented by the Pacification Police Units, given 

that the police, as one resident of the Cidade de Deus said in 2011, “had learned to deal better with the 

population”. 

Another important critique that was partially responded to in this first moment concerned how the 

state was articulating the “arrival of the social programs” in these territories. Not only did the residents 

complained about social issues, the police from the Pacification Police Units did as well. This was even one 

of the main problems raised by Beltrame.12 In any case, all of the police indicated that the delay in the arrival 

of the social investments promised to harm their work on the hillside, given that “everything fell in the lap 

of the police” and was placed “on the account of the Pacification Police Units”. In 2010 the government tried 

to respond to this critique by creating the Social UPP – whose name was changed in 2014, to Rio Mais Social 

[A more social Rio].13 

In addition to criticizing the deficit of social investments, in 2010 and 2011, residents of the “pacified” 

favelas came to incorporate new questions to their critical repertoire that did not gain responses. For 

example, the rise of new insecurities in “times of peace”, as well as the increased cost of living and of 

real estate speculation in “pacified” favelas. Another new insecurity that came to inhabit the new critical 

repertories and was not responded to was related to the increase in non-lethal crimes. The sensation of an 

increase in robbery and rape in the “pacified” areas stimulated an intensification of critiques of the policing 

conducted by the Pacification Police Units.14

12   See http://brasil.estadao.com.br/noticias/rio-de-janeiro,a-upp-fez-sua-parte-para-onde-foi-a-verba-de-assistencia-social,10000053273

13   It should be mentioned that, nevertheless, in May 2011, Beltrame declared publically that he did not like the name given to the Social Pacification Police 
Units. In an interview with the newspaper O Globo, the secretary affirmed to be against the name because, in his opinion, the Pacification Police Units were 
not social, given that they sought to allow improvements in social conditions. He added that “in addition to this, if the Social Pacification Police Units does 
not come about you can take me with it. And I don’t want that”.

14   But it is important to say that some of the critiques made against the action of the pacification police also did not find resonance, not even with the 
majority of the population of the “pacified” favelas. This is indicated by the statement of the president of the Residents Association of  Santa Marta: “when 
they brought the [TV] cameras, we made a big movement, some leaders and the community itself did not appear. (...) In our intervention before the cameras 
I think that I did not see more than 20 residents. At the funk intervention, I did not see 15 people. (...) So, I don’t understand, I still don’t understand”. Since 
they perceived that a large part of the population did not seem to be disturbed by the cameras, with the prohibition of the dances in the favela and even 
with the action of the pacification units in the favela, the leaders decided to change their discourse. Even those who had more emphatically criticized the 
police action in the favela decided to “change the focus” by understanding that there was no point to, as one resident of Santa Marta said ficar “swimming 
against the current”. Some of the residents and leaders thus resolved to stop speaking about the pacification units publically and make critiques of the 
policing (Menezes 2015).
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4. The rearming of the critique and of trafficking

In November 2010, the pacification project reached Vila Cruzeiro and the region known as the complexo 

do Alemão. The scene of bandits from the Vila Cruzeiro escaping to Alemão circulated throughout the world 

and was broadcast on Brazil’s main television news programs. It was a turning point in the pacification 

process. As Beltrame stated later: this event was  “a watershed in the history of pubic safety in the state”. In 

exactly the same place at which in 2002 drug dealers tortured and assassinated a reporter from the nation’s 

leading television station Rede Globo, Tim Lopes, the police were now victorious. It was a triumph of 

peace over war; a victory of the forces of the state over the arbitrary domination of the narco-traffickers. 

In the words of Beltrame: “the victory of Alemão was resounding” and “proved that it was the state who 

commanded the territory” (2014: 145).

Paradoxically, the peak of the project was, as can be seen in the parabola below, the beginning of 

the phase of decreasing consensus that had been established about the Pacification Police Units. It was 

precisely with the occupation of the larger and more complex favelas that some of the old problems – which 

at least in the pacified favelas appeared to have been definitively eliminated, such as gun battles and violent 

deaths - gradually returned to the scene. 

But it was particularly after 2011 that there was a progressive and gradual intensification of a 

rearming of the critique of the UPPs. Old promises that were not fulfilled, various critiques towards 

which the pacification apparatus was insensitive and the resurgence of old problems began to feed the 

critical energies. Five motives should be presented: a) the delay of the arrival and the inefficiency of the 

implementation of the social programs in the favelas with the Pacification Police Units; b) the rise of new 

insecurities in “times of peace”, such as the fear of gentrification and of the increase of non-lethal crimes in 

“pacified” areas; c) the relaxation of policing in the favelas that had been pacified for a longer period,  
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where there began to be increased corruption and strengthening of the traffic; d) the accelerated expansion 

of the project to larger and more complex favelas in which the police found much more resistance and 

difficulty; e) the case of Amarildo and the demonstrations of July 2013. 

The changes in policing in the “pacified” favelas that began to be noted between the end of 2010 and the 

beginning of 2011 were related to the fact that the police apparatus in the favela territories had established a 

routine. With the adaptation of the traffic to the new context, allied to the mutual mapping among bandits 

and police, there was a slackening of the ostensive work of the police. Since then, there was an increase in 

the critiques that indicated the fact that the police from the Pacification Police Units were not displaying 

an effort to prevent and deter crimes, and were even not demonstrating, as one resident of Santa Marta 

said, “willingness to go after and capture” those who are “involved” with drug sales in the favelas. This 

“disinterest” appears to be accompanied by speculations according to which, on one hand, there would 

be a progressive return to old practices like the “bribery” and  “extortion”; and on the other, the residents 

observed that the “return to corruption” would be collaborating to the (re)fortification of drug trafficking. 

Until early 2011, the comments about police corruption and the rearming of traffickers, who were carry 

guns again in some “pacified” favelas, establishing fixed points of sale of drugs and committing violent 

acts within the favela (such as killing and beating residents) only circulated mouth to mouth and was not 

highlighted in the media. In mid 2011, news reports began to proliferate about gun battles and violent 

deaths of residents, traffickers and police in favelas with the Pacification Police Units – in both those where 

the “pacification” had been consolidated and particularly in recently “pacified” areas. 

Another aspect that helped to weaken the consensus about the success of the Pacification Police Units 

was the increase in the number of homicides in the “pacified” favelas. Thus, old problems that were raised 

in the critical repertoire from before the pacification program, had returned. On June 15, 2011, new reports 

highlighted the first register of a “report of resistance” killing in an action of Pacification Unit police. The 

case involved police from the Pacification Police Unit in Pavão-Pavãozinho.15 Ten days later, another case 

of violence in a favela with a Pacification Police Unit gained space in the Rio de Janeiro media. Police were 

patrolling in the favela of Coroa, when they were hit by a grenade thrown by traffickers. One of the officers 

who participated in the patrol had to have his legs amputated after the attack. 

As in this case, various other attacks on police arose in the following months, questioning the 

possibility to sustain the occupations and the effectiveness of the Pacification Police Units. At the same 

time, there was a significant increase in accusations of corruption. In September 2011, police from the 

Pacification Police Units in the favela of Fallet were arrested and charged with corruption in the favela.16 

The doubts about the sustainability of the project gained strength in 2012 with the inauguration of 

the pacification units in large favelas, like the Complexo do Alemão, Vila Cruzeiro and Rocinha. Between 

2012 and 2013, there was a significant increase in the number of UPPs inaugurated in the city. Ten new 

Pacification Police Units were inaugurated in 2012 alone, as can be seen in the table below. It is important to 

note that this expansion of the project took place mostly in large favelas, which are difficult to control and 

much more hostile and resistant to a permanent police presence. 

15   “André Lima Cardoso, 19, was shot and killed by soldiers from a UPP early Sunday morning (...). There are different versions about what caused the death 
of the youth and how it all happened. His mother said that André did not use drugs, did not have weapons and was employed (...). The police said that the 
youth was found in a suspicious position with two other men. According to the police report, André had shot at one of the soldiers. (...) The crime was 
registered by the soldiers of the Pacification Police Unit as a homicide in a ‘report of resistance”. (Passage of News report “Youth killed with shot in the back 
by police in UPP in Rio de Janeiro” presented on the national morning news program Bom Dia Brasil 15 June 2011)

16   See  http://noticias.r7.com/rio-de-janeiro/noticias/pm-fica-ferido-em-tiroteio-no-morro-do-fallet-no-centro-do-rio-20110910.html
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Year
UPPs 

inaugurated
UPPs inaugurated

2008 1 Santa Marta

2009 4 Cidade de Deus; Batan; Babilônia e Chapéu Mangueira; Cantagalo 
and Pavão-Pavãozinho

2010 7 Tabajaras and Cabritos; Providência; Borel; Formiga; Andaraí; 
Salgueiro; Turano

2011 6 São João, Matriz and Quieto; Coroa, Fallet and Fogueteiro; 
Escondidinho and Prazeres; São Carlos; Mangueira; Macacos

2012 10 Vidigal; Nova Brasília; Fazendinha; Adeus e Baiana; Alemão; 
Chatuba; Fé and Sereno; Parque Proletário; Vila Cruzeiro; Rocinha

2013 8 Jacarezinho; Manguinhos; Barreira do Vasco and Tuiuti; Caju; 
Cerro-Corá; Arará and Mandela; Lins; Camarista Méier

2014 2 Mangueirinha; Vila Kennedy

Prepared by the authors.

During the fieldwork, we heard residents and police criticize this accelerated expansion of the project. 

They indicated that the government was “going beyond its capacity” by rushing to inaugurate new police 

pacification units simply to follow the schedule of reaching 40 units in 2014, to prepare the city for the 

World Cup and, two years later, for the Olympic Games. It was said that in this way the “pacification” 

process would be losing in terms of quality all that it was gaining in quantity.17

In these locations, the armed conflicts were constantly in the news. In July 2012, there was large 

repercussion in the news from the first death of an on-duty police officer in a “pacified” favela.18 In the 

following months, there were new confrontations and new deaths of police. In December 2012, there 

were five deaths and charges of corruption in the “pacified” hillsides proliferated, as in that of Coroa 

and Providência. At this time, references began to appear in the media of a supposed crisis in the police 

pacification units. At first, the state government tried to deny this, as indicated in the report “There is no 

crisis in the UPPs” presented on the Portal IG on 13 September 2011: 

The Secretary of Security of Rio de Janeiro State, José Mariano Beltrame, affirmed on Monday (12) that there is 

no crisis in the police pacification units  (UPPs), (...). He said that the military police involved in the bribery 

scheme will be  removed for this infraction (...) “There is no crisis (in the UPPs) it does not exist. There have 

been 40 years or more of islands of violence and we are entering and staying in these places. I never sold an 

illusion, and never will, that we do not have problems, but it is essential that it continues. We cannot lose 

strength”.

In early 2012, four years after the inauguration of the police pacification project, the critical energies 

were renovated and intensified. New events allowed articulating demands that began to directly affect the 

project. As Boltanski and Chiapello (2009) indicate as one of the possible effects of critique, this required 

that spokesmen for the state – in this case the state secretary of public safety and the governor – to 

publically justify the security program in terms of the common good. The consensus about the pacification 

17   During an interview in 2013, one officer from a UPP defined the situation by saying that “it is now a bit of a factory. Every three minutes a UPP is 
inaugurated (...). The Complexo do Alemão was the headquarters for trafficking, you cannot put the police there and have everyone accept it overnight”. 

18   “The soldier Fabiana Aparecida de Souza died after being shot with a 762 rifle in an attack on the Pacification Police Unit in the community of Nova 
Brasília (...). This was the first death of an on-duty police officer in a pacified community. The bullet that killed the officer had pierced her vest”. (Portion of 
article “Death of Office in UPP returns fear and tension to the Complexo do Alemão” published in the Jornal do Brasil 24 July 2012. 
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units began to fall apart with the rise of each critique that revived the old repertoire, like the ineffectiveness 

of the police in disarming the traffickers, the progressive return of arbitrary police actions, the increase 

in deaths attributed to “report of resistance”, the restriction of freedom to come and go, the return of the 

gun battles, deaths and cases of corruption in “pacified” areas. As the efficacy of the “pacifying” operation 

declined, the greater the critical energies were revived and intensified.

Nevertheless, it is possible to say that the definitive rearming of critique took place with the case of the 

disappearance of Amarildo and the tremendous repercussion that it generated for having occurred at a time 

at which large demonstrations were taking place in nearly all the Brazilian capitals. 

The month of June 2013 was marked by demonstrations and social mobilizations throughout Brazil. 

Originally convoked by the Free Fare Movement (Movimento Passe Livre) in São Paulo, the demonstrations 

against the increase in public transportation fares gained mass adhesions, and large demonstrations rapidly 

spread throughout the country and had multiple agendas. The course of events revealed itself to be a point 

of inflection in the history of social mobilizations in Brazil (Gohn 2014). 

In June, the demonstrations were so intense that they came to mobilize one million people in a single 

day (June 20). The demonstrations continued in July and some residents of the “pacified” areas,  stimulated 

by the critical energy present in the city, began to organize demonstrations in their neighborhoods. 

On July 8, Santa Marta residents protested in the streets of Botafogo to express their dissatisfaction 

over the distortion between the image sold of the favela and the daily experience on the hillside. In the 

demonstration, the residents demanded a “favela that is a model of truth not cosmetics”. 

Initially, at the demonstrations held in June and early July in Rio de Janeiro, critiques of the Pacification 

Police Units were more discrete, and were only one of the issues raised by some of the demonstrators. In 

mid July, however, the critiques of the pacification units were no longer one of many issues raised by a few 

demonstrators and gained resounding visibility after Amarildo de Souza’s disappearance. This construction 

worker and resident of Rocinha disappeared in July 2013 after being taken by police to testify at one of the 

offices of the pacification units of Rocinha. Although Amarildo’s body was never found, strong indications 

gradually arose that the police from the pacification units from Rocinha had tortured and killed the 

construction worker. 

Because his seizure and disappearance occurred at a time when large demonstrations were taking place 

throughout the country and in which the action of the police had been highly criticized because of the 

excesses committed during the protests, the Amarildo case generated national commotion. The question 

“Where’s Amarildo?” became one of the main cries of demonstrators after July. Due to the pressure 

exercised by the population in the streets, on social media and by well-known celebrities, the secretary of 

public safety and the governor appeared personally in public a number of times to explain what happened.19 

In these responses, the Governor Sérgio Cabral always affirmed that this was an isolated case, and that 

“the Amarildo case is not the mark of the UPP”.20 

19   On September 6, 2013, the Coordinators for the Pacification Police (CPP) announced an exchange in the command of 25 of the 34 UPPs. The official 
justification was the “need to ‘oxygenate’ the UPP program. But, this was obviously an attempt to respond to the critiques of the UPPs, especially after it was 
proved that the commander of the Rocinha UPP was involved in Amarildo’s death. Soon afterwards, in October 2013, the state attorney general filed charges 
in court that indicated that the torture of Amarildo de Souza was a routine practice by the military police in the Rocinha UPP.

20   Moreover,  the governor argued that the very demand for the appearance of Amarildo indicated the advances made by the pacification policy, given that, 
before the pacification project, this was a common practice by the police. Nevertheless, as the investigations advanced it became clear that the event was 
not an exception even under the new program, but a much more common practice than imagined and spoken of publically. 
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5. The end of consensus and the polarization of the critique of the UPPs 

The Amarildo case opened space for a broad questioning of the UPPs. According to the sociology of 

the critique of the Pacification Police Units, which we propose, it was the mark, even a “turning point” (see 

Abbott 2001; Chateauraynaud, 2011) that produced a definitive break of consensus around the success of the 

“pacification” project.  Since then, the critiques made of the police pacification units were polarized in two 

extremes. This established a dispute between those who defended that the continuity of the Pacification 

Units should be guaranteed, although with reforms that sought to insure the results that the Pacification 

Units had obtained since its beginning; and those who called for an end to the project. This would be 

equivalent to the polarization that Boltanski and Chiapello (2009) called a reformist critique (which sought to 

perfect the internal elements of the criticized apparatus) and a  radical critique (according to which the very 

apparatus as a whole must be challenged). 

The government representatives themselves and the most enthusiastic supporters of the Pacification 

Units assumed a reformist position. After July 2013, they publicly recognized that, although the project had 

many positive qualities, it should be adjusted. For example, in late 2013 Beltrame affirmed in an interview: 

“we will have to make some of these adjustments on this route, but we have many more positive than 

negative results”.21 Nevertheless, he maintained the reasoning according to which those who criticized the 

police work were directly collaborating with the (re)fortification of the Rio de Janeiro drug traffickers. And 

he thus associated the rearming of the critique of the police pacification units to the rearming of traffickers. 

Beltrame stated, for example, that “the questioning of a  police officer is the sign that the dealers need 

to return” and indicated that “part of the conflicts that we see today in the larger communities are related to 

the vacuum of authority that these crises provoke” (2014: 176). 

During the fieldwork, we heard police affirming that they feared that this entire process of questioning 

the Pacification Units would have an impact even in smaller favelas, where the “pacification” was more 

“stabilized”. Capitan Márcio Rocha, commander of the Pacification Unit of Santa Marta, for example, 

affirmed that:

The Amarildo case, in particular, gives me a certain lack of confidence (...) Suddenly an event that takes place 

here, there was a fight, there was an arrest by an officer of a person who did not obey and then that person goes, 

films, puts it on Youtube and that takes on proportions because there is already a trend for people to not trust, 

or think that the police are arbitrary, that the operation does not work, then...The apprehension becomes much 

more mine, a much greater concern that the project does not become disaccredited. (Portion of an interview 

with Captain Rocha, conducted on 31 July 2013)

21   See http://www.upprj.com/index.php/acontece/acontece-selecionado/entrevista-jose-mariano-beltrame/CPP

207



Palloma Menezes, Diogo Corrêa Vibrant v.14 n.3

We have heard some residents from the “pacified” favelas asserting that the weakening of the image of 

the pacification units also generated great insecurity among them. Some of our interlocutors speculated 

more incisively once again about the “long life” of the project: 

This question of demonstration, brought us a tremendous lack of confidence. Why? We all know, even if many 

of the residents of the Cidade de Deus do not understand politics, they understand that the UPP is a political 

project. Its a beautiful gol for Sérgio Cabral, right? Lula brought the Family Grant porgram, PAC, Sérgio Cabral 

came with the UPP and with the UPA. Then there is that concern of ours about when Sérgio Cabral leaves. 

Garotinho takes over and he has a dispute with Cabral. Will he want to continue the program? You know 

that everything in the UPP is rented. Rented patrol cars, the container is rented, the computer is rented, its 

all rented. We know this, we know that the project can be terminated at any moment. So we try to keep that 

distance (from the police) because we are reprehended (by the traffickers). (Portion of interview with resident of 

the Cidade de Deus)

The fear of the dissolution of the police pacification units reached not only residents of the “pacified” 

favelas, but also artists, business people, athletes, professionals and social entities that had publically 

defended the project in the second half of  2013. A group of city residents decided to create a “protection 

network” for the pacification units as indicated in the article in the O Globo newspaper of August 24, 2013. 

They launched the “Leave Rio at Peace” movement, which arouse as a reaction to the “traffickers attacks” on 

the offices of AfroReggae in the Complexo do Alemão in late July.

Pacification is ours. Afroreggae is ours. Leave Rio in Peace. 

But, beyond the reformist position, a movement of radical critique also gained strength in the wake 

of the demonstrations in 2013. This is where the movement “UPP, 5 years is enough” came into play. This 

slogan was created by members of social movements and favela residents who defended the idea that the 

pacification units should be terminated. One of the arguments they used against the project was that it 

was not universal, and thus only caused a migration of criminality and violence to areas of the city with 

less visibility. Moreover, for many it was only a new form of militarization of territories of oppressed 

populations (Fleury 2012), whose final goal was merely the creation of conditions to advance markets and 

neo-liberalism (Freeman 2012).
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Favela residents, militants and intellectuals that supported the end of the UPPs declared that the project 

could not be considered an advance in the city’s public safety policy. They affirmed that the Pacification 

Units had not been developed to guarantee the safety of favela residents but to “protect the non favela 

residents and the tourists for the arrival of the games [the Olympics and the World Cup]. The policy came 

from the top down to prepare the city. It is one more brutal and enlightened form of racism by the state that 

treats the favela as criminal and violent”, declared journalist Gizele Martins, a resident of Maré in the article 

“Enough of racism and 5 years of the UPP”, published in the community paper O Cidadão on December 2, 

2013.

 

In 2014, the movement to end the pacification units gained even more strength with the new deaths 

of residents in the “pacified” favelas killed by police from the pacification units. One person killed was 

Douglas Rafael da Silva Pereira, from the Pavão-Pavãozinho region, who was a dancer on the program 

broadcast nationally by Rede Globo, Esquenta. 

This division between a reformist position and a more radical position that appeared with the end of 

the consensus around the police pacification units was also clear in the electoral campaign of 2014. Since 

none of the gubernatorial candidates (including Pezão, who was already governor at the time) defended 

terminating the pacification units, many of those who adhered to the radical critique cast null ballots 

[voting is mandatory in Brazil]. Not by chance, the campaign “Don’t vote, struggle!” gained force on social 

media during the elections, and encouraged a null or blank votes, alleging that none of the candidates 

recognized the movement against the “pacification”. On the other hand, those who took the reformist 

position that the project should be changed and improved wound up assuming one of the possible 

candidacies – and the election of Pezão, despite the problems that the UPP presented, can be seen as 

support for the security policy, especially considering that he won in the electoral zones occupied by the 

“pacification” police.22

Even after Pezão’s victory, the project did not recover its previous stability and the indeterminations 

in relation to the future of the police pacification units only increased. Two main factors contributed to 

this. On one hand, the horizon of expectation of the pacification policy was basically defined since its 

beginning: the large events, such as the World Cup and the Olympic games. Since the start, many residents 

said that the pacification units could not last after the Olympics. And when the games were over, there was 

considerable uncertainty about what would happen to the pacification units. On the other hand, the fiscal 

crisis of Rio de Janeiro state also intensified. In this context, some units that had been announced, like one 

in the  complex of Maré, were canceled. In addition, the bonuses paid to the police were terminated as well 

as private investments in the program. 

22   See http://odia.ig.com.br/eleicoes2014/2014-10-27/pezao-ganhou-com-grande-vantagem-em-areas-onde-ha-upps.html
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Beyond the scarcity of material resources, there was also a symbolic resignification of the project. The 

belief in the possibility of pacification was waning to the extent that Roberto Sá, the new secretary of public 

safety who succeeded José Mariano Beltrame, stated in May 2017 that the police pacification units had been 

a “too daring” project. Moreover, the secretary affirmed that the choice of the term “pacification” had been a 

mistake, given that it had generated “unfair demands” on the police units, and soon after declared that the 

pacification program “was a dream. A utopia for those who believed”. 

From 2014 until 2017, all of the successful reductions in crime rates attained, like those presented at the 

beginning of this article, have progressively been undone. There has been an increase in gun battles, violent 

deaths, stray bullets, robbery and assaults in the regions near the police pacification units. The  entire 

critical repertoire used to question the public safety policy before the pacification units became useful 

once again and to make sense. This partially explains the use by some residents of the pacified areas of the 

common expression: “everything is going back to how it was before”. 

If at the beginning of their implementation the pacification units presented a “light at the end of 

the tunnel” for the problem of urban violence, it now appears that the old miracle had been incapable of 

convincing people to believe in it. The crime rates grew considerably once again  in Rio de Janeiro state.23 

And if until 2014 Beltrame affirmed that it was “too early for greater judgments” and that “it is not just the 

numbers that evaluate the result” (2014: 181), two years later the public safety statistics were even worse and 

the critiques of police violence only increased exponentially. 

Currently, even those who since 2013 adhered to the reformist critiques are skeptical of the ability of the 

project to once again have the results of the first years of the “pacification”. To make matters worse, it is 

now no longer only the larger more complex regions with higher population density like the complexes of 

Alemão and Rocinha that have suffered from violent deaths and gun battles, but even the smaller favelas, 

like the so-called: model favela”, Santa Marta. 

In late May 2015, after the first gun battle  that took place in this “model favela” since the inauguration 

of the police pacification unit, Governor Luiz Fernando Pezão declared that the episode “would not 

destabilize the pacification process”. The declaration, however, did not appear to find resonance among 

the majority of the population of the city’s favelas that no longer appeared to believe that the  police 

pacification units could bring and maintain the peace as promised. As one resident of Santa Marta affirmed 

in an interview with the news portal G1 on March 29, 2015: “I have seen armed bandits, minors, working for 

the traffickers, “playboys” coming up the hill asking where they can buy drugs. (...) It seems that our peace 

has ended!”. 

As we have mentioned, an atmosphere of even greater indetermination has appeared with the 

conclusion of the Olympic Games and the departure of the secretary of public safety who commanded the 

implementation of the pacification project. In October 2016, Beltrame left the government after ten years as 

secretary of public safety. He justified his decision to leave as the end of a cycle. 

Soon after Beltrame’s departure, two episodes marked the end of this cycle. In November 2016, youths 

involved with the location set fire to one of the offices of the police pacification units of the “model favela”, 

after a conflict with police that worked on the hill. In the same month, the armed conflicts between police 

and traffickers in the Cidade de Deus became headlines in Brazilian and international newspapers, after a 

military police helicopter crashed in a favela during an operation. After this, more than seven people were 

23   See http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/cotidiano/2017/05/1881964-com-explosao-de-crimes-rio-regride-e-tem-maior-taxa-de-mortes-em-7-anos.shtml e  
http://fogocruzado.org.br/relatorio-mensal-maio-2017/
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killed by the special operations forces in the region considered as the most violent in the Cidade de Deus, 

Karatê. The expectation among residents is that the logic of violent incursions will return. As one youth 

from the favela asserted: “The UPP is still there, like make-up, and once in a while they come in here with 

an operation”. He emphasized that “the civil police come, the special operations battalion, they kill lots of 

people, ban the dances, but a week later its all the same. We have no more hope”. 

Final Considerations

Indefinition now prevails. Nevertheless, we believe that some trends can be identified. The recurring 

use of the white armored vehicles – announced as the last great “novelty of the UPPs” in late 201624 –  an 

increasingly aggressive position of the “pacification”25 police and the intervention of federal troops in Rio 

de Janeiro26 that began in 2017, only reveal the inability of the “pacification” project to continue the initial 

plan for “proximity policing”. Going against this concept, there has been a clear (re)intensification of the 

logic of war. 

It should be remembered that since the beginning of the project, even when it still had a relative 

consensus concerning its success, there was always a critique of the idea of a “proximity policing”. The 

portion of the population identified with more repressive agendas and associated to the political spectrum 

of the “right”, as well as a large portion of the police, never stopped criticizing the role of the police. This 

critique appeared for instance when to come closer to residents of the pacified territories, police officers 

took on the functions of physical therapists, martial arts teachers, and even dancers at traditional 15-year-

old girls’ birthday parties. It was said at the time that the police pacification units were not very repressive 

and did nothing more than “modernize the trafficking”, actually allowing certain traffickers to remain in 

the favela and maintain points of sale of drugs (avoiding the entrance of rivals). 

In keeping with a sociology of critique, it is possible to suggest that this critical repertoire that always 

called for more repression and violence, and was partially overcome in 2007, remained latent and now 

appears to have been renovated. In the current situation, in which the “pacification” project no longer offers 

a “light at the end of the tunnel”,27 it is undeniable that the critical energies that called for the effective use 

of violence and repression in fighting the traffickers have once again seen their proposed solution gain 

prominence. It is not by chance that certain people have gained impressive electoral importance, such as 

federal congressional deputy Jair Bolsonaro, who had the highest number of votes in the 2014 elections: 464 

thousand. 

24   See: http://veja.abril.com.br/brasil/caveirao-branco-a-novidades-das-upps-no-rio/ (Accessed 10 May 2017). 

25   Police have acted in a truculent manner with residents. For example, they have invaded the houses of favela residents to use their outdoor slabs to confront 
and attack traffickers This problem has become so recurrent that in April 2017, a public hearing was held by the State Public Defender. The objective was to 
denounce and debate cases of invasions of homes in the Complex of  Alemão by the state military police – a case that, although it had not been debated or 
denounced by the defender’s office, had occurred frequently in Santa Marta and above all in the Cidade de Deus. The police present at the hearing alleged 
that since they are in a “moment of war”, they have orders from superiors to remain (even if illegally) in the homes. They even say that they will only stop 
using spaces in private homes as bases after the installation of new armored bases in the favela.

26   At a press conference on 28 July 2017 Minister of Defense Raul Jungmann, affirmed that ten thousand soldiers had come to reinforce security in Rio until 
Dec. 31, 2017. The announcement was made after President Michel Temer authorized the use of the armed forces to “Guarantee law and order in Rio de Janeiro 
state”. The presidential decree was published in a special edition of the Diário Oficial da União (DOU). 

27   It should be emphasized that in August 2017, the end of the Pacification Police Units was indirectly decreed, given that 3,000 state military police were 
shifted from the Pacification Police Units to street patrols in the capital and the Rio de Janeiro metropolitan region. This means that the project had its ranks 
reduced by 33%. This reduction appears to be the result of two different critiques. One comes from the city’s middle class that indicated that the concentration 
of a large police force in the favelas limited policing on the city streets.  Another came from the police itself who were unhappy working in the favelas and 
asked to leave the Pacification Police Unit to work in the traditional battalions. This measure obviously weakened the project given that it affected one of 
the pillars of the program, which was the relative autonomy of the Pacification Police Unit, that had sought not only an administrative  separation, but also 
a moral one in relation to the battalions – which were considered to be contaminated by the “old police” logic. 
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To conclude, it is necessary to make clear that in 2007 under Beltrame, the security policy partially 

incorporated critiques of the logic of war and of violent incursions, thus producing the proximity policing. 

It now appears that Beltrame’s successor, Roberto Sá, a former soldier from the special operations battalion 

BOPE, has, in his mode of operation, made a partial incorporation of the critical repressive, violent 

repertoire, and is nourished by many of the elements associated to the war metaphor. This can be seen both 

in the recurring incursions and operations and in the posture of the pacification police from the UPPs who, 

as recently reported in the news, have occupied and invaded residents houses in “pacified” favelas without 

permission – in addition to committing other human rights violations. The war context has allowed 

both sides – traffickers and the police – to justify systematic violations of rights by arguing that a state of 

exception exists. 

Our argument is that the analysis of the dialectical nourishment between critique and transformation 

of the state and of public policies is of extreme validity for “probing” and identifying some points of 

intelligibility in this universe of indetermination specific to urban violence in Brazil and particularly Rio de 

Janeiro.

Translated by Jeffrey Hoff
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I - State violence: militarization of urban peripheries and ‘pacification apparatus’

Transformations in Community 
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in a Rio de Janeiro “Favela” 
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Bernardo do Campo/SP, Brasil

Dafne Jazmin Velazco
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Abstract

The result of field research conducted in a Rio de Janeiro favela, the article discusses transformations in 

the organization of community associations. In particular, it describes the weakening of local associations 

that are traditionally regarded as representative of the community and the rise of new forms of association, 

indicating their distinctive characteristics in terms of relations with external agents (from the state and 

other spheres) and forms of organization and action. We place these processes in a long timeframe, prior 

to the installation of the Police Pacification Units in 2009 and to the following entrance of new state and 

private agents. We review critical events in the history of the local political organization, to discuss the 

multiple assemblages that affect the organization of the favela residents.

Key words: favela, political process, community organizations, entrepreneurship, government of the poor.
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Transformações no associativismo local e 
processos políticos numa “favela” carioca

Resumo

Fruto de uma pesquisa de caráter etnográfico numa favela da cidade do Rio de Janeiro, o artigo discute 

as transformações ocorridas nos processos de organização dos moradores. Em particular, descreve o 

enfraquecimento das associações locais que tradicionalmente se consideravam como “porta-vozes” 

da “comunidade” e o surgimento de novas  formas de associativismo, apontando suas características 

distintivas com respeito às relações estabelecidas com agentes externos (estatais e não) e às formas de 

organização e atuação. Procuramos situar esse processo num tempo longo, anterior à instalação da Unidade 

de Policia Pacificadora em 2009, e à sucessiva entrada de novos agentes estatais e privados. Repercorrendo 

alguns acontecimentos críticos na história da organização política local, queremos discutir os múltiplos 

agenciamentos que afetam o processo de organização dos moradores nas favelas. 

Palavras chaves: favela, associativismo, organizações comunitárias, empreendedorismo, governo dos 

pobres
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Transformations in Community 
Associations and Political Processes 
in a Rio de Janeiro “Favela” 
Livia De Tommasi
Dafne Jazmin Velazco

1. Introduction

In late 2010 we began to frequent1 the Cidade de Deus, a neighborhood in the Zona Oeste, the western 

region of the city of Rio de Janeiro, to observe the transformations in the relations between state agents 

and local associations after the installation of the Unidade de Polícia Pacificadora (UPP) [Police Pacification 

Unit].2 An informal conversation with one of the administrators of the Social Police Pacification Unit 

program3 sparked our attention and motivated our choice of that region as a field of research. She said 

that in the Cidade de Deus, the program had found a particularly fertile ground for conducting a  “strong 

listening” to the demands of the “community”4 and a diagnosis of their needs, supposedly the main 

objectives of the program, because of the presence of a Community Committee that brought together and 

gave political strength to the local organizations. The Committee had even developed a Local Development 

Plan (2004) to systematize its demands, diagnoses and planning for actions.

We soon perceived that describing and understanding the tangle of relations among the local agents 

(mostly members of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), which had been created by residents or 

former residents and with offices and most of their activity at the location) and of these with state agents, 

was not an easy task. To the contrary, it was extremely delicate to speak of something that strongly stirred 

the tempers, conflicts and reputation of our interlocutors. We also realized that the dynamics of local 

associations were quite different from the epic narratives5 that our interlocutors used to tell their stories 

of struggle. We particularly noticed the distance of the group of so-called “leaders” from residents, which 

was manifest in the scarce presence of residents at any activity promoted by the leaders. Speaking with 

residents (shop owners and sales people, participants in a social project, young students) we perceived 

that they are usually unaware of the existence of the Community Center and do not know its leaders. To 

the contrary, the later were known and legitimated in their role as representatives of the “community” by 

1   Our study, of an ethnographic nature, has resulted  in a few published articles (Tommasi & Velazco 2013 and  2016, Tommasi 2014b), as well as a final course 
project for a bachelor’s degree in the social sciences of Dafne Velazco (2013) and  her master’s dissertation (Velazco 2017). 

2   In 2009 the Rio de Janeiro state government began, with much fanfare, a program that sought to break from the pattern of “fighting crime” that until 
then in the city had mostly involved fast and violent incursions by the police into favelas to supposedly repress drug trafficking. With the installation of the  
Police Pacification Units (UPPs) the military and police forces began to occupy favelas in a more stable manner, supposedly acting according to principles 
of what is known as “proximity policing”.  By 2016 37 UPPs had been installed in the favelas in the city. About this controversial process see, among others, 
Cano (2012), Malaguti (2011).

3   UPP Social is a program launched in 2010 by the Rio de Janeiro state government to act in the so-called “pacified areas” to articulate local demands with 
the interventions of various state and private agencies. 

4   We use quotation marks for terms used in the native sense. In Brazil “community” is the “politically correct” term in contrast to the term “favela” 
(historically considered negative) to designate the territories at the margins of cities. Introduced by the Catholic Church in the 1950s (cf. Valladares 2005) the 
term “community” presupposes a “communion” among residents, which is valued in the realm of projects aimed at “community development”.  Currently, 
the more politicized residents prefer to use the term “favela” as a positive demand for identity (associated to struggle). 

5   “A myth is not necessarily a false or invented story; it is a story that becomes significant to the degree to which it expands the meaning of an individual 
event (whether factual or not) transforming it in the, symbolic and narrative formalization of the self representations shared by a culture” (Portelli 1998: 118).
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outside agents (members of local governments, coordinators of NGOs in the city, academics, politicians, 

managers of third sector entities). Nevertheless, when the local agents spoke about the difficulties found 

in strengthening the “community organization” and its political struggle, they frequently blamed this on 

the interference of these outside agents. “They did everything to divide us”, said one of the local leaders 

who was best known (from the outside). This statement resonated with us during the years of our field 

research, and became something that needed to be better understood. The tone of the criticism referred to 

the dichotomy, which is regularly repeated and revised in the moments of interaction (meetings, forums, 

public events),  between those who are “born and raised” in the Cidade de Deus and outside agents; a 

dichotomy frequently used to legitimate statements (and speakers). 

Other processes also called our attention, specifically the entrance of programs, projects and public and 

private agents dedicated to stimulating what we call “community based entrepreneurship” (Tommasi and 

Velazco 2013). These events appear to us to reveal something quite significant about the transformations 

underway: the supposed integration of the needy populations to the city was being realized through 

incentives to the market, to consumption, access to credit and not through the recognition and enactment 

of rights that guarantee the “appropriation of the city” (Machado da Silva 2002). 

Thus, despite having participated actively in many meetings and events organized by the Committee, 

and having spoken with a number of its members, and even having been exclude this portion of our 

observations and reflections from the research material that we worked with to prepare some earlier texts  

(Tommasi & Velazco 2013; Tommasi, 2014b). We, researchers from the outside, decided at that time to not 

present the difficulties, conflicts, ambiguities and impasses that appeared to us to characterize relations 

among the local political actors. 

We continued, however, to accompany activities and events that involved the members of the local 

organizations. Over these years, we observed the birth of new organizations, new forms of association, new 

actors becoming mobilized, new ranges of relations resulting from the action of public and private agents 

and projects. In fact, the installation of the Police Pacification Unit caused the entrance at the location of 

a significant number of economic political and social interventions. Today, as in the past – and even more 

-  (cf. Cunha 2016), the territories at the margins of the city are territories in dispute, produced by multiple 

agencyings. We also observed accusatory categories being used to break alliances and  mark divisions, 

between the “born and raised” and those from the outside and between different generations of militants; 

we observed symbolic frontiers shifting, between residents living in different regions of the Cidade de 

Deus.

Finally, in 2014 we observed the construction of a new housing complex at a site that had been 

abandoned to garbage and where pigs wandered loose, which sat along a highly polluted stream that ran 

through the Cidade de Deus. This was the arrival of the federal low income housing program called Minha 

Casa Minha Vida [My Home My Life] (cf. Cardoso 2013).  The apartments were initially allocated to residents 

who, after more than 30 years, were still living in the tiny and precarious “triage” houses in which they 

had been placed during the first large occupation of the Cidade de Deus after the destruction or removal of 

other “favelas” in  the city, in the mid 1960s. During one meeting, a young resident of a triage house, who 

should have been selected to move to the new housing project, called attention to the lack of transparency 

in the administration of the project and the arbitrary assignment of the new housing (to which residents 

of other regions of the city were being transferred). In a rapid questioning, we discovered the involvement 

of ambiguous people linked to influential politicians from the Cidade de Deus (and also, they told us, to 

drug trafficking), responsible for the realization of the registrations (the list of the future residents of the 

project). We then questioned the leaders of the local associations, to understand why the delicate process 

of occupation of a new housing project, a historic producer of conflicts (because of the arrival of new 

219



Livia De Tommasi, Dafne Jazmin Velazco Vibrant v.14 n.3

residents from outside the “community”, because of the new conditions of conviviality in a condominium 

of buildings, because of the lack of services and shops in the surroundings) was not being accompanied 

by local agents. Although the right to housing is a historic and fundamental demand of mobilizations 

in the favela (cf., among others, Cunha 2016), all of our interlocutors said (and displayed through their 

actions) that they wanted to keep far from this process and the conflicts that it created. The only one who 

sought to call attention to the issue was a young resident, an artist who participates in a project to train 

cultural entrepreneurs. We also noted the same lack of involvement by community leaders when, a few 

months earlier, shacks were removed that had occupied the two poorest regions of the Cidade de Deus (the 

local city government justified the removals using the “technical” argument that the houses presented 

environmental risks). To understand this lack of participation we decided to return to our field notes. 

On the other hand, we perceived that some of the arguments used to interpret the current weakness 

of the struggles in the “favelas” began to circulate between the university and the local agents.6 We refer 

in particular to the argument according to which the arrival of the Police Pacification Unit (and of the 

agents involved in the Social Police Pacification program, in their different formulations7), had provoked a 

weakening of the local associations, because these new actors presented themselves as “mediators” between 

the community and the outside agents, thus substituting the local agents (cf. Araujo Silva & Carvalho 2015). 

Diversely, our observations in the field led us to suppose that to understand the current political dynamics 

in the “favela” it is necessary to situate the issue in a longer time frame, prior to the arrival of the Police 

Pacification Units.

In this article, we propose to assume the perspective of studies that in the field of anthropology of 

politics (Comerford and Bezerra 2013), strive to understand the dynamics of the relations between the 

agents assuming the polyphony of perspectives as the starting point and denaturalizing the idea of state 

as a univocal and rational institution. From this perspective, the understanding is that the agents are 

continually negotiating the positions that they assume in their practices and the moral categories that they 

use to take a distance from or approximate to one another, to form alliances or break them up, to weave 

personal relations and assume commitments. Thus, for example, if on one hand the definition of a frontier 

between people on the inside and outside (categories that are central to the discourse of our interlocutors) 

is continually reaffirmed, on the other hand we observe that these positions are not fixed and do not depend 

on objective data (such as being a resident or not of the location). They are relations, at the same time 

personal and political, that determine inclusion (or exclusion) in a determined category. In the same way, 

we are not interested in delimiting a specific segment, denominated by our interlocutors as “traffic”, that is, 

the world of crime, or defining its characteristics and modes of operation. Instead of this, we are interested 

in understanding how the category “to be linked to trafficking” is triggered as an accusatory category, and 

its influence on the construction of alliances and conflicts.

Finally, we would like to make an important reservation in this introduction: our observations and our 

field work concern a specific place. We are convinced that today, as in the past - and even more so - there is 

an enormous heterogeneity among territories ordinarily called “favelas”. Their political dynamics are very 

distinct, and depend on their location, process of occupation and urbanization, and on the presence of 

6   About this circulation, which at times implies the “nativization” of analytical terms and concepts, see the Olivia Cunha discussion of black movements 
and the “politics of identity” (Cunha 2000).

7   The Social UPP program, administered by the state Secretariat of Social Assistance and Human Rights from 2010 until 2011, came to be the responsibility 
of the city government and based at its Instituto Pereira Passos (IPP) in 2011. In the same year, the state secretariat implemented the Territories of Peace 
program whose agents acted in the favelas in a manner very similar to that of the local administrators of the Social UPP. After a few years, the Territories of 
Peace  program was terminated, while in 2014 the Social UPP came to be called Rio + Social (Rio more social).
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various agents. It is not an easy task, and it is not our intention to produce generalizations. We simply hope 

that our observations contribute to the debate (among researchers and above all with our interlocutors in 

the field) about the processes underway. 

The text is divided into three parts. In the first, after reviewing the main steps of the history of local 

struggles and the process that resulted in the organization of the Community Committee as an instance 

of local political articulation, we focus the engagement of this Committee on the management of the 

construction of a new housing project, which resulted from its political action. In the second part we 

present new local agents and articulations that became organized after the installation of the UPP. We 

conclude with some considerations about the recent transformations in the political processes in the 

Cidade de Deus.  

2. Actors and political processes in the “favela”

On the walls of a local NGO, we found photos that portray images of a past that is significant to the 

history of the local struggles: the moment of strong mobilization at the time of the redemocratization of 

the country. It was a time in which “new personalities” entered the scene (Sader 1988): Catholic Church-

related ecclesiastic base organizations, clubs of mothers,8 unions, resident associations. In one black 

and white photo, women in a march hold a banner on which it is written “10 years  of May 1, 20 years of 

Cidade de Deus”. The leaders of the NGO explained: for a long time the May Day commemorations were 

so significant in the community that for the residents the date came to symbolically represent the day 

of occupation of the Cidade de Deus. Another interlocutor from those years, a long time president of 

the residents association reported: “in the 1990s, we held enormous assemblies with lots of people.” The 

action of the local Catholic Church stood out, led by a priest who is still well remembered for his strong 

political and social action. The issue at the time was  - in this  “favela” formed from a housing project that 

took in residents removed from other “favelas” of the city (cf. Valladares 1978) - access to basic services, 

or that is “access to the city” (Machado da Silva 2002: 224). “This is the moment in which the identity of 

the “favelado” [favela resident] was formed. The central reference of this self image was neither poverty in 

general, or work or insertion in a productive process, but first the condition of housing”  (idem, p. 228). The 

resident associations were, in those years, not only legally the main interlocutors with government; their 

directors were considered to be representatives of the residents  (Pandolfi & Grynszpan 2002: 244).

As they were for most social movements in Brazil, in the Cidade de Deus the 1990s were years of 

fragmentation and changes in forms of action. In these years, as many have noted, the emphasis shifted 

from making demands and pressuring for the enactment of rights, to participation (that is involvement) in 

the administration of services and social projects in partnership with public and private agencies. 

In the 1990s, the growing appeal to the participation of civil society in the management of poverty, by means of 

the reinvention of charity as philanthropy, which found support and expansion in the ideology of partnership 

and governance, has resulted in the shrinking of the public space of debate, by reducing the specifically 

political field of formulation, negotiation and reaching agreements over interests. (Machado da Silva & Leite 

2004: 74).

8   In the 1960s and 1970s the Catholic Church in Brazil stimulated the creation of various forms of organization among the poor in cities and rural regions 
to struggle for improved living conditions. In those years of strong repression from the military government, these organizations had an important role in 
the struggle against the dictatorship. The Grassroots Ecclesiastic Communities were spread throughout the country and were important spaces for political 
education and the articulation of popular movements. The mothers clubs specifically joined groups of mothers at churches in the peripheries. 
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The Non Governmental Organizations (NGOs), born as entities to support social movements, became 

autonomous actors that conducted projects (mainly in the realm of promotion and education for 

citizenship). They administered resources, occupied chairs in the so-called instances of participation 

(councils, conferences) as representatives of population segments.9 Some researchers speak in this regard 

of a process of “NGOization” of the social movements (Silva 2007). If in the “favelas” it was initially 

the resident associations that assumed the administration of social projects (specifically linked to 

urbanization), with the control that organized crime began to exercise over these entities (cf. Pandolfi and 

Grynszpan 2002) the local NGOs began to take in the community leaders and in a certain way, to compete 

with the associations to assume representation of the interests of residents. 

It should be emphasized that the NGOs did not completely substitute that action of the resident 

associations; the latter continued to perform important functions: until today, “they operate like mini city 

halls”  (Pandolfi and Grynszpan 2002: 246) or local registrar offices, in particular because they had power to 

issue property deeds, records of purchase and sale and proof of residence. Moreover, we observe that in the 

Cidade de Deus, which even though they lost a monopoly on representation of residents in relation to state 

agencies, the presidents of the associations have an important interlocution with the police from the Police 

Pacification Unit. Depending on with whom they need to negotiate (with which local powers) the police 

turn to one or another type of local association. 

In any case, in the new situation, overcoming the fragmentation, or that is, the articulation between 

organizations that conduct projects in distinct realms (education, healthcare, attention to a specific age 

group of the population, the environment) to define collective agendas comes to be a challenge (and at 

times is even a demand or imposition of funding agencies and partners). For this reason forums and 

networks and committees were born. If these instances should, according to the intentions, strengthen 

each one of the entities (through their collective strength), the need to articulate interests (and agents who 

are often linked to distinct political forces and compete for resources and for legitimacy of representation 

of the interests of the “community”) absorbs much of their energy. According to one of our interlocutors: 

“there are lots of meetings, that seem to never begin or end, with little objectivity, nothing is decided”. 

The creation (or stimulus to the creation) of these instances of articulation, to serve as instances of 

representation and interlocution with public agencies is a recurring practice of local governments.

In the government of Saturnino Braga [1985], Government-Community Councils were created. Each council 

– composed of resident associations and religious, commercial and philanthropic agencies – indicated the 

priorities for their respective field  (Pandolfi and Grynszpan 2002: 249)

In the Cidade de Deus, this function of “indicating priorities” was assumed in recent years by the 

Community Committee, which brought together leaders of local NGOs and resident associations and 

developed, as mentioned, a  Local Development Plan. The Plan, organized with the assistance of a professor 

at the Federal University at Rio de Janeiro, in 2004, is based on nine themes – work, employment and 

income; education; health; housing; social advance; the environment; sports; culture; and communication 

– based on which actions were to have been systematized as priorities for the territory in the five following 

years. 

9   About this process, and the thorny debate about the legitimacy of the NGOs as instances of representation of interests cf. Teixeira 2003.
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2.1. The Committee, the Agency and a new housing project

It all began with the film. This is how the statements of our interlocutors generally begin when they 

want to tell visitors from the outside their stories about recent struggles and  organizing. The international 

promotion and success of the film by Fernando Meirelles, “Cidade de Deus” (2002), caused indignation 

among residents of the location. The film portrays the “favela”10 as a place of extreme violence where 

strongly armed bandits (youth and children) live at war. With the film’s success, the location known as 

Cidade de Deus became stigmatized throughout the world as a paradigmatic location of violence, where 

even children are involved with crime, are armed and kill. 

Thus, our interlocutors say that after the promotion of the film the local articulations encountered 

a new energy. Some members of the local NGOs, leaders who were active in struggles in previous years, 

learned that a group of people (from the “community” – members of resident associations and NGOs 

with a community base – and from the outside – technicians from government, representatives of the 

nationally dominant Rede Globo television network, the United Nation’s Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the 

so-called Forum Empresarial do Rio[Rio Business Forum])11 were meeting with representatives of the then 

National Secretary of Public Safety to jointly consider a type of action that could change the negative image 

presented by this film. The initiative had been motivated by a polemic generated by declarations made by 

rapper MvBill (a resident of the Cidade de Deus and who was responsible for the creation in 1999 of the NGO 

called the Single Center of the Favelas  - CUFA). MvBill publically accused Paulo Lins -  the author of the 

book “Cidade de Deus” (on which the film was inspired) and the realizers of the film - of “glamourizing” 

the violence without benefiting the  “favela”.12 The leaders of the local organizations sought access to the 

location of the meetings and the office of the resident association for the central region of the Cidade de 

Deus, but were not allowed to enter. In addition to wanting to participate in the articulation, in the opinion 

of our interlocutors, they needed to warn the authorities about the fact that people linked to “traffic”13 were 

participating in the meetings. They thus turned to their political allies in Brasilia, to warn of the danger of 

the National Secretariat of Public Safety making an alliance with these people. Afterwards, they were finally 

able to participate in the discussions that, in their opinion, took a new direction. 

In this movement a first conflict was produced that caused a rupture with the rapper MVBill and Rede 

Globo. The broadcaster wanted to implant in the location a center for  the project Criança Esperança [Child 

of Hope].14 The local leaders then conducted a mapping of the existing associations that worked with 

children, arguing that, instead of constructing a new institution, Criança Esperança should donate money 

to strengthen organizations that are already active in the  “favela”.15 But Rede Globo did not accept the 

proposal (and the center of the Child of Hope project was built in another  “favela” of the city). The space of 

dialog was abandoned, and the rapper also abandoned his efforts to work with the other associations. 

10  The Cidade de Deus is treated by government at times as a “favela” and at times as a “formal” neighborhood of the city. This is because it is in fact a 
group of housing projects built at different times, to which new constructions characteristic of  “favelas” were aggregated over time. The residents have 
property deeds and access to basic services of sanitation and electricity. But most of the residents refer to the location as a  “favela” (Tommasi e Velazco, to 
be published).

11   Formed by business entities such as FECOMÉRCIO- RJ, SESC Rio, FENASEG, FETRANSPOR, SEBRAE-RJ and LAMSA.

12   Cf.: www.epipoca.com.br/noticias/ver/9650/polemica-o-rapper-mv-bill-diz-que-cidade-de-deus-o-filme-apenas-fez-gracinhas-sociais; http://cliquemusic.
uol.com.br/materias/ver/mv-bill-e-a-polemica-com--i-cidade-de-deus--i- (last accessed on 21/01/2017). 

13   In Rio de Janeiro the word “traffic” is used to refer to both the act and the actors and is used in this way in this article. 

14   Criança Esperança [Child of Hope] is the name of a large campaign to encourage donations that is organized each year by the powerful television network 
Rede Globo to finance social projects to benefit children and adolescents. 

15   The idea of creating new entities is common among the philanthropic institutions that frequently act in the territories without knowing the local reality 
and their web of associations; following the diagnoses of these institutions, in these territories there is a vacuum of services and “opportunities” that they 
must fill. Thus, these institutions construct and give publicity to narratives that emphasize their virtues. 
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The meetings continued to take place, and thematic work groups were organized. The idea arose to 

create a Community Committee that would organize a more stable relations among existing organizations, 

NGOs and resident associations. Later, thanks to assistance from a technician from an NGO from the 

city, they decided to create a Local Development Agency, to give a legal status to the Committee and 

which would allow them to generate financing. “We did not know that what we were doing was Local 

Development”, commented one of our interlocutors to justify the name of the new entity. In those years, the 

paradigm of Local Development (cf. Bocayuva, Silveira & Zapata 2001; Martins, Vaz & Caldas 2010) guided 

many actions aimed at confronting social problems. To create the Agency, they developed a project that was 

financed by a public company and administered by an NGO from the city. The dispute with the technician 

from the NGO responsible for administering the resources is another central episode in the narratives, and 

produced considerable distrust towards entities and people “from the outside”, who in the opinion of some, 

were profiting from the work conducted by local agents. It also produced internal disputes among these 

agents, who had different opinions about the work conducted by the NGO.

Based on contact with some politicians, the Committee was invited to participate in a meeting with the 

government bank called the Caixa Econômica Federal, which provided funding for the construction of low 

income housing. The proposal was accepted, seeking the construction of a housing project in an area of the 

Cidade de Des considered extremely degraded, the  Jardim do Amanhã, a swampy site, which belonged to 

the city and was occupied by “shacks” that housed some 628 families. This area was marked by its condition 

at the margin of the Cidade de Deus: until today the entire region is not found on the city government’s 

maps, it is not included in the census and drug trafficking is ostensive. 

According to the agreement, the federal bank (the Caixa) would finance the construction of homes 

while the city government would sell the land at a “symbolic price”, but it would designate the builder 

responsible for the work. From the time of the negotiation with the Caixa, in early 2004, two years passed 

until the land was obtained from the city. The work was begun in 2006 and the project was delivered in 

2008. The construction management was the responsibility of the community, that is, the leaders organized 

in the Committee. To generate the resources destined to managing the project, the Committee accelerated 

(and for some complicated) the process of creation of the Local Development Agency. 

These types of “partnerships” according to Burgos, are not a novelty:

In various locations, state companies sign agreements with resident associations: while the former provide the 

projects and technical assistance, the associations receive the funds for hiring labor and keep an administrative 

fee of 5% which should be used for work that benefits the community (Burgos 1998: 43).

The group that administered the project was composed of one representative from the Caixa Econômica 

bank, members of local organizations and from an NGO based in the city. Nevertheless, there was one 

complication: the location of occupation is controlled by drug traffickers. Even the census of the existing 

houses and shacks and their residents was conducted some time ago by the mother of the top dealer in the 

region. It was impossible to not turn to her to conduct the registration of the residents who should occupy 

the new housing project. The relationship with this woman is until today a cause for significant disputes 

among the local leaders. More broadly, the dispute revolves around the question: how to handle relations 

with “traffic”? 

According to the person responsible for the work from the Caixa Econômica bank, who is a regular 

visitor of the favelas of the city and knows them well, it would not be possible to conduct any project in 

the communities without negotiating with the dealers. “Anyone who says they do not do this is lying to 

you”, he warns. But this opinion is not unanimous among the leaders. The limits and the forms of this 

negotiation are motives that trigger accusations, mistrust and breaking of alliances. 
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The choice of members that were part of the remunerated technical group responsible for 

administering the project is emblematic of this type of conflict. For some, particularly those “from 

outside”, the mother of the drug dealer should be part of the group; others disagreed. Another critical issue 

was the choice of a young social assistant who was “born and raised in the Cidade de Deus”, to be part of the 

technical team that would conduct the registration. The woman, the daughter of an important drug dealer 

in the 1990s, was well known in the region, which, from one perspective, could facilitate negotiations. 

She told of an episode when, with a team of volunteer social service students, she conducted a survey of 

the residents. Shacks that were empty at the time were marked. Later, she received complaints that they 

belonged to dealers who were not home at the time. From her perspective, it was fair to register and grant 

homes to these people as well, which in fact took place. 

Of all the accusatory categories used in relations among the residents of the “favelas” involved with 

politics, that of being complicit with “traffic” is certainly the most devastating. It symbolizes a dividing 

line between someone who is a “worker” and someone who is a “bandit”, between someone who defends 

the state of law and those who use illegal practices. This is especially true in relation to handling resources, 

as in the case of the technicians responsible for the management of the construction project and the 

distribution of the houses. 

It was precisely this need to have an entity where the money could circulate without fear of falling into 

the hands of people allied to “trafficking” that motivated the creation of the Agency. While the Committee 

is an open space, everyone could participate, the Agency is a more restricted space, whose members should 

be approved by a committee. 

 The new housing project was finally constructed, but combined with problems with the land and with 

the builder that was named by the city government the funds earmarked were not enough. The houses 

finally built were small and looked like railroad cars. “So finally they delivered the house, actually it wasn’t a 

house. I think that the house is smaller than my room in my original house. I think that it was about 24m2”,  

said one of our interlocutors, one of the people responsible for the agency at the time of this process. 

Finally the responsibility for many of the problems of the project fell on their shoulders: “We were the ones 

who had to say to the residents that the 44 m² had been reduced to 24m2”.  That is certainly a high price to 

pay for the leaders (and a political gain for their partners in the state who were not blamed for the smaller 

size). 

Despite this, the leaders were proud that they distributed the houses in a just manner. Except for a 

few who participated in the negotiations with the “traffic”, the enormous majority – more than 600 – 

were distributed with priority given to mothers who were heads of households; all the residents received 

property deeds when they received their keys. 

Squalid shacks were substituted by small homes. But symbolic borders continued to haunt the region. 

Until today, it is a location without services, with lots of garbage scattered about, where not even the police 

from the Police Pacification Unit enter (because, according to the commander, it is a place of “bandits”). 

It is a place that is invisible to those who circulate through the central region of the community and can 

be impacted by the changes that took place after the installation of the Pacification Unit (paving, more 

commerce, better stores). At night, when entering the location, the impression is that one is crossing a 

border controlled by those who control the territory.

Moreover, the distrust and conflicts that participation in management of the project generated 

weakened the relations among the local organizations. Those who led the agency at the time of its creation, 

people with political and pedagogical training constructed in the decades prior to the struggles and 

investments in this training, left the leadership of the entity. The person who assumed did not have the 

same political strength in the “community”. And was even linked to another political party. 
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In fact, since we began to circulate through the Cidade de Deus, the Committee has met only 

intermittently and even, increasingly rarely. The Committee and the Agency were created with the intention 

of legitimizing the local organizations as special interlocutors in the actions of outside agents. This 

privileged interlocution, broadly demanded by the entities that participated in the Committee, was not 

recognized in the same way by all the possible interlocutors. The political and party alliances had a weight 

in this recognition, as well as ties of personal trust. Thus, the person who was for a few years at the head of 

the Secretariat of Work and Social Assistance of the city, a person close to the group of leaders connected to 

the Workers Party, established relations of trust with the members of the Agency. In this way, the Agency 

was able to be quite successful in its demands by administering some projects financed and sponsored by 

the city government, whose objectives were in keeping with the Local Development paradigm, such as the 

Programa Rio Ecosol16 and the Banco Comunitário.17 But other outside agencies selected other interlocutors 

from Cidade de Deus. The private companies, for example, turned to the commanders of the Police 

Pacification Units and administrators of the Social Police Pacification program and often did not even 

interact with the Agency.

Perhaps we can say that the arrival of the Police Pacification Units and of the administrators of the 

Social Pacification Units provoked a multiplication of ports of entrance to the location, for those who 

wanted to conduct some type of activity. No local institution has a monopoly on mediation with the 

community. And no outside entity can enter without the necessary mediation of some resident; for this 

reason, young people especially are frequently hired to serve as “local articulators”, or to provide assistance 

to researchers, administrators or businesses. 

Despite the regularly renewed rhetoric about the legitimacy of the “born and raised’ in relation to 

agents from outside, we note that it is often the latter who provoke the activation of local agents. The 

Forums organized by the Social Police Pacification Unit  program (cf. Rocha 2014 ; Gentil 2013), held 

monthly for a few months soon after the installation of the program in 2011, were important for reaffirming 

the political strength of the leaders connected to the Committee in relation to  government authorities and 

outside agents. This included giving voices to historic demands, such as the construction of a high school 

or the implantation of a family health program. The conflicts that took place in these spaces, when the local 

actors presented their criticisms of the weak response of public administrators to their demands, show how 

much the acclaimed “active listening” (the declared objective of the Social UPP program) was not useful if 

the program was not able to mobilize the competent government agencies (leading to a “synergy” among 

government entities that the idealizer of the program emphasized as its purpose). This in fact provoked a 

crisis and the forums stopped being held. 

With few exceptions, local managers of the program were important interlocutors for the leaders of 

the local NGOs. We can even say that a symbiotic relationship was created among them, some legitimating 

and making viable the actions of others. Thus the leaders could assume the role of representatives of the 

“community” and the administrators were able to conduct their many tasks (collecting information or 

making viable the collection of garbage, the organization of an event, the entrance of a partner to a business 

sector or the mapping of some type of activity). 

16   Rio EcoSol is a project realized in the context of the national Public Safety with Citizenship program (PRONASCI) and administered by the Special 
Secretariat of Economic Development (SEDES) in the city of Rio de Janeiro. The project’s objective is to support  existing solidarity enterprises in four territories 
of Rio de Janeiro – Santa Marta, Cidade de Deus, Complexo do Alemão and Manguinhos – and to support and train new solidarity entrepreneurs in these 
locations. (cf.: http://rioecosol.blogspot.com.br/ last accessed on 16/09/2015). About the project, cf. Costa & Castilho 2011.

17   The creation of the Bancos Comunitários in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro is another project administered by SEDES and realized from 2011 to 2015. About 
the operations of the Bancos Comunitários cf. França Filho et al. 2012.
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As a consequence, the political weakening of the social Police Pacification program, with the departure 

of its mentor and general coordinator, also led to the weakening of the Committee and the Agency as 

representative bodies. But the orientation to stimulate partnerships with the private sector continued to 

be emphasized and was even strengthened by the new administrator of the program. In fact, as we have 

shown, the “pacification” led to the entrance in the “community” of various projects coordinated by the 

private sector aimed generally at increasing so called “entrepreneurship” among the residents. We will 

comment on some of these initiatives below.

3. New forms of local associations

3.1. The Polo Inova [Innovation Pole]: 
promoting the “community” by increasing local commerce

The Brazilian Support Service for Micro and Small Companies (SEBRAE) had entered the Cidade de 

Deus even before the Police Pacification Unit was established to stimulate formalization of businesses. The 

specific goal was to provide access to a federal program to promote legalization of businesses by granting 

tax benefits to so-called Individaul Micro Entrepreneurs  (MEI) (cf. Freire 2015). In a small room at the 

facilities of the Center of Reference for Youth, a state government agency that serves as an open space for 

various activities, a SEBRAE consultant offered consulting twice a week and promoted educational courses 

for shop owners and local business owners. 

But it was with the proposal to create a commercial center that SEBRAE’s activities in the “community” 

became more significant. The first time that we participated in meetings that the consultant offered 

each week with local store owners we were surprised by the group dynamic: there were a large number of 

participants gathered on a Wednesday night, with mediation, supervision and energetic stimulus from 

the SEBRAE consultant. The meetings were always very lively and informal. Here, the division between the 

“born and raised” and those from the outside was much less clear. The group began conducting a mapping 

of commerce in the community. The declared objective was to undertake actions to support, strengthen and 

improve the quality of local commerce and resist the possible arrival of affiliates of large department stores 

that, attracted to the new consumer market known as “the new class C” (cf. Pochmann 2012), have entered 

many “communities” after a “pacification”. The competitive prices of these large stores could threaten local 

shops. 

The creation of the Innovation Pole in the Cidade de Deus was part of a new strategy by SEBRAE to 

support business in the  “favelas”. The program, initially called “SEBRAE in the communities”, called for 

educational activities (about opening, maintaining and expanding one’s own business) and the facilitation 

of access to credit, as well as support for the formalization of businesses.18 The program was in keeping with 

the proposals of Peruvian economist Hernano de Soto, (whose book the “Mystery of Capital”, is mentioned 

by our interlocutors from SEBRAE as their “bible”). This book argues for the need to transform what he 

calls “defective assets” into liquid capital, through the formalization of businesses, thus unleashing new 

frontiers for the accumulation of capital. De Soto presents Third World favelas as an “economy populated 

by heroic entrepreneurs” a popular uprising against state bureaucracy, a revolution from below  (Soto, 

2001). 

18   It is interesting to note that SEBRAE maintained a program that seemed to be aimed at stimulating entrepreneurship among another population segment 
apparently “on the rise”, the black population  (cf. Silva 2016).
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SEBRAE, a public-private institution that provides financing that comes from the Guaranteed Fund for 

Time of Service (FGTS) -  created with deductions from workers’ pay, operates in close partnership with the 

state and municipal governments. Before the installation of the Police Pacification Units, SEBRAE in Rio 

de Janeiro operated in only one “favela” of the city (Rocinha) in a more systematic manner, and conducted 

isolated activities in others. It was with the arrival of the Police Pacification Units that the institution 

increased its operations in these  territories. In addition to opening offices, it offered training courses, 

had a micro-credit program, and financed some isolated actions to strengthen and give visibility to some 

specific sectors, such as “street gastronomy” and tourist lodging in the  “favelas”.

The Cidade de Deus Innovation Pole was the first Pole19 created in a “favela”. For this reason its members 

were frequently asked to demonstrate the success of this so-called “best practice” in activities promoted by 

SEBRAE and its government partners, like those during the large annual National Entrepreneurial Fair. 

Of the group of merchants engaged in the creation  of the Pole, one person actively participated who 

was also a member of the Agency and of the Community Committee. Inspired by the results attained 

by the organization of the merchants, he sought to approximate the two associations, particularly after 

the success of Inova Fashion, a fashion show that gave public visibility to the Pole. His idea was to have 

the Pole participate in the group of administrative entities of the Agency. But his efforts met criticisms 

that members of the Agency made of the merchants (who the Agency members  say “only want profit”), 

criticisms that became frank distrust after the latter forgot to place the logo for the Agency on the banner 

of Inova Fashion, as one of the partners in the event organization. In fact, at that time, the Community 

Bank (managed by the Agency) had a stand to have its currency circulate among the other sales stands at the 

event.

Another successful action of the Pole was the creation of a booklet of discount coupons: each slip 

allowed the buyer a discount at one of the stores of the merchants that participated in the Pole in the Cidade 

de Deus, and in this way, stimulated local consumption. 

While the members of the Agency criticized the activities of the Pole, members of the Pole sought to 

approximate to the Agency and the other initiatives existing in the “community”. The merchants in the 

Pole embraced early on the idea of a social currency, with which the Community Bank administered by the 

Agency operated, recognizing its potential to stimulate sales of local products. They were also concerned 

about leveraging “community development”. In their vision, the entire “community” would benefit with 

the success of local commerce. The possible visibility attained by the activities of the Pole could help the 

“community” free itself from the stigma as a violent territory (which was, to recall, the reason for the 

organization of the Committee after the realization of the film). Moreover, when I accompanied them on 

a visit in 2015 to the second edition of the National Entrepreneurial Fair, I noted that the merchants were 

particularly interested in visiting the stand dedicated to social work, and wanted to learn something about 

how to conduct actions of “social responsibility” in the community. 

On the other hand, their actions sought to value a certain aesthetic, at the same time linked to the Afro 

theme and so-called “favela style”, as they emphasized in the  press release for Inova Fashion: 

19   Through decree n. 31473 of 7 December 2009, the municipal government established the Polos do Rio (Poles of Rio) program that sought “the conjugation 
of efforts among municipal government and the private sector to recuperate economic activity and revitalize public spaces in areas with a concentration 
of companies, potential for economic development and local vocations”. The program was coordinated by the Special Secretariat of Economic Solidary 
Development – SEDES.
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An event open to the public that would create many opportunities, leverage the neighborhood economy 

and give value to the fashion and aesthetics segment in the region. The main objective of Inova Fashion is 

to democratize fashion with a strong social appeal. The theme chosen was “Style Cidade de Deus-África” 

which sought to show the public that Cidade de Deus has its own style. (http://www.rio.rj.gov.br/web/guest/

exibeconteudo?id=4868974 accessed on 14/09/2015.) 

That is, it sought to contribute to the positive valorization of the “favela” territories undertaken in 

various forms by government (as part of an attempt to  renovate the vigor of the idea of the “Rio Cidade 

Maravilha”, created for the realization of the World Cup and the Olympics in the city) and local associations. 

The members of the Pole met at least once a week for three years. When there were training courses, 

they never substituted a meeting, which were collective moments (but led by a SEBRAE technician). These 

meetings did not include any “analysis of the conjuncture” (an activity quite common among NGOs) but 

planned, organized and evaluated activities. The goal of “making it happen” mobilized and motivated the 

encounters and the permanent education of the group and each person gave them considerable importance. 

3.2.  Youth cultural producers

In recent years, it has been common to encounter in large Brazilian cities a new social figure: the 

cultural entrepreneur. These are young people, generally participants or former participants in social 

projects, who are engaged in activities of production in the realm of culture and the arts: they are 

organizers of cultural gatherings, film producers, people who agency tourist and economic operations in 

the field of the arts and producers of artistic and cultural events. After “pacification” of the “favelas” many 

projects sought to increase the presence of these youth cultural entrepreneurs, through training courses 

and with small financing (generally in the form of “prizes”), and to give visibility to their activities, such 

as the realization of mappings20 and the organization of events and festivals like those organized by the 

“Creative Favela Circuit” promoted by the Creative Favela Program of the state Secretariat of Culture. Some 

(few and precarious) calls for projects offered financing to the activities organized by these youth, such 

as the Call for Projects for the Creative Favela Microprojects (http://www.favelacriativa.rj.gov.br/noticias/

edital-de-microprojetos-favela-criativa-2/). The financing was always very low and isolated (some R$ 10.000 

per project), but nourished  a circuit of activism and militancy in the field of culture (Tommasi 2016).

The investments in culture realized as part of the projects to accompany the mega events also fed 

small specific calls for projects, such as the Local Actions project, which depended on “leftovers” from 

financing conducted in conjunction with the “Rio 450 years” celebration of the city’s founding. During the 

organization of the Olympics, there was a significant investment of R$17,7 million in cultural activities, a 

quite limited portion of which was destined to finance so-called “local actions”. 

In addition to the public sector projects, there were also private sector investments (in particular from 

Rede Globo) to promote cultural agents in the favelas. These included funds for: “partners of RJ”, dancers 

for the program  ‘Esquenta!’, consultants from the popular Sunday variety show Faustão, co-directors of 

20   One example of this is the project Solos Culturais [Cultural Solos. “Solo” in Portuguese refers to both a “solo” or individual performance and “soil” as in 
ground for planting], which conducted a mapping of cultural initiatives realized by young people in five favelas in the city and promoted their formation. 
The name of the project refers to the idea of the fertility and creativity of the favela, as well as the individual aspect of creativity within a collectivity. (cf: 
http://www.solosculturais.org.br/o-que-e/). 
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films21 (such as the film “5xfavela: agora por nós mesmos” [5x favela: this time by us]). The opportunities to 

work are few, yet feed the dreams of many people. 

Many youth who act as cultural producers have completed projects conducted by non governmental 

organizations that, since the 1990s, proposed to offer these young people, as alternatives to involvement 

in “traffic”, educational courses (or better training courses) in the realm of a non-specified field of “art 

and culture”:  video, dance, music, graffiti or theater. If culture, as noted by Manuel Delgado, assumes 

“salvational” functions  (Delgado 2008: 6), these can be offered for the “salvation” of the problem subjects 

who embody, in the social imagination, the fear of violence: the young black residents of the favelas. They 

include a varied group of projects, agents and practices that conform to what I call the mechanism of art 

and culture. They substitute the traditional professionalization courses to occupy the supposedly leisure 

time of these youths and dispute them with “traffic”, so that they become workers and not bandits (cf. 

Tommasi 2014a).  

In the Cidade de Deus, the activism of young producers and cultural agitators also increased. The 

old local leaders, in general, did not look with condescension on these youths, for whom work, political 

activism, leisure, art, and fun are decidedly combined. The traditional local leaders referred to these youth 

with accusatory categories such as cooptation, individualism, interest in profit and said that “they just 

want to appear”. The youths in turn had no less explicit criticisms of the former leaders of the Committee, 

who in the youth’s opinion, “just know how to talk”. This was made clear when we questioned one of our 

young interlocutors about the Committee meetings: 

There was lots of fighting, lots of petty politics...we say petty because  politics should be something good, when 

its not good, its petty.

There is, therefore, an evident generational distance. The youth, mobilized by the idea of “making 

things happen”, tired of not being heard by those who in their opinion “call themselves the ‘voice of the 

Cidade de Deus’”, find in the precarious incentives to cultural initiatives an opportunity to be engaged and 

“get by” at the same time, that is, to earn the money needed to survive. Another youth explained this in his 

statement about the employment opportunities that the young favela residents usually have: 

As soon as we are born we are taught to believe that what is possible is impossible, while in other places of the 

city people grow up with the idea that life is an ocean of opportunities. Its never easy, but its possible. But not 

here, ‘it’s difficult, it’s impossible, and oh, there’s a job at McDonald’s’. So I think that this is the difference for 

the producer from the favela, to be able to believe that it is possible.

For many of these young people culture became an alternative to the routine and poorly paid work. As 

we noted (Tommasi 2016) the activism in the field of culture cannot simply be labeled as alienation. Our 

young interlocutors in Cidade de Deus clearly believe that the places reserved for them are subaltern ones, 

even in the field of art and culture.

They want to say that the “favelado” sambas well, dances well, sings well...Brother, that’s what’s left! There’s no  

way, that’s what’s left for us …and we’re going to do poorly? That’s what’s left, culture and art, which is a bit 

abstract...But no one says they do well in something more precise: ‘blacks are good at mathematics’  ‘blacks are 

good at medicine’, man, what we need now is to create the opportunity so that he can do well in other things 

too.

21   “Parceiros do RJ” [Partners of Rio de Janeiro] was a news program on RJTV, broadcast at mid day by the Rede Globo. On it, youths presented their 
“communities”, highlighting “positive points” (to contrast with the daily news of violence and criminality in the favelas) such as people and cultural 
manifestations. The program Esquenta! presented artists from the “favelas” and the peripheries of the country, as well as leaders of NGOs and other 
institutions found in these places. In this way it sought to be a channel of access for the “new class C” [a new lower middle class] to the consecrated programing 
of the powerful  Rede Globo.  
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Another one of our interlocutors explained that there is a label that should be fought: “the producers 

from the favela are always thrown into the realm of the NGOs, and the need to do something social. For me 

this labeling shouldn’t exist, because you diminish the person’s work”. 

There are some youth, as we mentioned above, who do not avoid denouncing the irregularities, the lack 

of transparency, the conflicts over the assignment of apartments in the new housing project of the Minha 

Casa Minha Vida; that is, those who embrace the cause of the housing issue (and not only cultural activism).

Finally, it should be mentioned that the activities of these youth are quite fragmented. Some join 

together in groups, which at times last for the time of a joint project. But concerns about organization are 

always present, even if the modalities of the financing, through public calls for projects and awards, make 

the youths competitors for extremely limited resources. 

4. Some considerations about conflicts, representation and alterity:  
recent transformations in political processes in the Cidade de Deus

We hope that our observations have made clear that what characterizes the territories considered to be 

at the margins of the city is not a “lack” of (as was proposed for a long time by the sociological literature) 

but a  multiplicity of agencyings and interventions of various agents who are interested in governing the 

poor  (Procacci 1993). In this dense and complex context,  how do the residents organize and act politically? 

And how can we characterize the transformations that have occurred in recent years in the attempts to 

organization local associations?

A first question concerns the nature of the conflict. For Machado da Silva, the conflicts addressed by the 

associations that were created in the favelas in previous decades were related to the issue of land ownership: 

access to housing, urban infrastructure and facilities, access to the city. In recent years, the activities of 

both the Agency (the program Rio Ecosol and the Community Bank) as well as that of Innovation Pole, in 

the Cidade de Deus, are aimed at what they define as economic development of the territory. Development is 

a polysemic term that adapts to multiple interpretations. The analysis of the term goes beyond the purpose 

and limits of this article. In this case, the programs in question seek to promote access to wealth through 

promotion and increase of commercial and entrepreneurial activities and access to credit.  In this sense, 

our first affirmation is that there is considerable continuity between the actions of the Innovation Pole 

and the Agency. In contrast, the questions related to urbanization (both the construction and occupation 

of new housing projects, as well as removal of housing) are currently not the object of demands. As we 

have mentioned, the last time that local leaders were involved in the administration of a housing project 

they entered a web of complex relations, which involved negotiating with different agents, even with the 

“traffic”, and the internal conflicts that resulted from this significantly weakened the attempt at collective 

organization. In name of “partnership”, the political agents from the state let fall on the shoulders of local 

leaders part of the responsibility for the management of the process (without, however, giving up control 

of important elements, such as the contracting of and negotiating with the builder responsible for the 

construction) the success of which was inevitably polemical.

Thus, like the people from the Agency, the members of the Innovation Pole are concerned with the 

economic development of the community and the improvement of living conditions of residents. For the 

former, political awareness and citizenship are recurring terms: for the latter, the grammar is different (to 

be an entrepreneur, socially responsible). But, all are concerned about doing something to contribute to 

change the image of the “favela”, to promote the “community” on the outside and to improve the living 

conditions of the residents. For the members of the Committee, in the past, doing something involved 

being responsible for the management of a public project, the construction and assignment of low 

231



Livia De Tommasi, Dafne Jazmin Velazco Vibrant v.14 n.3

income housing. Today, it is to manage a local development project that was offered by public entities. If 

“negotiated management” (Machado da Silva 2002) has substituted the grammar of rights, the notion of 

development, especially if treated as a technical and not a political issue,  has diluted the conflicts.

For the merchants in the Pole, who are much more pragmatic, to do something means to economically 

leverage their community, to offer their products in the market and to improve their quality, to increase 

their businesses and make them more economically profitable. 

For the young cultural producers, whether they are organized or not in collectives, what is at stake is 

access to work. They demand access to a type of work that values their desires and abilities, which breaks 

with the fate traditionally reserved to the “favelados”: to be cheap labor or enter the world of crime. They 

also demand access to public funds. 

Another question to be raised concerns the role of the local organizations as representatives of 

the “community”. While the leaders of the associations linked to the Agency present themselves in 

public forums as representatives of the “community”, the merchants in the Innovation Pole never 

assume this function, and do not seek it. The young cultural producers do not specifically affirm they 

are representatives of the community. But on some occasions (above all at media events) they present 

themselves as actors whose speech is  legitimated by their housing conditions, people who know what they 

are speaking about because they have lived it. In this way they insist on the  legitimacy of their speech. The 

knowledge that they have of the territory, of the internal dynamics of the favela, is an important part of 

the social capital that they use to insert themselves in the  labor market (as local agents of government or 

private sector projects, as reporters or as supporters of audiovisual productions that use the  “favela” as a 

location). 

If the leaders of the local NGOs took the place of the leaders of the resident associations as the 

“community” representatives, their legitimacy at the interior of the “favela” is now questioned, if we 

consider the low participation of residents in initiatives that they promote (not considering attendance in 

the courses they organize). The NGOs are limited to managing projects (mostly for training or education). 

Paradoxically, even if the triggering of identity (the argument of being “born and raised” in the “favela”) is 

used to legitimate this speech and action, their political strength as representatives of the “community” is 

more significant outside than inside it. We can say that “community” is a category used to manifest alterity 

in relation to others (who may include, depending on the circumstances of the context in which speech is 

produced, residents of the “asphalt”,22 promoters of projects, technicians from NGOs , the city, politicians, 

researchers) and not as an ontological category, which names a collective actor or even less so, an empiric 

fact. For this reason the positions and the affirmation of identity, must be continuously negotiated.

No one in the  “favelas” today organizes events that have significant participation of residents. To the 

contrary, when there is a political event of  public importance, the presence of people “from the outside” 

is much more significant. To mobilize the residents is a concern of all, but is only attained by artistic 

and recreational manifestations (funk dances, the gay parade of the Cidade de Deus, the traditional June 

festivals organized by the resident associations).  

We agree, therefore, with Marcela Carvalho, when she argues about a “crisis of representativeness which 

is combined with a crisis of legitimacy” of the political organizations in the favelas (Araujo Silva 2013: 3 ). 

But this crisis of legitimacy, in our understanding, is not due only to the formation of illegal markets and to 

the establishment of the logic of partnerships with public and private entities. This crisis is also a reflection 

of the strong socioeconomic heterogeneity of the residents, which does not allow someone to speak “in 

22   In  Rio de Janeiro, the term “asphalt” designates all the residential territories of the city that are not considered “favelas”. The contrast between “favela” 
and “asphalt” has constantly fed the imaginary of the city, since its enunciation by the journalist Zuenir Ventura (1994). It is against this duality that, in this 
text, we affirm the complexity of  relations between political agents in the city.
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name of ”. This heterogeneity is expressed in the distinct expectations about insertion in the labor market, 

distinct agendas concerning access to the city. If at the beginning of the urbanization of the  “favelas” the 

residents needed to join together to build (and demand) minimally decent living conditions, today their 

agendas are different, they concern access to the market, as producers and consumers, to work (particularly 

in self-employment) and the problem of debt. 

The possibility for articulation among the local organizations is undermined from within by the 

logic of financing via social projects and public bids for projects, which  promote a “social competition” 

(Donzelot 2008) and competition between organizations (and between the youth groups or collectives) to 

access resources. Divisions are also produced by various alliances established with politicians, belonging 

to different parties or to different currents within them. There are different understandings and above 

all, distinct practices for relating with the agents “from the outside” but also with those from within (the 

“traffic” and in these times after the Police Pacification Unit, the police) which dispute control over the 

territory.

In this situation, the presence of “traffic” and the need to negotiate with it is one more reason to use 

accusatory categories, to produce ruptures. The political cost, the loss of legitimacy (and reputation) for 

being involved in this business is great. But, at the same time, as our interlocutors argue, it is not possible 

to intervene in the production of urban space, implement the right to housing or promote a supposed 

development without negotiating with those who control the territory (the “traffic”, but also emissaries of 

politicians in power or the police). The presence of the Police Pacification Unit is another element that now 

complicates the field of disputes, because residents who act politically, linked to local NGOs, do not want to 

approach the commanders of the police forces who, despite the rhetoric about “proximity policing”, have 

not changed their practices and their image of forces of repression, as violent actors. The police continue to 

kill in the “favelas” (cf. Justiça Global 2016). 

On the other hand, even if the merchants move in the field of production of wealth, this does not 

mean that their activities do not involve conflicts. There are both redistributive conflicts (generating more 

wealth for the local merchants, impeding the entrance of large commercial businesses that asphyxiate local 

commerce) and conflicts over recognition (the “favela style” as a mark of an aesthetic, a current expression 

of a “political identity”). In turn, the conflicts expressed by the young cultural producers concern access to 

public resources, but also question the labor market and try to break the barriers that always relegate them 

to subaltern positions. They also dispute the symbolic production of the  “favela”.

In the  “favela” – and on the “asphalt” -  collective actors are now organized in a spirit of collaboration 

and not of repudiation of instituted policies, and with a recognition of the diversity of supposed identity 

minorities (blacks, women, favelados), and of the valorization of the enterprising capacity (or “resilience”) 

of individuals. But, if the grammar is similar, the condition of subalternity of the favelados has not 

changed. The conflicts reappear in the clear words of our young interlocutors who demand access to 

a piece of the market. We can  recall, for example, that although they were named as an example of a 

“good practice”, the merchants of the Innovation Pole were not able to conquer a space of visibility at the 

Entrepreneurial Fair. Unlike street food entrepreneurs or promoters of tourism in the  “favelas”.

In the discourse of the members of the Innovation Pole there is not one explicit reference to the 

dichotomy between being “born and raised” in the  “favela” or being from the outside. Many of them 

present themselves publically as being “born and raised” in the “favela”, a condition that provides 

legitimacy, but in their discourses and in their practices there is a “gray zone” (Roy 2011).23 The majority of 

the stores are located in the central region of the Cidade de Deus, which since the so-called pacification 

23   An example of a person who can be situated in a “gray zone” is the technician hired by SEBRAE to assist the Polo. She is black and a resident of a peripheral 
region of the city. She has worked as a consultant on socio-economic projects for some time. 
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is the most valued and has lots of shops, or in the regions that border the “asphalt”. Some of them live in 

condominiums close to the “favela”. There is a great heterogeneity of living, social, economic, cultural and 

territorial conditions among them. We observe that they use a dichotomic category (from inside or from 

outside) when they need to legitimate themselves, marking a condition of alterity, not to disqualify or 

establish a distance. To the contrary, they are completely willing to dialog and collaborate with “outside” 

agents. They do not distrust the intentions of those who come to know, assist or provide education. But, 

they are willing to struggle for their rights, to make their voices heard in relation to the entity that sponsors 

their organization. They are able to have technicians from the entity whose work they do not like replaced 

and are aware that they are unfairly under valued by the institution. Through their products, they call for 

the  valorization of an  identity of the “favelado” (the “favela style”, the “Afro aesthetic”): an economic but  

also political valorization. 

Although leaders of the Agency distrust the merchants in the Innovation Pole (“I sell the community”, 

one of the local leaders told us, “they sell themselves”) the practices of the two groups are not very different: 

the two are related with entities “from the outside”, that intend to conduct actions at the location in 

exchange for visibility and political gains. “Everyone comes here and does what they want”, one of  our 

young interlocutors told us. That is, they impose their projects, their vision about what is best for the 

“development” of the community. It seems that there is a great flux of projects, interventions, agents and 

resources. The projects produce worlds, markets, interests, relations and sociabilities that last for the time 

of the project and at times, disappear without leaving a trace.

Translated by Jeffrey Hoff

Received: January 24, 2017; Approved: May 26, 2017

234



Livia De Tommasi, Dafne Jazmin Velazco Vibrant v.14 n.3

References

ARAUJO SILVA, Marcela Carvalho. 2013. “A transformação da política na favela um estudo de caso sobre os 

agentes comunitários”. In: Anais do 37º Encontro Nacional da ANPOCS, Águas de Lindoia. Mimeo.

_____; CARVALHO, Monique Batista. 2015. “Circuitos políticos em uma favela pacificada: os desafios da 

mediação”. Dilemas: Revista de Estudos de Conflito e Controle Social, 8(1): 03-70.

BOCAYUVA, Cunca; SILVEIRA Caio; ZAPATA, Tania. 2001. Ações integradas e desenvolvimento local: tendências, 

oportunidades e caminhos. São Paulo: Instituto Pólis. 

BURGOS, Marcelo. 1998. “Dos parques proletários ao Favela-Bairro: as políticas públicas nas favelas do Rio 

de Janeiro”. In: A. Zaluar e M. Alvito (orgs.), Um século de favela. Rio de Janeiro: Editora FGV. pp. 25-60. 

CANO, Ignacio (org.). 2014. Os donos do morro: uma avaliação exploratória do impacto das Unidades de Polícia 

pacificadora (UPPs) no rio de Janeiro. São Paulo: Fórum Brasileiro de Segurança Pública; Rio de Janeiro: 

LAV/UERJ.

CARDOSO, Lucio Adauto (org.). 2013. O programa Minha Casa Minha Vida e seus efeitos territoriais.  Rio de 

Janeiro : Letra Capital. 

COMERFORD, John ; BEZERRA, Marcos Otavio 2013. “Etnografias da política: uma apresentação da Coleção 

Antropologia da Política”. Análise Social,  2(207): 465-489.

COSTA, Marcelo Henrique da; CASTILHO, Sérgio Ricardo Rodrigues. 2011. “Desenvolvimento econômico 

solidário e segurança pública na cidade do rio de janeiro: estratégias para a ação”. Mercado de Trabalho, 

46: 57-61. Brasília: IPEA.

CUNHA, Olivia. 2000. “Depois da festa. Movimentos negros e ‘política de identidade’ no Brasil”. In: S. 

Alvarez, E. Dagnino, A. Escobar (orgs.), Cultura e política nos movimentos sociais latino-americanos. Belo 

Horizonte: UFMG. pp. 333-380.

CUNHA, Marize Bastos da. 2016. “Cenas históricas de participação popular na constituição de um campo de 

frontera nas favelas do Rio de Janeiro”. In: I. R. Rodrigues (org.), Vida social e política nas favelas: pesquisas 

de campo no Complexo do Alemão. Rio de Janeiro: IPEA. pp: 15-42.

DELGADO, Manoel. 2008. “La artistización de las políticas urbans. El lugar de La cultura em las dinâmicas 

de reapropriación capitalista de la ciudad”. Scripta Nova: Revista Electrónica de Geografía y Ciencias Sociales, 

12(270). http://www.ub.es/geocrit/sn/sn-270/sn-270-69.htm.

DE SOTO, Hernano. 2001. O mistério do capital. Rio de Janeiro: Record.

DONZELOT, Jacques. 2008. “Le social de compétition”. Esprit, 51-77.

FRANÇA FILHO, Genauto Carvalho de; SILVA JUNIOR, Jeová Torres  and  RIGO, Ariádne Scalfoni. 2012. 

“Solidarity finance through community development banks as a strategy for reshaping local economies: 

lessons from Banco Palmas”. Rev. Adm. (São Paulo) [online], 47(3): 500-515. 

FREIRE, Carlos. 2015. “Os mercados populares do centro de São Paulo: dispositivos comerciais globalizados”. 

In: A. Peralva; V. Telles (orgs.), Ilegalismos na globalização:migrações, trabalho, mercados. Rio de Janeiro: 

Editora UFRJ, 2015. pp. 287-303.

GENTIL, Vinicius Miranda. 2013. “Mangueira: o associativismo e a política em tempos de UPP”. Recôncavo: 

Revista de História da UNIABEU, 3(4): 179-202.

JUSTIÇA GLOBAL. 2016. “Informe sobre recentes violações de direitos humanos cometidas pelo Estado 

brasileiro contra a população das favelas e periferias da cidade do Rio de Janeiro/RJ”. www.global.org.br 

(último acesso 24/01/2017).

MACHADO DA SILVA, Luis Antonio. 2002. “A continuidade do ‘problema da favela’”. In: L. Oliveira (org.), 

Cidade: história e desafios. Rio de Janeiro: Editora FGV/CNPq. pp.220-237.

235



Livia De Tommasi, Dafne Jazmin Velazco Vibrant v.14 n.3

_____;  LEITE, Marcia Pereira. 2004. “Favelas e democracia: temas e problemas da ação coletiva nas favelas 

cariocas”. In: Machado da Silva et al. (orgs.), Rio: a democracia vista de baixo. Rio de Janeiro: Ibase. pp. 

31-78.

MALAGUTI, Vera. 2011. “O Alemão é muito mais complexo”. Texto apresentado no 17º Seminário Internacional 

de Ciências Criminais. São Paulo, 23 julho. http://www.labes.fe.ufrj.br/arquivos/Alemao_complexo_

VeraMBatista.pdf. Mimeo

MARTINS, Rafael; VAZ, José Carlos e CALDAS, Eduardo. 2010. “A gestão do desenvolvimento local no Brasil: 

(des)articulação de atores, instrumentos e território”. Revista de administração pública, v. 44, n. 3, pp.559-

590.

PANDOLFI, Dulce; GRYNSZPAN, Mario. 2002. “Poder público e favelas: uma relação delicada”. In: L. Oliveira 

(org.), Cidade: história e desafios. Rio de Janeiro: Editora FGV/CNPq. pp.220-237.

POCHMANN, Marcio. 2012. Nova classe média? O trabalho na base da pirâmide social brasileira. São Paulo: 

Boitempo.

PORTELLI, Alessandro. 1998. “O massacre de Civitella Val di Chiana (Toscana, 29 de junho de 1944)”. In: M. 

M. Ferreira e  J. Amado (orgs.), Uso e abusos da História Oral. Rio de Janeiro: FGV. pp. 103-130.

PROCACCI, Giovanna. 1993. Gouverner la misère. La question social en France (1979-1848).  Paris: Seuil.

ROCHA, Lia de Mattos. 2014. “Da ‘cidade integrada’ ao ‘empreendedorismo’: participação e gestão nas 

margens em tempos de ‘pacificação’”. Texto apresentado no 38° Encontro Anual da ANPOCS. Caxambu. 

Mimeo.

ROY, Ananya. 2011. “Slumdog cities: rethinking subaltern urbanism”. International Journal of Urban and 

Regional Research, 35(2): 223-38.

SADER, Eder. 1988. Quando novos personagens entram em cena: experiências, falas e lutas dos trabalhadores da 

Grande São Paulo (1970-80). São Paulo: Paz e Terra.

SILVA, Ana Claudia Cruz da. 2007. “Novas subjetividades e ‘onguização’ nos movimentos negros de Ilhéus, 

Bahia”. Ilha, 9(1): 48-66.

SILVA, Gleicy Mailly da. 2016. Empreendimentos sociais, negócios culturais: uma etnografia das relações entre 

economia e política a partir da Feira Preta em São Paulo. Tese de Doutorado. São Paulo, USP.

TEIXEIRA, Ana Claudia. 2003. Identidades em construção: as organizações não governamentais no processo 

brasileiro de democratização. São Paulo: Annablume. 

TOMMASI, Livia De. 2014a. “Juventude, projetos sociais, empreendedorismo e criatividade: dispositivos, 

artefatos e agentes para o governo da população jovem”. Passagens: Revista Internacional de História Política 

e Cultura Jurídica, 6: 287 - 311.

_____. 2014b. “‘Naturellement créatifs’: pacification, entreprenariat e créativité dans les favelas cariocas”. 

Bresil(s), 6: 55-74.

_____. 2016. “Jovens produtores culturais de favela”. Linhas Críticas, 22(47): 41-62.

TOMMASI, Livia De; VELAZCO, Dafne. 2013. “A produção de um novo regime discursivo sobre as favelas 

cariocas e as muitas faces do empreendedorismo de base comunitária”. Revista do Instituto de Estudos 

Brasileiros, 0: 15-42.

_____. 2016. “O governo dos jovens e as favelas cariocas”. Dilemas: Revista de Estudos de Conflito e Controle 

Social, 9: 531-556.

_____. (to be published). “Politica e diritto all’abitazione in uma favela carioca”. Cartografie Sociali.

VALLADARES, Lícia. 1978. Passa-se uma casa: análise do Programa de Remoção de Favelas do Rio de Janeiro. Rio de 

Janeiro: Zahar.

_____. 2005. A invenção da favela: do mito da origem a favela.com. Rio de Janeiro: editora FGV.

236



Livia De Tommasi, Dafne Jazmin Velazco Vibrant v.14 n.3

VELAZCO, Dafne. 2013. O discurso da “cidade integrada” e suas implicações no cotidiano de jovens moradores da 

Cidade de Deus. Monografia em Ciências Sociais. Niterói, UFF.

 _____. 2017. A trama das casas: mulheres e cotidiano na Cidade de Deus. Dissertação de Mestrado em Ciências 

Sociais. Rio de Janeiro, PPCIS/UERJ.

VENTURA, Zuenir. 1994. A cidade partida. São Paulo: Companhia das Letras.

Livia De Tommasi
ABC Federal University, Post Graduate Program in Human and Social Sciences,  
São Bernardo do Campo/SP, Brazil.
E-mail: livia.detommasi@gmail.com

Dafne Jazmin Velazco
State University of Rio da Janeiro, Post Graduate Program in Social Sciences, Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brazil.
E-mail: dafnejav@gmail.com

237



Vibrant v.14 n.3e143238; DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1809-43412017v14n3p238

Dossier “The Urban Peripheries”

II - Socio-spatial sexualities and agency: gender and feminine power field

Formal attire from one side of 
the “bridge” to the other: 
the wedding market and class and gender 

relations inscribed in the territory of the city

Michele Escoura
Universidade Estadual de Campinas, Instituto de Filosofia e Ciências Humanas, Campinas/SP, Brasil

Abstract

In Brazil, the sector of events and ceremonies had nearly US$5 billion in revenue in 2015, although more 

than just money revolves around this market. In this article, I accompany brides and grooms in the process 

of organizing their wedding celebrations between the geographic and economic extremes of the city of 

São Paulo. I demonstrate that in the Zona Leste [eastern zone] of the capital, in contrast to stores for the 

upper classes, the physical space of the market for bridal dresses is constantly claimed as a field of feminine 

power and that the time for preparation of weddings, in turn, is the materialization of a moral regime that 

is inclined toward collectivization. From relatives to God, everyone is involved in organizing weddings. 

Thus, I highlight how the territorial constitution of São Paulo – and the economic nuances impressed in 

the geographic distribution – alters social dynamics and transforms weddings into particularly distinct 

enterprises from one side of the city to another. 

Keywords: gender, consumption, relatedness, periphery, wedding, São Paulo.
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Traje a rigor de um lado 
a outro da “ponte”: 
mercado de festas de casamento e relações de 

classe e gênero inscritas no território da cidade

Resumo

No Brasil, o setor de eventos e cerimônias movimentou quase US$5 bilhões em 2015, porém mais do que 

dinheiro gira em torno deste mercado. Neste artigo, persigo noivas e noivos em processo de organização de 

suas festas de casamento entre os extremos geográficos e econômicos da cidade de São Paulo. Demonstro 

que na zona leste da capital, em contraste com lojas das classes altas, o espaço físico do mercado de vestidos 

de noivas é constantemente reivindicado como campo de poder feminino e que o tempo de preparação dos 

casamentos, por sua vez, é a materialização de um regime moral inclinado à coletivização: seja parente ou 

seja Deus, todos fazem a festa. Assim, destaco como a constituição territorial de São Paulo – e as nuances 

econômicas impressas na distribuição geográfica – altera as dinâmicas sociais e transforma os casamentos 

em empreendimentos particularmente distintos de um lado a outro da cidade.

Palavras-chave: gênero, consumo, relacionalidades, periferia, casamento, São Paulo.
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Formal attire from one side of 
the “bridge” to the other: 
the wedding market and class and gender 

relations inscribed in the territory of the city

Michele Escoura

1. Introduction

In 2015 the market specialized in events and ceremonies had US$ 5 billion in revenue in Brazil and 

accompanied a record number of weddings. In the state of São Paulo alone there were nearly 300 thousand 

official weddings, an increase of 57% in a period of 15 years.1 There are few studies that make this issue their 

central object of analysis in Brazil, but recent researches have documented that the growth in the sector is 

due largely to a renewal of investments in large wedding parties by couples (Marins 2016; Pinho 2017). 

In a study whose objective is to understand the relations involved in the preparation of these 

celebrations, I accompanied weddings in São Paulo (SP) and Belém (PA) that had budgets from US$ 6 

thousand to US$ 90 thousand,2 while it is easy to find events of the same type that cost millions. And when 

speaking of wedding celebrations, whether the brides and grooms or professionals, more than money 

revolves around this sector: there are objects, styles, fashions, concepts, people and dreams in circulation. 

Broadly speaking, the study3 focuses on analyzing the context of approximations, differentiations 

and inequalities during the time spent organizing wedding parties. To do so, it focuses on conflicts and 

disputes over things, bodies, contours of gender and economic distinctions, family positions, emotions 

and reputations. Methodologically, I use a qualitative perspective, combining participant observation and 

in-depth interviews to the construction of the ethnographic text. 

The fieldwork was initiated with observation in different stores that rent bridal dresses, an object which 

1) distinguishes one wedding ceremony from another; 2) reveals an important moment of direct interaction 

between market professionals and brides in the process of preparing the event; and, 3) as an item essential 

to all enterprises of this type, allows a transversal entrance into different contexts of social class. 

In the design of the study in São Paulo, I sought to give priority to a comparative look at different 

economic contexts and selected three different entrances to the field: a store that rented formal attire 

in São Mateus, a neighborhood on the geographic margin of the eastern zone of the city; another that 

rented bridal dresses on Rua São Caetano, which is known as the “Brides street” in the center of the state 

capital; and one in the Jardins neighborhood, in the midwest of the municipality, which is one of the 

wealthiest neighborhoods in the city. The field observation at these stores produced a vast material about 

1   The Fundação Sistema Estadual de Análise de Dados is an institution linked to the Secretariat of Planning and Management of the state of São Paulo and 
is responsible for statistical studies and surveys.  

2   At the time of the study the minimum wage was appoximately US$ 290 in Brazil.

3   Doctoral candidate under the supervision of Dr. Isadora Lins França, member of the Nucleus of Gender Studies of Pagu and financed by CAPES.
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the cartographic diversity of the market, and allowed me to expand the network of interlocutors for the 

research. Added to the previous contacts that I accumulated personally, brides and grooms that I met 

during the fieldwork at the different companies also participated in the in-depth interviews and are part of 

the scope of this text. 

In this article I seek to systematize, analyze and present the data produced from one side to the other of 

the “bridge” that regulates the circulation of wealth in the São Paulo capital.4 São Mateus is the focus of the 

analyses, while the situations registered in Jardins, a more central and elite neighborhood of the city, reveal 

particularities of the market of wedding parties that serve as counterpoints and contrasts between the 

economic extremes from the eastern zone to the midwest of the city. 

At a first moment, I use description to present the nuances found in the different economic contexts. 

While I perceived a continuity between the styles of dresses and the maxim that in relation to a wedding 

“the bride is the boss”, the economic and geographic distance between the two territories was visible in the 

process of attribution of value of clothes and appeared materialized both in the scenographic disposition of 

the stores and in the gendered nuances of the dynamics of service.

Moreover, the economic differences between brides, grooms and families also appeared to indicate 

significant differences in the organization of the weddings. In relation to this point, the text considers the 

debate about the costs and times of preparation of the weddings to highlight how the class differences 

inscribed in the territory of the city can reveal local specificities through a comparative perspective. A 

wedding is a family celebration that produces family, but in the periphery of São Paulo, to marry is also a 

project of collectivization that even God does not escape. 

In general, I discuss the effects of the “time of the wedding” and reveal through the ethnographic 

narrative the mutually constitutive character between class and gender in these extraordinary contexts that 

give potential to the handling of relations. 

2. The bride’s celebration. And who is the boss? 

2.1. On the east

Twenty-five kilometers, nine metro stations, a bus ride, and an hour and a half after leaving downtown 

São Paulo, the Mateo Bei street appears as the most important commercial avenue in the eastern zone of 

the capital city of São Paulo. Buses go slowly up and down the way, stopping for pedestrians who cross the 

street from stores on one side and the other. The vertical tangle of buildings downtown remains behind, 

yielding a landscape of shorter buildings, where only the CDHU5 housing projects are taller. The farther 

from the center of the city, the more the landscape becomes horizontal. 

The stores seem to stick together like the tight clothes on the plastic mannequins on the sidewalk. 

There is a store with products from the Corinthians football team, a “popular priced” dentist, stores with 

Evangelical products and supermarkets whose names I do not recognize. Among the street vendors with 

blue awnings selling cell phone chargers or panties, and the busy luncheonettes at lunch time, rises a white 

gate with iron bars that, at the end of a stairway, gives way to a mezzanine level store with  “formal attire”. 

4   I am borrowing the image of the bridge used by the group Racionais Mc’s in the song“Da ponte pra cá”, to refer to the symbolic and geographic separation 
between the rich center and the “periphery” of the city of São Paulo. For a discussion about the territorial construction of poverty in the city, see Maricato 
(2013) and Rolnik (1988).    

5   CDHU are the initials for the Companhia de Desenvolvimento Habitacional e Urbano do Estado de São Paulo [Housing and Urban Development Company 
of São Paulo State]. The institution is responsible for the construction of low income housing projects, generally at the periphery of urban areas.  Because 
they regularly use architectural standards that call for buildings with just a few stories, painted in vibrant colors, with many small apartments per floor, 
the condominiums with these characteristics are always easily recognized as belonging to the CDHU “style” (even if at times they were not designed by it).   
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The doorbell is the password to unlock the gate. No one looks to see who arrived, but perhaps the noise 

alone is enough to give a sense of security to Lúcia, the receptionist. From the counter, an employee asked 

the clients to wait on the sofas in front to be attended by the sales woman.6 

The entire first floor of the store was open with interconnected spaces. From the middle of the hall 

where the clients arrive, one could go to the right to the racks of men’s suits or to the left to the racks of 

female dresses carefully separated by tones - the “hall of the bridesmaids”. And although there was no door 

that separated one space from the other, a printed sheet of paper pasted to a column alongside the dresses 

warned: “Men may not enter”. 

From there on, with no men around, employees and clients accessed the closets with dresses of 

debutantes, and on the second floor, “the maids of honor room” and the “brides room” – each one in a 

closed space with all the dresses exposed on racks on the walls. 

In addition to Lúcia, the store had five attendants to serve the clients, one employee to wash and iron 

the suits and the store manager, Solange, who helped the attendants when the store was busy and also 

sewed the bridal gowns. She was the one who designed, made the patterns, cut, sewed and embroidered the 

“first rental” dresses, a modality of service in which the bride chooses exactly how she wants the garment, 

but rents it instead of buying it.7 Given the personalized service, this rental modality is also the most 

expensive: an average of US$ 455 compared to the US$ 240 paid for a used dress. 

On Saturdays, the store was frenetic. The reception filled up in minutes and the saleswomen attended 

more than one client at a time. The public was predominantly female and always in groups, or at least in 

twos. A client would rarely appear alone, and male clients were even more rare. When one appeared, he 

was always accompanied by a woman: a mother, wife, aunt or girlfriend. Men never came alone. Moreover, 

all expressed discomfort, speaking shyly, in low voices or commonly letting the women speak for them. 

In this dynamic, when the saleswomen needed to agree to something they considered important, such as 

indicating where they had to make the adjustments or negotiate the rental price, they spoke exclusively to 

the women escorts. 

On one of the busy days, one of the clients thought that his son’s suit was already selected when he 

began to look for something for himself. He stood in front of the sample of ties and took one in a tone of 

blue that had become standard in recent years as a trend for marriages in Brazil: “Tiffany blue”. He removed 

it from the display and showed his wife, who nodded her head in agreement. He went to the mirror and 

put it on over his tee-shirt. “It goes with the dress” she told me when she realized I was interested. She then 

asked her husband: “do you like it?” To which he only responded “it works right?”, commenting to me later 

that “at times like this the wife decides, right?”.

A bit later a young man arrived with an older woman. He wanted to try on the “prince” suit that he had 

seen hanging on a rack. It was to be used for the 15th birthday party of his cousin the following weekend. The 

aunt, the debutante’s mother, was accompanying him to the store. The jacket was completely closed at the 

lapel and decorated with two external red shoulder pads with Golden fringes and a rope in the same color 

between the buttons. It took a while for the saleswoman to close the buttons and the aunt asked the boy 

if he liked it. “It’s your decision, aunt, I’m just an object” he responded while hunching his shoulders and 

smiling, appearing not knowing what to say. 

6   I attained authorization to conduct the fieldwork and circulate freely in the store through the mediation of a friend with whom I worked years earlier. Her 
mother was Sônia, who addition to the store on Mateo Bei, was also the owner of another establishment for renting “formal attire” in the Carrão neighborhood, 
at the beginning of the eastern zone and wealthier than São Mateus.

7   After being used, the dress is returned to the store and enters the display available to other brides. 
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The male clients in the store seem to want to make clear that they are not concerned with the 

preparation of their appearances for the parties. Except for Luís, who was the only groom to choose his 

suit in the personalized style of “first rental” during the entire time of my fieldwork.8 He was also one of 

the grooms most engaged with the party who I saw at the store, and he immediately agreed to give me 

his contacts so we could continue the conversation in an interview at another time.9 Nevertheless, even 

his engagement with the wedding and care in the choice of the suit did not relieve his shame in arriving 

alone at the store. He said that before pushing the bell at the steps, he had to breathe deeply and gather his 

courage. Smiling, he said it was more difficult entering there than in a sex shop, where usually “I pretend to 

be gay” when he is being attended. 

Male discomfort in the territory of the clothing store, however, did not appear to hold back the uncle of 

one bride, who entered the store on another Saturday to pick up her dress. There were just a few hours until 

the ceremony. Fernanda was unhappy with the slow embroidery service she had asked for on that same day 

and her uncle, already a bit drunk from the celebrations before the wedding, stopped at the top of the steps, 

mumbling complaints.

One of the saleswomen left quickly towards the tailoring space on the second floor. And I ran behind. 

Solange was setting the last details of the sequence while Débora placed the petticoat and the mantilla 

in the protective cover. Seconds afterwards the intercom began to ring with Lúcia begging for help from 

reception: “run because a relative is here making a scene”. 

Laura, the saleswoman with the most experience at the store, a very tall black woman near 50, raised her 

chest and took the dress downstairs and hung it next to the reception for the bride to approve the final, last-

minute adjustments.  The uncle, behind the counter, began to protest: “this is absurd! This dress should 

have been ready yesterday! I will come back myself to return it, this is absurd!”. 

The aggressive shouting had paralyzed the atmosphere in the store. The saleswomen and clients 

watched in astonishment until Laura looked at the man and said in a tone as loud as his: “excuse me, can 

you stop shouting? Fernanda, is the dress ok?” The bride looked at the saleswomen with tears in her eyes 

without speaking. The man rose another step and appeared he would go back to shouting when Laura spoke 

first: “My business is with Fernanda. Fernanda is the bride. Is it ok Fernanda?”. 

The bride closed the zipper on the cover of the dress and began to go down the stairs without 

responding, suspending the discussion. The mood was tense. Except for Laura, who watched Fernanda 

disappear on the stairs and smiled as if nothing had happened. She turned to the next client waiting at 

reception and asked: “can I help you?” In fractions of a second the woman jumped from the sofa and took 

sides with the saleswoman: “you can’t give in to men, no!”.

The territory of the store of São Mateus was constantly constructed and affirmed as a female space. The 

sign restricting men to certain parts of the store even appeared at times unnecessary given the discomfort 

expressed by male clients from the moment they stepped into the reception. The male circulation through 

that space was constantly limited either because they were uncomfortable being there or because of the 

boldness of the saleswomen. In this sense, Luís’ confession added to the scenes of the male clients who 

assumed that the women who accompanied them had the final word about the choices and the ability to 

move among the racks of clothes. Even if the clothes rented were not for women, it was understood that it 

was a space of women’s issues and they made the decisions.

8   And spent about US$ 200 for this. 

9   I will return to this later in the article. 
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Moreover, the construction of the space as a female territory was also reinforced by the exclusivity 

of the store employees: everyone who arrived had to be attended by a woman. On a day with many client 

complaints, Débora joked while we went out for lunch: “here we may get angry, but we don’t get hungry”. 

And said that they had a message group on Whatsapp called  “Victory at War”, explaining its “because we 

are almost  a faction, right sister?” laughing at Laura,10 who laughed in response. As we began to eat she 

explained to me: “before there was Ruan, now there is only us. Now the women decide everything”. 

The women really did make the decisions about lots of things. One young man about 25 arrived, a 

groom, and spoke about his “bossy” bride. They had been organizing the wedding for three months - there 

were 15 days to go – and he was not able to follow the decisions about the party. “The decorations were 

going to be yellow, then she changed everything”. He said that “for two weeks she only talks about this” 

referring to the pressure from the bride for him to choose his suit. But added that “If I can’t see her clothes, 

then she can’t see mine”, evoking a notion of equality nearly as a type of revenge to the central position of 

his partner in the decision-making process about the wedding. 

When I met with Juliana for the interview marked with her and Luís, the groom who was ashamed to 

enter the store, one of the first things that she told me after I asked, “how was the organization of the party” 

is that everything took place as she wanted. She added that all the “details” had been her “choice” and that 

Luís “didn’t even give an opinion”. The groom reacted to the discussion, and said that he did give opinions, 

but the “final word was mine”, the bride interjected. 

The discussion with Luís and Juliana, residents of Jardim Conquista, a neighborhood next to São 

Mateus, appeared to be very similar to the experience of Mariana, a bride who I accompanied since the 

beginning of the preparations for her wedding. In one conversation, reflecting on the study, she even had 

the initiative to ask me to take notes: 

I often said “my wedding” as if it was only mine. At times, I forget the groom and don’t think of “our wedding” 

and in the real sense of marriage. I think a lot of “my”, in “my party” in what I want, what I want to have, what I 

want to add, in what I like, in what I don’t like and fuck the groom [laughing out loud]. 

2.2. To the midwest

Mariana was 25 and a client of a bridal store in Jardins, one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in the city. 

Although she began to organize her wedding in 2014, the ceremony would only be held in 2017. There were 

three years of planning and paying the costs accumulated in the process in advanced installment. And 

although Mariana was speaking from a class situation very different from Juliana, the bride in the Zona 

Leste whose husband was a client in the store in São Mateus, they shared a common understanding that the 

wedding presupposed a space of centrality for the brides.11 During the process of organizing the party their 

relations were suspended to a temporality lived as a function of the wedding, and in which the women were 

the bosses. 

10   In late 2015, a time when I was in the field, the nightly telenovela “A Regra do Jogo” [The Rules of the Game] by João Emanuel Carneiro was on Rede Globo, 
Brazil’s largest national television network. The production had a realist narrative that portrayed a criminal faction that associated elements of morality to 
a language of kinship among its members: for this reason there were references to “Victory at war”, a greeting used among the “brothers” of the “faction”. 
The articulation between fiction and reality provoked by the narrative should be emphasized, whether in the inspiration that the fictitious group had on 
reality (see <www.campograndenews.com.br/cidades/capital/policia-prende-quadrilha-da-capital-que-imitava-grupo-criminoso-de-novela>) or from the 
organizational elements of known groups in the Zona Leste that appeared to inspire the telenovela. See: Marques (2009).

11   A reference that has a direct dialog with certain contours of femininity, such as that of “Princess” which I found, in a previous study, in relation to small 
children and Disney films (Escoura 2012), and which was later examined by Blank (2017).
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In Jardins, the broader lanes for the constantly passing automobiles and the sumptuous stores with 

imported cars in the windows appeared to squeeze out the old colonial style house in which the bridal shop 

was located on the Rebouças avenue. With classic architecture and an address considered a symbol of the 

peak of the coffee boom that made São Paulo the financial heart of the country, the store was one of many 

in the specialized and prestigious sector of “haute couture” in the neighborhood, the term used to refer to 

clothes specifically for formal parties.12 

The store only offered bridal gowns. Not even clothes for the grooms, or the bridesmaids were part of 

the store’s wardrobe. In fact, there were no dresses on display in the store, except in an outside window. 

Brides arrived by appointment and choose their dresses from models presented in magazines that served as 

a catalog for the store’s selection.13 Mariana, her mother and I were sent to the sofas in the waiting room. In 

Provençal style, with carved wood, the furniture was much more comfortable than the aluminum seating 

in São Mateus. The economic difference was also inscribed in the space by the imposing crystal chandelier 

that hung from the ceiling and a fireplace that, on that hot day, served only to accommodate two Barbies 

dressed with miniature replicas of dresses from the store. 

Five minutes after our arrival, a young woman came to call us. We went to another room on the ground 

floor of the large house and we were escorted to a table. Danilo, the designer named in the appointment, 

sat down in front of us with Bianca, who appeared to be a type of assistant, and began a series of questions: 

who was the bride, how were we related, what was the date of the wedding, the time of the ceremony, if 

it would be in a church or in an open space, and the number of guests. From that moment on, Mariana 

was no longer called by named and became “minha linda” [my pretty] in the interlocution with the store 

employees. 

The bride’s measurements were then noted on paper, he investigated the styles of the models that the 

client had in mind and led us upstairs. After climbing the wooden staircase, we sat on a sofa in the foyer of 

one of the fitting rooms. On the way, I noticed three others, but all the other clients were inside, so I could 

not see who else was in the space. 

Ten minutes passed before Danilo reappeared with two dresses in hand. The bride was disappointed 

with the number, she expected more options. But it was only the beginning. The designer left the dresses 

with Bianca in the closed room, surrounded by mirrors and focus lights on the four walls. The woman 

employee assisted the bride to put on the long dress. A few minutes later, the designer came back and asked 

if Mariana was already dressed before entering the room. He made a few adjustments to the client’s waist, 

placed her on heels and a small pedestal and later simulated a hairstyle with a large bun, to which the veil 

was attached. The bride was assembled. And before the door opened for the mother to come in, even a 

bouquet was put in her hands. 

The scene was repeated another five times until Mariana chose a dress. With her choice made, we all 

returned to the room on the first floor to negotiate the US$ 2,9 thousand contract for the dress in a first 

rental and US$ 1,7 thousand for a second. Since the dresses are produced annually by their designers, there 

is no option for personalized models for the brides. Therefore, “first rental” is the term used for all the 

dresses in the catalog that were never used and “second rental” is for those used only once. 

The work was always done with two employees: Danilo selecting, looking for and adjusting the 

dresses and Bianca removing them and placing them on the bride. At one moment of changing dresses 

the employee said that Saturday is also the busiest day there. Each day, each one of the pairs of employees 

12   I would like to thank Bibia Gregori for the reading of this text and the comments about the diversity among the stores in the Jardins neighborhood, a 
theme that I began to explore in another context (Escoura 2016). 

13   Each year, stylists design models that will compose the collection for the season and after their release at large events in the city, the designs are available 
in the store’s collection. 
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serves up to five brides on interchanging hours on the schedule, which reminded me of the store in São 

Mateus. I calculated that each sales person there served an average of five (or more) clients per hour on a 

busy day like Saturday. 

But in the same conversation, Bianca mentioned an even more important detail about the dynamic 

of the store. Both she and Danilo are graduates of schools of fashion and are professional designers. 

Nevertheless, she said that the company has a practice of only hiring men as “designers”, and not women. 

Her function there, in addition to helping the brides put on and take off the dresses or accessories chosen 

by the other professional, is to also store the clothes not selected and, as I discovered at the end of the 

service, to fill in the forms and the payment slips for the rentals. Bianca did not believe that this practice 

was without reason. To the contrary, she believed that this difference in functions among professionals 

with the same education is made by the store to reduce conflicts with the clients, given that the brides feel 

more confident when they are attended by a male designer and “if it’s a woman, the brides don’t have a good 

impression of her”. 

2.3. Power and value in the cartography of the market

It is expected that neither time, money or involvement are economized when searching for garments 

for large wedding parties. It is part of the general expectation that the hosts and guests will be dressed 

in clothing especially selected for this type of event. The garments are under constant evaluation by 

others and many pictures are taken to register this moment of extraordinary production of their personal 

presentations. Without great effort, the stores of this type of product attract constant interest and many 

clients. 

While the proximity of the models, materials and fashion among the objects offered intensifies 

competition among the stores in the sector, it does not erase the nuances that define their territories. In this 

sense, the configuration of the staff of each of the stores appears to display different negotiations of gender 

between one side and the other of the bridge that links the center and the periphery of São Paulo. While in 

the Zona Leste, in São Mateus, Laura inflated her chest and entered in direct conflict with her clients, in 

Jardins, a male figure entered the scene to mediate conflicts and guarantee an environment propitious to 

business. While “the women decide everything” in São Mateus, whether the brides in their choices for the 

party or the professionals in the spaces of the specialized market, in Jardins, the authority with knowledge 

and technical understanding of the bridal gowns, a crucial element of distinction of a wedding ceremony, is 

also in the hands of men. 

In São Mateus, the only men that I heard about working in the stores that rent party apparel, all 

provided direct attendance, never producing the dresses. Design, modeling, cutting, sewing and 

embroidering appear to be exclusively feminine activities in that territory. In contrast, Martha Medeiros, 

Sandro Barros, Emannuelle Junqueira, Junior Santella, Gloria Coelho and Lucas Anderi are some of the 

names of the brands of designers found in the tree-lined streets of Jardins.14 There, the letters on the stores 

exemplify how male professionals also dispute clients in the luxury market of haute couture bridal gowns 

and that the specialized wedding sector is not restricted to female hands in relation to a certain class. 

This difference presented by the field appears to correspond to the same professional dynamic found by 

Bianca Briguglio (2015) in professional kitchens: the higher the status of a profession in relation to class or 

qualification, the greater the chances it will be occupied by men. If the kitchen is popularly seen as a “place 

14   These are some of the leading designers in the regular rankings of “the best Brazilian designers” promoted by specialized websites. These lists serve as a 
source of information for brides, and support the references of styles and fashion in dresses.
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for women”, the maxim is questioned when the work is professional by formal training and the image of 

the “cook” is substituted by the “chef ”. 

Analogously, the “seamstress” is demoted when the “designer” becomes the locus of knowledge about 

fashion and techniques for making bridal gowns for the upper classes. Solange learned to sew in short term 

courses and through daily experience at work. She negotiates the design of the dresses with the brides, 

inspired by magazines and websites, and later, she makes the patterns, cuts the fabric, sews and embroiders 

the garment. 

Danilo, in Jardins, does not cut fabric, or sew or embroider. But it is he, along with other male 

designers, who sketches drawings and indicates the technical qualifications of the dresses that will be 

made and presented to the brides. After the collection is planned, the tailors who work in the back of the 

store execute the creations of the designers. He is identified as the creator of the garments which, without 

exception, appear in the catalogs, indicating his authorship. But his authority was not only affirmed by his 

signature of the designs. 

Offering an air of greater “professionalism” to the store, the male designers are called on as mediators 

of any conflicts and are presented as authorities in relation to the brides and dresses. In Jardins, the 

information about the materials and techniques used in making the garments, the requirement for an 

appointment to be attended by a designer, and their control over the store’s collection were elements that 

established their authority. “A designer is like the pope: you speak, everyone obeys”, one professional in the 

sector told me, months later. 

In the specialized market for marriages, the knowledge and technique of the designer is distinct, 

because he is seen to be more qualified than a seamstress, and has a professional education. His authority 

is performed and demanded in the intense disputes not only for prices, but for the value of the dresses 

and defines part of the cartography of the market.15 And although at first look the sector reiterates the 

maxim that the wedding is the bride’s party, the dynamics of the market reveal the imbrication of notions 

of class and knowledge that, as a consequence, alter (or reify) gender relations as well. The hierarchically 

more valorized schooling places the profession in a creative and intellectual field (Bourdieu 2007), which 

simultaneously brings prestige and more men to its work posts. If in one class, knowledge and sewing 

techniques are in the hands of women, and are claimed as a space of power among them and a generator of 

a territory where “men may not enter”, in another class “high fashion” is disputed by men and women. 

3. A Family Party. Who makes the party? 

3.1. Help from heaven, help from earth

When Mariana was served by Danilo in the bridal gown rental store in Jardins, one of the wealthiest 

neighborhoods in the city, part of the beginning of the conversation was about the date of the party: “May 

2017”, said the bride, shifting bashfully in her chair. She was afraid they would judge her to be too anxious, 

given that she arrived at the store a year and a half before the ceremony. But Danilo, assured her: “we have 

various brides for 2017. They will reach the end of this year with everything paid for. And one year is not 

much considering everything that must be chosen and organized”. 

15   Argument that I developed in a previous study (Escoura 2016).
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The space, the decorations, church, decorations in the church, invitations, clothing rentals, photo and 

filming services, bar, buffet, fine deserts, cake, gifts for the guests, special invitations for the groomsmen, 

party decorations, DJ, lighting for the dancefloor, the honeymoon and the reception of guests from outside 

the city are some of the items of the “spectacle wedding” (Pinho 2017) that Mariana must organize and, in 

addition to the time needed to choose each detail of  her ceremony, time is needed to pay for all of this. 

Planning and hiring services since 2014, the bride intends to have a party with a budget of US$ 24,200. 

Her mother and her mother-in-law are the only people who will help the engaged couple to pay for the 

expenses of the party. But since their contribution will not be more than 25% of the total cost, to be able 

to have all the contracts paid for by the day of the wedding, fulfilling the demands of the suppliers, the 

expenses for the party were paid in installment over three years. 

However, it is not everywhere that the organization of parties takes so much time. In São Mateus, in 

the periphery of São Paulo, the groom who arrived at the store 15 days before the wedding to try on his suit, 

said that the preparation for the ceremony took three months. Luís and Juliana planned the wedding and 

restored their house in eight months and Taynara and Vitor, a couple with whom I accompanied the entire 

organization process, took five months to celebrate the “I dos” in front of the pastor.

When Luís entered the store to rent garments for parties in Mateo Bei, he soon said that he needed a 

doctor’s note to verify why he was missing work as a cashier in an urban bus, while he was there checking 

the adjustments to his first-rental suit. He spoke of the 1,500 cans of beer and 10 bottles of whiskey that 

were already reserved for the party, he showed a photo of his groomsmen and told the story of the moment 

he decided to get married. 

Juliana was his second spouse, but the first with whom he had agreed to make a large wedding 

ceremony. Going against the conventions that expect the man to ask his girlfriend to marry him, one 

morning at breakfast Juliana asked: “when will we get engaged?” Luís felt cornered. They were already 

living together, but he realized that he needed to decide if he would get married or not. The doubt made 

him appeal to his parents, who, in turn, took him to a service at the Congregação Cristã, the church that 

they attended. 

That night, the word of the pastor seemed to fit precisely into Luis’ story: “it is by giving up that 

which you love most in life that you will find prosperity” the pastor said. Luis said that he returned home 

contemplative. And I, at this point of the story, was scared that he had “given up” Juliana. But the ending 

was different: “I looked at my motorcycle and began to cry, it was what I most loved in life…” the groom 

said revealing a face that appeared to once again evoke the pain of giving up a possession. His parents 

hugged him as a sign of support and the next day he sold the motorcycle, beginning the preparations for 

the big party. 

Giving up his motorcycle, an object that provided autonomy and urban mobility, as well as represent 

a valuable possession in the establishment of his masculinity in that territory of the city, Luis said that he 

celebrated his engagement with 180 people at a barbeque at his father-in-law’s house. Four hundred and 

fifty invitations to the wedding were distributed. The event would be held at a house in a rural region of 

Ribeirão Pires, a municipality in the metropolitan region even farther from the center of the capital.  He 

first wanted a big street party in “Jardim Conquista”, the neighborhood where he lived. The groom’s wish 

caused an immediate reaction from the saleswoman, who was following our conversation. Laura laughed 

out loud in affirmation and, perceiving the absence of my laugh, quickly explained: “my child, that’s a run-

down place”.   

Months later I left for an interview with Luís and Juliana in the “run-down” neighborhood. On the way, I 

took the bus towards “Jardim Vitória” [Victory Garden], that runs through the middle of “Jardim Conquista” 

[Conquest Garden], a few kilometers after the São Mateus bus station. Luís, as we arranged, came to get me 
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by car at the “Travessa Somos Todos Iguais” [We Are All Equal street] and took me to the house of his 

“cumpadi”16 Rafael – his best man and where they were having Sunday lunch. There, one of the first things 

I discovered was that Juliana did not like the idea of a street party, not even a little. “Never! Hello? Since I 

am going to get married, I want to do it right. Am I going to get married in the middle of the street? So the 

whole favela comes?”.17

They used a cell phone to show me all the photos from the celebration that took place weeks earlier. 

Juliana said that from the moment they set the date of the wedding she felt she was under constant 

pressure, “There is a lot to do” she said.  She emphasized how it was difficult to organize everything in time 

since “we don’t have a rich family”, but she had lots of help. The bridal gown, rented for about US$ 760 on 

the “Rua das Noivas” [Brides street] in the center of the state capital, was a gift from one of the best men; 

another groomsman paid for the invitations; and the dinner was prepared personally by Luís’ mother, a 

woman who cooked often for church parties and who wanted to celebrate with her own hands the joy of 

seeing her “lost” son getting married. After “running around”18 in life, highlighting that “I never again took 

one real [the Brazilian currency] from anyone” and making clear that he had committed some burglaries 

when he was “lost”, Luís, thought that the wedding was the proof that he had changed. 

But the party was also proof of the importance of his relations and that those “days and nights working” 

had been worth it. The amount earned in the “passing of the tie”19 was more than expected, and combined 

with the presents in the form of payment for services for the party, helped Juliana affirm that “with the 

marriage we saw how much we are loved”.  

Help had also been the key element for the organization of the party of another bride that I met at the 

store in Mateo Bei. Accompanied by her mother, she had gone there to pay one of the installments for 

the rented dress. When she realized that Solange, the manager of the store, was showing me her oldest 

son’s wedding photos, the bride came over to comment on the images. With her eyes full of tears, she said 

that she could not hide her emotions. She often thought of giving up the idea of the party because of the 

“struggles in life”, but now saw everything materializing. She spoke about one desperate night when she 

opened the bible to a passage that said  “tell me what you want, and I will make you happy”.

She asked for the wedding, and after that everything worked out for the party to take place. She got lots 

of things from friends, family and “brothers” in the church. She made the budget to serve gnocchi to the 

guests and the producer of the meal decided to give her the pasta as a present. She would only pay for the 

salad. And that day, unemployed, she had even more certainty of the divine revelation: “I did not ask for 

God to give me the conditions to have the wedding, I asked him to do it. And he is doing it”. 

This account by the bride touched Solange. When we were alone again, she returned to the photos 

and concluded: “ours was like that too, it was more than we expected…It was God”. Then, she passed her 

finger over the images on the screen of her phone while she told me what they would also have at the party 

16   Term derived of “compadre”, in this case word used to indicate the relation between groom and groomsman.

17   I would especially like to thank Alexandre Oviedo for his comments, that called my attention to the conflicts present in the preparation of wedding 
parties. The tensions and disputes between professionals in the market, brides, the host group and guests, are central to the discussion of the study and 
in the analyses that follow. In development, I have affirmed the antagonistic dimension of the conflict in the composition of the relations and about how 
making a party is also making a war.  

18   “Corre” [run] is slang used in the region to refer in general to forms of resolving problems. One of its common uses, and at times in the variation “fazer 
um corre” [do a run], refers to legal and illegal forms of earning money, whether in temporary jobs without working papers (“pick-up jobs”) or by committing 
small crimes. 

19   Common at weddings of low income couples, this is a practice in which the groom goes to each one of the tables accompanied by the best men, at the 
end of the party, asking for money from the guests. The request is always made to the men and each contributor receives a piece cut from the groom’s tie. 
Some people see the piece of cloth as a good luck amulet, and it is not polite for a guest to refuse to contribute or to offer low amounts of money. If they do, 
stickers with sayings like “cheap” may be placed on his shirt. It was even Luis who told me, that at parties at São Mateus the DJs lend the credit and debit 
card machines so that the grooms can pass it among the guests, thus avoiding the excuse of a lack of cash for the contribution. This practice, however, 
generates controversies among wealthier brides (who say that it is a custom “for the poor’) and there is an effort on specialized websites to condemn it as 
poor etiquette by the hosts.   
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of her youngest son, Vitor. He and his girlfriend, Taynara, had decided to get married in October 2015 and 

had until March 2016 to organize the entire party. With Solange’s mediation, the couple allowed me to 

accompany the preparation of the event. 

 “But this interview, does it have difficult questions?” the groom asked when I spoke about the study 

and proposed a conversation with the couple. I explained that in the type of study that I was doing, the 

interview was a time for them to talk about themselves, how they decided to get married and about the 

wedding preparations. But if what I expected was only an agreement from the interlocutors, what happened 

next went beyond any expectation. 

Vitor liked the idea. He took his phone from his pocket, connected to the store’s Wi-fi and opened 

Youtube. He typed something into the search bar and opened a video where a couple appeared telling their 

story. He explained that couples make videos to show during the wedding party, a type of “reporting” about 

the couple, with personal and emotional statements. Smiling, he confirmed the interview. But he added: 

“can we take advantage and film it for the Love Story?” I was a bit surprised. I could have my interview, but it 

would also be part of their party. The observation was in fact, a participant.  

During the filming and the interview, in a large green park in the Zona Leste, Vitor told me that the 

wedding was budgeted in US$ 6 thousand, but that only US$ 2,400 would be paid by the couple – both 

were employees of a gift factory in the neighborhood. All of the other expenses would be paid by the 

parents, relatives and guests of the party who, as in the case of Juliana and Luís, transformed the items of 

celebration into presents for the couple.

Vitor and Taynara had considerable collective support to execute the party. And each time the 

couple discovered a novelty they liked in the market, they included it as a request for a present from the 

groomsmen and the bridesmaids. The dress would be made by the bride’s mother-in-law, a present from the 

store where I did the fieldwork. In addition, Solange would cover the cost of the dinner along with Osmar, 

her ex-husband and father of the groom. Together, the two would give all the food as a present, the cost of 

the cooks, the rental for the pots, the dishes and even the flower arrangements for decorating the hall – as 

they did at the wedding of their older son. In addition, the photos and filming were a present from an uncle, 

the decoration service would be done by a friend, and paid for by another brother and even the “farofa” 

for the party would be made with the help of an aunt, who would bring the manioc flour especially from 

Goiânia for the occasion20. 

Eighteen people came from the other state to attend the wedding in São Mateus. Nearly all of them 

arrived days in advance to help with all the preparations and stayed afterwards to help with the after-party 

affairs. Osmar was gathering soda bottles in his backyard and surveying prices in the wholesalers in the 

region. After buying processed products in the large supermarkets, he went with Solange and his sisters-

in-law in the early morning before the wedding to look for fresh products at the wholesale produce market: 

vegetables, fruits and flowers. To save money, they used the family’s entire cooperation network. Everyone 

participated in the party, including me. 

I filmed the interview for the Love Story, and agreed to be the “ceremonialist”21 of the event and on the 

day of the party I worked on the decorations for the church. Swept up by the collective dynamic that was 

implemented to realize the wedding, I helped organize the flower arrangements, I got the carpet for the 

church entrance, took the decorations to the location of the ceremony, installed the lights at the entrance 

20   “Farofa” is a meal prepared mainly with flour and condiments. As the qualities of the flour depend on the productive process of each region of the country, 
to bring it from another place corresponds to try to obtain a better “farofa”.

21   Professional function that has become more common in the past decade, as highlighted by Marins (2016). Among many activities that can be understood by 
the profession, the couple expected that I could organize the hosts and groomsmen during the ceremonial procession; supervise the entrance of the children 
with rings, articulate the moments of the ceremony with the musicians from the church and keep the bridge and groom informed about the progress of the 
preparations while they were not present. 
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and received the guests. In addition to myself, the large staff of the organization also included uncles, 

aunts, cousins and a friend invited to design the party decorations. It was a task force that, from days 

in advance, used the couple’s entire solidarity network and made the collective work the fundamental 

construction material for the wedding. 

3.2. The time of the wedding and the ceremony that makes family 

A wedding does not begin and end on the day of the celebration. Composed of a group of movements, 

events and memories, the “time of the wedding”, as I have sought to define it, is constituted as a specific 

temporality, when the daily status of relations is suspended and they are managed in the name of a project 

to organize the large party. It is initiated by the couple’s commitment to celebrate their union, but for the 

event to happen, the engagement of a much larger collectivity must be generated and administered.  

Prepared with diligence, effort and financial and emotional “sacrifices” from many people, a large 

wedding can produce nuances in the relations involved. Differences and proximities are highlighted in the 

interactions and under the tensions from the decision-making processes, the hosts are defined and relations 

gain new impulses of caring. This is the expectation of creation of a moment in which many other relations, 

in addition to that between the bride and groom will be produced, commemorated and publicized. 

Under a temporal focus exercised by the interlocutors themselves – which can begin, for example, 

from a verbal request for marriage, the acquisition of the couple’s first property, or the discovery of a 

pregnancy while dating – the time of a wedding can be composed of a sequence of highly controlled, 

formalized and protocoled occurrences. The events range from a bridal shower, the choice of the bridal 

gown and the bachelor’s party and go beyond the moment of the religious ceremony itself. But it is also 

defined as a temporality in which even the non-formal or protocol interactions fall under an order of 

extraordinariness.22 

This character of a break from daily life is certainly one of the important elements that can characterize 

the time of the wedding from a ritual perspective. But it is not the only one. The frequent use of the word 

“ritual” by the brides and grooms to designate the “non-routine and specific phenomenon” (Peirano 2002: 

17) through which they are passing, is often evoked to emphasize the sensation that the wedding constitutes 

a mark of a change of status, whether of the relations or of the people.23 

Looking from a performatic perspective (Tambiah 1985), the rituals present at the time of the wedding 

have a symbolic effectiveness and generate a sphere of moral sharing of conduct. At the same time, the 

propriety of its ritual symbols (Turner 2005), is not only capable of providing a path of intelligibility to the 

codes that organize the relations but can also produce effects on the actors in this structure – as highlighted 

by Cristina Marins (2017) when analyzing desert tables and revealing the definitions of hierarchies in this 

type of occasion. When Luis sold his motorcycle, the symbol of his “crazy life” in the periphery of São 

Paulo, he triggered elements capable of reconfiguring his position in the relations. In name of one form of 

masculinity that sought to become another, based on valuing the “family” and rejecting the controversial 

version of the “bandit” (Marques 2009; Feltran 2014), he triggered his value within a ritual structure, as a 

groom to be, and thus also produced his value as a person. 

22   Such as for example the relations with distant relatives and friends who, during the preparations for the weddings, always appear to be under constant 
tension and evaluation. Demands for affection are placed in other terms and any mistrust, discomfort or conflict can result in the cancelation of an invitation 
to the party and the risk of a later break in the relationship. 

23   Breno de Oliveira Alencar (2014) has specifically addressed the theme of engagement and dialoged with Van Gennep (2011) by considering each moment 
of definition of the future couple as a “rite of passage”, which repositions the couple in their family relations and attributes a new status to their identities. 
Although he ponders the historic changes in this process, even indicating how much the marriage was no longer a mandatory route for reaching a status of 
an “adult” person, and indicates that there are considerable differences in the male and female experiences around engagement, the author highlights how 
much this ritual is important to his interlocutors as a definition of a temporal mark in personal trajectories.  
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But if we can look at the preparations and the celebration of a wedding as a ritual, which breaks with 

daily life and reveals a moral structure and repositioning of people and relations, its precise dynamic, as a 

celebration, also reveals other analytical potentials.

Examining studies about festive dynamics among different Amerindian populations, Beatriz Perrone-

Moisés (2015) inspires thinking of the party as a type of relational matrix that, in articulation with its 

antagonistic partner, war, reveals the different domains of relations. Returning to the analysis of the 

potlatch, “probably the best-known Amerindian party” (Perrone-Moisés 2015:10), she insists that the event 

can go beyond the closed analytical profiles in disciplinary subthemes – such as politics, economics and 

religion – and defends that the exchange of banquettes and kindness of the Kwakiutl produces the group 

itself and its relations. 

The festival that allowed Marcel Mauss (2003) to consolidate his theory about exchange, if on one 

hand could be addressed as a moment of destruction of goods, distribution of property or of squander, 

on the other, reveals the imbricated correlation between prestige and generosity. To give a good party is 

a condition on which rests the political authority of a chief or the religious authority of a shaman. It is 

where wars are suspended, enemies transformed into friends and where the very limits of composition 

of a collectivity are defined. A celebration establishes collectivities by its capacity for mobilization, and 

therefore, to give a good party is recognized as a prestigious task. Among hosts and guests, the “code of 

hospitality” in throwing a good party is always a valuable and engaging social project. 

None of my research interlocutors sought simplicity in their wedding events. Nevertheless, none of 

them had spectacular parties simply to present their guests to an ostentation of their wealth. Whether for 

the middle class bride, who worked for three years to save the amount needed for her wedding, or for the 

couples from the periphery, who married with just a few months of preparation, to have a party is always a 

costly project for those who undertake it. 

Comparatively, the material indicates that while the organization of weddings in the middle class is 

usually prolonged in time, until the engaged couple have the economic conditions to offer a party to their 

guests, in São Mateus, even with parties for hundreds of people, the organization of the events requires 

much less time given that it was the guests who collectively gave the parties to the bride and groom. 

In the periphery of São Paulo, José Guilherme Magnani (2003) produced his study in contrast to many of 

his contemporaries in social sciences by indicating how much in the life of “workers” (Magnani 2003: 140) is 

also dedicated to the time of the party. And here, the kilometers or hours of travel from Goiânia to São Paulo 

with manioc flour among the baggage, the nights without sleep looking for the best prices for produce 

and flowers, and the days cooking for their 450 guests are part of the dynamic directly translated into the 

maxim that “having a party is a lot of work”. For those who are not from a “rich family”, organizing a party 

requires “working day and night” as Juliana indicated. 

Revealed by the “work” the generosity of the partners who dedicate themselves to preparing the party 

attributes new highlights to the relations and gives others impulses to emotions. A groomsman becomes 

“practically family” after giving a home appliance as a present, a relationship of hostility can be suspended 

by the help of a friend and the tie with an uncle is made closer after he raises a “scandal” by defending the 

bride who was picking up her dress. “Help” was a form of guaranteeing his place as a member of the group 

of hosts, by inserting himself in a collective within the ritual hierarchy and securing his place as a part of 

and not only a witness to, the commemoration. The wedding thus appears as an extraordinary space-time 

marker in which relatedness (Carsten 2000) had the opportunity to be created and affirmed: it was a family 

party that also made the family.
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At the same time in which the parties in São Mateus had the potential to produce many relations, the 

amount of help received by the bride and groom was also interpreted as proportional to the strength of 

the ties that had accumulated. From the circulation of money, objects, and gifts, the organization of the 

weddings revealed how much economic exchanges and emotional dynamics cannot be seen as antagonistic 

domains (Zelizer 2009; Trindade 2015) and that goods were easily transformed into gifts, capable of 

materializing the social relations (Mauss 2003; Pinho 2017).

“With the wedding, we saw how much we were loved” Juliana said, indicating the effects of her wedding 

and a logic of attribution of prestige based on a capacity for collective mobilization from which not even 

God escaped. The religious figure, was, in São Mateus, repeatedly brought to the narratives to emphasize 

the moral value contained in the practice of collectivization. And while the declarations emphasized 

difficulties encountered during the organization of the wedding celebrations, they also reveal that the 

limits were not individually overcome: at a minimum, God helped. 

At the time of the wedding, no one organizes a party alone. And in a correlation to language used in 

relation to the work of social movements in the same region (Aquino 2015), the result of this collective 

effort could only be expressed in terms of “conquest” in light of “life struggles”. Get married – and in a 

wedding with hundreds of guests – signified a triumph for the bride and groom as well as for all the people 

directly engaged in the production of the party as its host group. It was another form of obtaining “victory 

in the war”. 

4. Final considerations

The period between the decision to marry and the wedding party is recognized as an extraordinary 

time, intentionally suspended from daily life and that, as this study revealed, serves as a space for the 

administration of relations. With strong collective involvement, it offers a temporal mark in which 

relations gain new potential for reconfiguration and repositioning. In this “time of the wedding”, as I have 

defined, the relations produce notions of difference and alliance that generate questions about gender, class 

and family, as well as positions of power. 

A wedding mobilizes many more relations, beyond the one between those who say “I do” at the altar. In 

this article, I sought to demonstrate how different contexts of class, materialized in the territory of the city 

of São Paulo, produce distinct logics of differentiation of gender in the sector specialized in weddings and 

in the very process of organization of the weddings. 

In the material presented about a peripheral neighborhood, in contrast to the elite neighborhood in 

the capital of São Paulo, the production of space of the stores for renting bridal gowns appeared to be 

permeated by a distinct form of organization of relations of power and gender. In São Mateus, although 

there are specific sections for renting male clothes, the store is constantly – and aggressively – affirmed 

as a place of women. Meanwhile, in Jardins, the male voice stands out as a place of power legitimated by 

the performance of a professional knowledge when attending the exclusively female clients in the space. 

Notions, on one hand, that “here women are the bosses”, and on the other, that “the clients prefer men” 

create two distinct contexts of interaction between professionals and brides and suggest that, when marked 

by class, the territory of the stores is also produced by antagonistic notions of gender. 

Thereby, what the field suggests is that the division of class between São Mateus and Jardins 

significantly changes how notions of gender are administered. And, in this sense, corroborates with 

discussions about intersectionalities (Haraway 2004; Brah 2006; Piscitelli 2008) in which a marker of 

differences can never be seen as isolated amid processes of differentiation: it was class and gender mutually 

producing themselves. 
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In addition, the geographic and economic distance also suggests distinctions in the logic of the very 

production of wedding parties. While the middle class bride took on debt in the years before the ceremony 

to offer her party to the guests, in São Mateus the guests offer the party to the bride and groom, whether 

through presents or hard work in the preparation of the event. The collectivization appears as a moral 

regime, revealed in the circulation of relatives and gifts and in a language that at one moment triggers the 

notion of “struggle” and in another the name of God. At the geographic margin of the city, God also throws 

the party and making a wedding “thanks to God”, was a first way of saying that an event of that size could 

only be realized if there was support from many other relations – whether from heaven or earth. 

Thus, in the periphery of São Paulo, the celebration of the exchange of rings was the victory not only of 

the recently married couple, but a conquest that was collectively achieved. In the code of the favela, where 

the vertical city gives way to a horizontal landscape, even the addresses indicate that the direction should 

always be towards the gardens of “victory” and “conquest”. In this enterprise, they are “all equal”. 

Translated by Jeffrey Hoff

Received: December 31, 2016; Approved: October 15, 2017
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Dossier “The Urban Peripheries”

II - Socio-spatial sexualities and agency: gender and feminine power field

Making out with the city: 
(homo)sexualities and socio-spatial 

disputes in Brazilian “peripheries”

Ramon Reis
Secretaria de Estado de Educação do Pará (SEDUC/PA), Belém/PA, Brasil

Abstract

This article makes use of the constitution of (homo)sexualities and socio-spatial disputes in certain 

Brazilian “peripheries”. Specifically, it is the synthesis of the results of a doctoral research in anthropology 

concerning “peripheries”, sociabilities and disputes between homosexual men at bars situated in 

“peripheral” areas of the cities of São Paulo and Belém, Brazil. The starting point of the ethnography was 

the scrutiny of specific bars frequented by different publics, favouring the interlocutors’ handling of the 

manner in which they negotiate identifications and disputes, with a view to understanding the meanings 

and significations given to “periphery”. In this sense, the emic notion making out with the city served as a 

point of elucidation to qualify and materialise different modes of space production, especially in Brazilian 

urban “peripheries”, directly interfering in the ways in such cities are accessed and desired.

Keywords: Brazilian “peripheries”; (Homo)sexualities; Socio-spatial disputes. 
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Transando com a cidade: 
(homo)sexualidades e agenciamentos 

socioespaciais nas “periferias” brasileiras 

Resumo

O presente artigo lança mão da constituição de (homo)sexualidades e agenciamentos socioespaciais em 

determinadas “periferias” brasileiras. Trata-se, especificamente, da síntese dos resultados de uma pesquisa 

de doutorado em antropologia sobre “periferias”, sociabilidades e disputas entre homens homossexuais 

em bares localizados em regiões “periféricas” das cidades de São Paulo e Belém. A etnografia realizada 

tomou como ponto de partida o escrutínio de bares específicos frequentados por públicos diversos, 

privilegiando o manejo feito pelos interlocutores a respeito dos modos como eles negociam identificações e 

disputas, com vistas à compreensão acerca dos sentidos e significados dados à “periferia”. Nesse sentido, a 

expressão transando com a cidade serviu de ponto elucidativo para qualificar e materializar distintos modos 

de produção do espaço, especialmente nas “periferias” urbanas brasileiras, interferindo diretamente nas 

maneiras como são acessadas e desejadas tais cidades.

Palavras-chave: “Periferias” brasileiras; (Homo)sexualidades; Agenciamentos socioespaciais.
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Making out with the city: 
(homo)sexualities and socio-spatial 

disputes in Brazilian “peripheries”

Ramon Reis

[...] With cities, it is as with dreams: everything imaginable can be dreamed, but even the most unexpected 

dream is a rebus that conceals a desire or, its reverse, a fear. Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears, 

even if the thread of their discourse is secret, their rules are absurd, their perspectives deceitful, and everything 

conceals something else. [...] Cities also believe they are the work of the mind or of chance, but neither the one 

nor the other suffices to hold up their walls. You take delight not in a city’s seven or seventy wonders, but in the 

answer it gives a question of yours.

Invisible cities, Italo Calvino.

Introduction

Are cities producers of composites forged by the fertile imagination of their inhabitants? If so, is 

it this same imagination that produces urban spaces as a vector for the constitution of relationships, 

identifications and belongings? Is it possible, for example, to make out with cities in the sense of mediating 

(homo)sexualities1, sociabilities and disputes?

My intention here is not a bombardment of complex and decontextualised questions, far from it, my 

purpose is to consider the problematisation of certain aspects that, in general, begin with points of action 

much more so than points of reflection. This does not denote that there is no inversion of these meanings, 

but our way of dealing with cities, of accessing and desiring them, serves less to question certain city 

statutes, than what I seek to emphasise in this article, to wit, the articulation between “peripheries”2 and 

(homo)sexualities based on the relationships established between homosexual men in three bars located 

in “peripheral” regions of the cities of São Paulo and Belém, namely: Guingas, Luar Rock and Refúgio dos 

Anjos, located in São Mateus (East São Paulo, SP), Itaquera (East São Paulo, SP)3 and Guamá (South Belém, 

PA)4, respectively.

1   I maintained the word (homo)sexuality with the prefix in brackets, because in the contexts analysed, its meanings and significations correspond less 
to aprioristic conceptions related to sexuality, since orientations are not only directed to sexual practices, but also to behaviours that signal contingent 
approximation and distancing. 

2   It is worth emphasising that “periphery” and its derivatives are used in quotation marks for two reasons: this research traverses different places and spaces 
and therefore understands the non-reification of the use of that term; and in dealing with the dynamics of centrality and marginality, the very notion of 
“periphery” is contextual and temporal (Frúgoli Jr., 2000; Facchini, 2008; Simões and Carmo, 2009; Simões et al., 2010; Feltran, 2011; França, 2012; Puccinelli, 
2013, 2015, 2017; Rocha, 2013; Aderaldo, 2017; Reis, 2014a, 2015a, 2016). In this sense, the category of analysis “periphery” should be understood as a place that 
is not watertight in relation to people, mobilities and narratives. Therefore, I do not support certain isomorphic logics and reflections that attach identities 
to spaces/places.

3   São Mateus and Itaquera are what is known as the “consolidated periphery” of the city of São Paulo (see Saraiva, 2008). As Gabriel Feltran (2011: 54) states: “it 
is a zone of transition between the central districts of the metropolis, where the population is in regression, and the farthest periphery, where the population 
still grows at a high rate”. In these two regions, one of the indicators of change in the quality of life is supported by the provision of consumer and leisure 
infrastructure, such as shopping malls and large supermarket chains.

4   Guamá has a socio-spatial geography that interconnects the river and the city, the “centre” and the “periphery”. José Dias Jr. (2009) conducted a historical 
recovery of popular culture in Guamá, in which he explained the place that the neighbourhood had/has in the process of urbanization in Belém. The structural 
progress that the neighbourhood underwent from the 1950s onwards, due to the remnants of the rubber economy and, for example, the construction of the 
university campus of the Federal University of Pará (UFPA) in this area of the city, increased its demographics and, consequently, opened up roads/passages/
streets, as well as enabling the construction of commercial establishments and residences.
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In recent years in Brazil, the debate on “periphery” and (homo)sexuality articulated to the social 

production of the differences constituted in certain spaces and urban contexts has narrowed, generating 

potential analytical perspectives on the city and its facilities (Reis, 2016). Although these theoretical 

articulations are tributaries for specific fields of knowledge, that of urban studies and of studies on gender 

and sexuality, several of the thematic dismemberments of this debate are based on pioneering research, and 

here I specifically speak of two of the greatest exponents on the process of the formation of Brazilian urban 

anthropology (read: the cities of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro), Gilberto Velho (1981) and José Guilherme 

Magnani (1984). 

It is not the intention of this article to trace the genealogy of the process in the formation of the field of 

Brazilian urban anthropology here. However, it is worth mentioning that from the 1970s to the 1980s, the 

city of São Paulo experienced a direct dialogue with Marxist conceptions of analysis, strongly linked to the 

concept of “urban spoliation” (Kowarick, 1979) directly disposed to a conflict of classes; whereas in the city 

of Rio de Janeiro, the debate on city and urbanism was focussed on concerns about the complexity of urban 

dynamics that generate social inequalities.

At that time, in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, forms of urban anthropology were being practiced that sought 

to articulate an autonomous field of reflection and research, albeit with minor internal differentiations. As a 

form of accounting of this production in the late 1970s, Velho and Viveiros de Castro (1978) highlighted the need 

to understand so-called “complex societies” – a concept now revised and criticised (Goldman, 1999 [1995]) –, 

through understanding a variety of social actors in the city – based on individuals who may play distinct social 

roles –, marked by a strong social division of labour, diversified networks and institutions, and multiple foci of 

symbolic production. In this article, they already indicated the need to differentiate between culture (a distinct 

concept in anthropology) and ideology (in the Marxist tradition, referring to aspects of political domination 

derived from conflicts and class, wherein the former is of a broader dimension, though less precise, than the 

latter) (Frúgoli Jr., 2005: 140-141).

Regarding the complexity of the processes of urban formation in northern Brazil, Raymundo Maués 

(1999) observed that the context of the “national integration” of Belém and the call for a “developmentalist” 

project for the North region had two important phases: the so-called “Pombaline era” in the eighteenth 

century; and the promotion of regional “economic development” from the 1950s onwards. The first phase 

corresponds to a structural reformulation instituted by the then governor Marquês de Pombal, who 

brokered treaties and decreed laws from 1750 onwards, especially those of commercial interest (envisioning 

Belém as the gateway to the Amazon), which in addition to boosting local growth, encouraged the 

substitution of indigenous labour for the work of black slaves5. The second phase co-ordinated the market, 

consumption and export as a key that contemplated a direct path to “development” involving aspects of the 

regional economy (e.g. gastronomy and, more timidly, tourism). On the one hand, this “need” to expand 

consumer and labour markets synthesised state actions based on two fundamental points, agricultural and 

industrial enterprises, while on the other, it left the region at the mercy of “major projects”, such as roads 

and hydroelectric plants.

Since the onset of this research, I was aware of how original and indispensable the proposition I were 

pursuing was. During reviews of the literature, a certain lacuna in the works became evident, especially 

among theses and dissertations, that discussed the thematic relationship between (homo)sexuality 

and “periphery”, suburbia or favela: three theses (Facchini, 2008; Lacombe, 2010; França, 2012) and six 

dissertations (Lacombe, 2005; Medeiros, 2006; Oliveira, 2006; Aguião, 2007; Lopes, 2011; Villani, 2015) make 

5   It is important to emphasise that since the beginning of the foundation of Belém in 1616, “Indians and caboclos, mestizos and blacks constituted the largest 
portion of the economically active labour force of Amazonia, in the numerous agricultural and extractive activities in the region” (Rodrigues, 2008: 71).
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up this body of work. Combining these works to form a kind of axis of analysis necessarily considers the 

distinct processes of urbanisation that certain urban contexts are subject to, and where these pieces of 

research were developed.

Besides this more direct relationship between “periphery” and (homo)sexuality, it is worth 

remembering that a large contingent of these works comes from the Southeast region – again, São 

Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, principally due to the pioneering work of these capitals in research on urban 

anthropology in Brazil, notwithstanding the distinctions in focus. In the North region, for example, the 

low volume of studies on the subject of homosexual sociabilities (Oliveira, 2009; Ribeiro, 2012; Reis, 2012), 

or on the relationship between “periphery” and (homo)sexuality (practically non-existent) reveals an as yet 

underdeveloped facet of knowledge production in urban anthropology6.

It seems that the articulation of the two fields in question progresses slowly, whether due to a kind of 

macrostructural constraint that still overlays some positions concerning how cities are divided, in reference 

to the recurrent potential of the binomial “centre-periphery” and vice versa, or due to certain refractory and 

academic inclinations that insist on linking gender and sexuality studies to the sexual orientation of the 

researchers.

In several ethnographic situations, the category “centre” appeared synonymous with city, while 

“periphery” was the counterpoint to city space, and it was not for nothing that one of the interlocutors in 

São Paulo, Tarcísio (37 years old, gay patron of Guingas’ bar) complained that the city doesn’t relate to the 

periphery. What Tarcísio questioned was the effect of the “centre-periphery” binomial, which more often 

separated spaces/places rather than bringing them together, a factor that has been losing momentum 

over the last few decades (see Caldeira, 2000). The urban “peripheries” in both São Paulo and Belém have 

moved from places exclusively of absence and precariousness to those of the production of social relations 

through violence and criminality (Marra, 2008; Biondi, 2010; Feltran, 2011), leisure (Magnani, 1984; Costa, 

2009a), cultural expressions (Guasco, 2001; Nascimento, 2006, 2011; Costa, 2007; Rodrigues, 2008; Dias Jr., 

2009; Aderaldo, 2017) and sociability among homosexual women (Medeiros, 2006; Facchini, 2008) and 

homosexual men (França, 2012; Reis, 2015b, 2016).

This movement between city (“centre”) and “non-city” (“periphery”) was undoubtedly the key point 

for the intersection of urban studies with gender and sexuality studies, problematising dichotomous 

logics of spatial representation, or that which Doreen Massey (2013) called “imaginative geographies”, the 

conformation of discursive representations legitimised by the production of geographic/cartographic 

archetypes.

Aside from the urban question, two other points were fundamental to put the cities of São Paulo 

and Belém in perspective: the ground-breaking research by Peter Fry (1982) developed in the terreiros of 

religions of the African matrix within the “peripheries” of Belém, which constitute identification processes 

among homosexual men based on notions of sexual and gender roles and serve as sociocultural constructs 

for the production of terminologies and classifications that had an impact throughout Brazil7; and the 

academic-institutional articulation between the University of São Paulo (USP) and the Federal University 

6   Regarding the production of knowledge in urban anthropology in Pará, see: Maurício Costa (2009b). Concerning a review of anthropological production 
in Pará, regarding the decade from 1994 to 2004, see: Jane Beltrão (2006).

7   Encouraged by previous research in Umbanda terreiros in Campinas, while tutoring Anaíza Vergolino e Silva’s (2015 [1976]) Masters research on “Batuque” 
– popular and non-Catholic religious experience – in which the analysis focused on the UMBANDA FEDERATION AND THE AFRO-BRAZILIAN CULTOS 
OF PARÁ and the writings of Mary McIntosh (1998 [1968]) regarding a sociology of homosexuality, enveloped by specific labels and behaviours, Peter Fry’s 
research, developed around 1974, revealed that the relationships established between homosexual men in the terreiros not only extended beyond the physical 
structure of these spaces, but also constituted identity representations directly intersected by class, gender and sexuality. Indeed, it was possible to devise 
identifications shaped by a system of classification of masculine sexuality and of masculine sexual identities (“bicha”, “homosexual”, “entendido”, “gay”) 
based on the relationship between place of residence, psychological and biomedical knowledges and sexual practices. In this sense, the further the author 
moved away from small towns and towards the large Brazilian metropolises, this system of classification modified, as if there was a kind of hygienisation 
during this process.
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of Pará (UFPA) through a Programme of Academic Cooperation (PROCAD) – “Raça, etnicidade, sexualidade 

e gênero em perspectiva comparada” [Race, ethnicity, sexuality and gender in comparative perspective], 

funded by the Coordination for the Improvement of Higher Education Personnel (CAPES), from 2008 to 

20118.

At this point, I invite the reader to move with me, in the text, around distinct “peripheries” marked by 

peculiar urban appropriations.

Making out with the city

Make out with and move through are terms and practices that dialogue with each other through the 

following conjunctions: movement-stop, distance-proximity, people-spaces, structure-agency, “centre-

periphery”. Although such terms and practices are not the same thing, the rhythmic cadence of their effects 

requires movement.

When I heard the expression making out with the city, at an event called Periferia Trans9 [Trans Periphery], 

in Grajaú – the farthest reaches of South São Paulo –, I sought to condense my observations in the 

ethnographies conducted in the bars, which will be presented in the following sections, and remember 

that the movement and desire exercised therein showed not only the volition to transform the city into 

a political-corporal stage, but a certain need to occupy the locality itself, attributes that possessed a 

connection with the aforementioned speech of Tarcísio (a patron of Guingas’ bar) – the city doesn’t relate 

to the periphery. Such mediations and perceptions brought us closer to what Doreen Massey (2013) called 

“situational mapping”: contingent occupation of urban space not exactly by resorting to a map, but by the 

power of the effect of moving around and (re)creating strategies of action and belonging. As the research 

progressed, I began to observe that it was not only about searching for the right to the city, but an exercise 

that proposed “city-making” (Agier, 2011, 2015). This is also why I consider it opportune to argue in favour 

of what I call movement-action, a descriptive allusion and/or category of analysis that signifies a direct 

counterpoint to the pragmatism underlying the effect of moving.

Although it was an event mostly attended by peripheral black bichas [queens, fags/faggots], as they 

identified themselves, around 30% of those present were women who self-identified as lesbians or entendidas 

[lit. in the know; feminine pronoun]. I heard no mention of the term non-binary10, though several times the 

expression queer periphery was reiterated. Thus, these young women and men, approximately 15 to 30 years 

of age, were signalling that while they used classificatory terminologies to present themselves, they were 

proposing ways to blur such identifications.

8   According to Cancela, Moutinho and Simões (2015: 13): “The purpose was to explore the dynamics of classification according to colour/race, ethnicity, 
gender and sexual orientation, in São Paulo and Belém, and to refine the articulated understanding of these markers of difference in the configuration of 
complex social hierarchies, which frequently operate in a tense and contradictory manner, constituting crucial dimensions of collective identity, subjectivity, 
bodies and relationships”.

9   On June 28, 2015, a round table on “periphery” and sexuality took place in Grajaú (São Paulo, SP, Brazil). The event formed part of the programme of the 
first edition of Periferia Trans. “My body is political” was the theme of the 1st edition of Periferia Trans, a festival held between March 6 and 28 at Humbala 
Culture Point. The event brought together a special programme that involved LGBTQ themes articulated around rap shows, theatre, dance, performance, 
debates, a dance workshop, exhibition of video and even the show that launched Shanawaara, the queer diva of the internet. Information taken from the site 
<https://catracalivre.com.br/sp/agenda/gratis/1a-edicao-do-periferia-trans-agita-o-grajau/>, accessed on March 14, 2016.

10   According to Marilyn Roxie (2013:17): “‘Non-binary’ refers to gender that is not binary (not man or woman) and has overlap with the term genderqueer, 
while they are not to be used interchangeably. While genderqueer can include those who are non-binary (except for in the case of referring to expression/
performance exclusively), not all non-binary identified people consider themselves genderqueer.” Translation and comments by Juno, from Coletivo Safira 
de Salvador (Bahia), available at: https://we.riseup.net/assets/138108/O%20que%20é%20gênero%20queer.pdf accessed on April 14, 2016; original available at: 
http://genderqueerid.com/what-is-gq, accessed on 30 Nov, 2017.
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Given these emic contingencies, it is important to point out the impact of the term queer, in Brazil. 

In 2003, the first edition of the National University Conference on Sexual Diversity (ENUDS) was held 

in Belo Horizonte, following the initiative of the CELLOS Group (Centre for the Struggle for Free Sexual 

Orientation). CELLOS is composed mostly of university students who took the initial steps, which Regina 

Facchini et al (2013: 166) highlighted as the “emergence and capillarisation of a pro-diversity sexual 

movement organised by students in their universities”. For more than a decade, ENUDS has sought to 

“question the rigidity of a mainly white, elitist, academic discourse that, for some of its organisers, seemed 

to obscure the fluidity and blurring of borders between genders and sexualities” (Puccinelli et al, 2014: 31).

Indeed, Sérgio Carrara and Júlio Simões (2007) emphasised that the arrival of what has become known 

as queer theory in Brazil are direct reflections of the Brazilian field of studies on gender and sexuality since 

the 1970s. In a later article, both argued that

[...] These problems were not beyond the reach of anthropological concerns, with classifications and 

classificatory systems, in terms of the distinction between the logics that articulate categories and identity 

attributions and the processes by which individuals become subjects and social actors, appropriating for 

themselves – or being led to recognise themselves in – certain identities [...] However, it is not uncommon that 

queer appears as a means of designating yet another intriguing new category of identity, much like the serpent 

swallowing its own tail (Simões and Carrara, 2014: 90).

Concerning Periferia Trans, it should be noted that the use of the word queer in conjunction with 

“periphery” was much more than a mark of identity, it was a modus operandi that sought to articulate 

notions of identity fluency and urban space, above all between the black bichas and entendidas who resided in 

“peripheral” regions.

To a certain extent I managed to understand that queer periphery has a direct relation to queer theory, 

but I still did not understand why they did not use bicha periphery rather than queer periphery, after all, the 

word queer in Brazilian Portuguese means bicha, queen, faggot. I assume that a potential linking of the words 

“periphery” and bicha perhaps meant the term was doubly negative. Another hypothesis concerned the fact 

that not all those present were residents of “peripheral” regions, there were university students and did 

not self-identify as peripheral black bichas or entendidas/os [in the know; feminine/masculine pronouns], so 

it seemed to make sense to use the word queer in their social circles. The fact is that everyone appeared to 

agree with the use of the term queer periphery.

This consensus functioned more as a rhetorical effect to address certain questions and reflections 

that were put to the test: the almost non-existent presence of bichas and women in rap (this claim was 

not exclusively dependent on the distinctions between “centre” and “periphery”); why circulate towards 

the “centre”? What strategies can be used to popularise the LGBTQI issue in the “periphery”? How do you 

create a pedagogical relationship regarding the construction of knowledge? And, finally, how to find other 

meanings for transa?

Thus, the meaning that was assigned to transa (deal, scheme, casual sex) and the effect of transar 

(planning, scheming, making out) referred to both sexual and spatial practices, or even better, a sexualisation 

of urban space. Initially, I could not help but remember the work of Néstor Perlongher (2008 [1987]) on 

virile prostitution in the “old centre” of São Paulo. In one of the last chapters of the book, he argues that the 

transa (libidinal flow) is more than a simple erotic desire, it is also a “business” that intensifies or mitigates 

powers and exchanges according to territorial and sexual codes. In his terms:
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The mechanism of production of this fruition travels pathways sufficiently removed from the arcadic image of 

pleasure to be consummated. However, the interesting thing is precisely this path of desire. In the business of 

“young male prostitution”, the desire seems to pass through (negotiate) all the issues: age issues, class issues, 

race issues and gender issues. It invents, exacerbates, pretends, simulates the differences between the partners, 

exalts them – and permanently plays with their dissolution, with their confusion, between passion and death 

(Perlongher, 2008 [1987]: 226).

Perlongher showed that it is not possible to understand the effect of desire without paying attention 

to the negotiable component of relationships between male prostitutes and clients. The constitution of 

desire is much more than the incessant pursuit of pleasure; it is not simply an erotic, sexual wandering. 

The commercial and sexual exchanges that are imbued in the author’s analysis affirm that one of the 

requirements for understanding the city is the possibility of reflecting on mobility (“transit”). Far from 

reifying the effect of this practice, his analytical intent marked points in the city where “decadent” 

representation was extremely moralised via sexuality and territoriality, and it is this movement in search 

of pleasure, though not solely, which provides an ingenious analysis regarding the meanders of virile 

prostitution in the “old centre” of São Paulo.

Understanding this “urban actuating as movement and desire” (Agier, 2015), I consider it opportune 

to approach the reading of Perlongher with it movements-actions exercised during the Periferia Trans 

event and the manoeuvres of access and desire within each bar, ensuring that points of output from each 

perception have distinct meanings. Perlongher was preoccupied with reflections on virile prostitution; 

analysis of mobility was not his principal focus, at least not in the same way it is elaborated here. The 

participants of Periferia Trans were interested in the uses that are made of the city: ultimately, who does it 

serve? What does the “centre-periphery” binomial say about their daily lives? While the bar patrons, as we 

shall see, use the production of sociabilities to articulate visibilities, disputes and resistances.

Following the clues left by Michel Agier (2015), whose method was “to think about the universality of 

the city outside of any normative pretension, according to a conception simultaneously epistemological 

and political” (ibid.: 483). This methodology voices precisely what I propose: to reflect on sexualities 

and socio-spatial disputes, rather than corroborate with isomorphic conceptions; ultimately, urban 

“peripheries” are not the same as spaces and times transform, nor are spaces and times of transformation 

equivalent. Therefore, describing and understanding the “permanent movement of urban transformation 

in time and space may constitute the contribution of the anthropological gaze on the city” (ibid.: 484). It is 

in this movement-action that “city-making” is constructed, like a “horizon that allows us to find something 

of the city that we observe in the concrete experiences of space” (ibid.: 484).

Although, in his analyses, Agier favours the precariousness of working class neighbourhoods or 

“invasions”, temporary establishments of migrants and refugee camps in Africa, Latin America and Europe, 

I corroborate his arguments from the point where he observes the “margin”

[...] not as a social, geographical or cultural fact, but as an epistemological and political position: apprehending 

the limit of that which exists – and that exists beneath the official affirmed appearance of the realised, 

established, ordered, central and dominant – allows us to perceive the dialectic of the void and the full and 

describe what, based on almost nothing or on a seemingly chaotic state, makes the city (Agier, 2015: 487).

It is this “city-making” that allows us to approach the following conceptions of appropriation of urban 

space developed during the event: transa, making out with the city, the city as a space of transaction, transit, 

transience. I feel such exercises refer us to the mobile and erotic perspectives with which these young people 

appropriated the city, which were, without doubt, powerful insights for us reflect on the fact that it was 

not merely about pragmatism regarding mobility. The meaning assigned to transa (deal, scheme, casual sex) 
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and the effect of transar (planning, scheming, making out) were concomitantly related to sexual and spatial 

practices. For example, they spoke of a movement-action that sought to expound certain questions: what 

is the city? Who does it serve? What are “centre”/“periphery”? How are these places enjoyed, accessed and 

desired?

We shall see how such questions reverberated in the scene of the bars investigated and the impacts of 

the exercise of making out with the city in each ethnography.

We’re in the centre of the periphery: visibility strategies

The expression we’re in the centre of the periphery, uttered by Ailton (54 years old, homosexual, owner 

of Guingas bar) was an important key to understanding the intricacies of the existence of this space. 

Initially, this expression seemed to erase (Hall, 2005) places, while on the other hand, it indicated 

paths that approximated a strategic market view. This affirmation both blurred and delimited what is 

“centre”/“central” and “periphery”/“peripheral” and highlighted this place under a vision engendered by 

past and present temporalities aimed at producing local homosexual sociabilities, also constituted by 

exogenous connectivities. We shall see, for example, that in this “peripheral” context, the approach to 

the movement-action of making out with the city has given way to complex endogenous and exogenous 

connectivities to compete for space and visibility in the scenario of homosexual sociability of the city of São 

Paulo.

In the wake of these blurrings, delimitations and connectivities, Teresa Caldeira (2000) shows us 

how the advent of industrialisation directly interfered in the urban construction of the capital of São 

Paulo from the 1930s onwards. The installation of factories located near residential areas encouraged a 

socio-spatial mapping model that gradually increased the level of population segregation according to 

social class and race/colour: the rich and white occupying “central” regions and in the “peripheries”, an 

expressive contingent of poor, of blacks and of north and northeastern migrants. This segmented gap 

ended up exacerbating the identity affirmations among the majority of the inhabitants of the “peripheries” 

of the state capital, São Paulo. In these places, it was all too common to hear the term quebrada [broken] 

as a sign of belonging, something that is related to both the place of residence, notwithstanding the 

daily difficulties, and recognition among peers. It is used frequently among rappers (see Pereira, 2005) in 

their synergistic vocabularies. Indeed, from 1940 to 1980, a process of “peripheral” expansion is notable 

that “affected not only the city of São Paulo, but also the 38 surrounding municipalities that formed a 

conurbation constituting its metropolitan region” (Caldeira, 2000: 223).

It seems, therefore, it is not for nothing that the expression used by Ailton sought strategically to 

mark an idea of “peripheral” centrality, the processes of identity affirmation in São Paulo’s “peripheries” 

articulated to market vectors do not deny how critical it is to be well positioned/located to continue 

existing and resisting. In this sense, at Guingas, the notion of equality functioned as a business card to 

connect publics whose age and generational differences were expressive. The aspect that most attracted my 

attention was observing the existence of two environments in the same space – a nightclub and a karaoke 

bar – with distinct representation, which “separated”, by a wall and a door, girls and boys from 18 to 25 

years old and women and men from 30 to 60 years old, respectively. The bar has been in existence for 23 

years (counting from the day it opened, with its unofficial reminiscences), runs from Wednesday to Sunday 

and is located above a butcher’s shop at 13,780 Sapopemba Avenue, less than five minutes’ walk from the 

São Mateus bus terminal, which is easily accessible because, according to Ailton, it is in the centre of the 

periphery. 
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It’s not that we’re better, it’s just that we’re at a strategic point, that’s what’s cool. If we were in Itaquera or in Guaianases, 

not to be mean, but I think hardly anyone would come, because it’s São Mateus... for you to get somewhere you have to 

pass through São Mateus. So we’re right downtown, despite being on the periphery. We’re in the centre of the periphery 

[laughs].

Ailton took advantage of the proximity to the São Mateus bus terminal to outline connective points 

with the city. The centre of the periphery that he referred to is a place serviced by a bus terminal, commercial 

establishments and banking agencies, a scenario that connects the “periphery” and the “centre”, and 

vice versa, through several mobility exercises; a nodal point where São Mateus does not sleep. He further 

emphasised that it is a place of passage for those who move to contiguous “peripheries”, such as Itaquera 

and Guaianases. Between the lines of his argumentative construction, it is not the level of structural 

quality that is at stake in these “peripheries”, rather the distance and the speed of access to each of them, 

for example, those who come from the “central” regions of São Paulo to Guingas arrive faster than if 

the bar were located in Itaquera and Guaianases. It should be noted that this “peripheral centralisation” 

(appropriation of the centre of the periphery) directly interferes with the way in which sexualities and their 

agencies are spatialised, marking social places and points of convergence. 

Taking into account the above argument and reversing the order of the words, it is possible to consider, 

depending on the point of reference, an urban composition of an order that is understood as “central 

peripheralisation”. Some studies (Facchini, 2008; Simões et al., 2010, França, 2012; Reis, 2012a; Puccinelli, 

2013, 2015, 2017) have emphasised that the relationship between gender and sexuality studies and urban 

studies, based on the centre-periphery binomial, showing disparate gender and sociosexual levels in the 

key of what is accessed and desired, principally by gays and lesbians in “central” urban regions. Bruno 

Puccinelli (2015: 117) is emphatic in stating that: if, on the one hand, power maps are legitimised that 

“construct an idea of a centre that moves, in relation to what would be the official centre of the city, 

making it more desirable, on the other, they produce a desirable network of sexuality drawn on the maps 

of that centre”. This mode of constructing access and desires serves as the basis for the significations of 

“decadence” and “revitalisation” of areas considered inhospitable and uninhabitable due to the presence 

of residents from “peripheral” regions. This movement-action is exactly what stresses the need to look at 

territorialities as social markers of differences and stimulate reflections committed to the urban space and 

its fissures.

In terms of distance, speed and geographical location, it is worth noting that mobility and its 

connective effects enter into the analysis as important vectors involving materiality, meaning and mobile 

practice (Cresswell, 2006, 2009), aimed at providing the basis of what I understand as movement-action: 

the politics of connectivity that contrasts with mainstream power mapping, consubstantiating strategies of 

visibility and dispute (see Massey, 2013)11.

All of Ailton’s strategies inevitably guarantee visibility for the bar. What was a small establishment in 

2005, with only a karaoke bar, and publicity that was predominantly through word of mouth, the change 

in address at different spots on Sapopemba Avenue, gave life to a renovated space, which combines a dance 

floor – with a DJ booth and a stage for shows – and a karaoke bar. In his words: the idea was always... from 

the time we first opened in another place, to have separate environments, because we have the karaoke group and the 

clubbers.

Regarding the spatial distinction raised, in several forays, from the younger public I heard expressions 

like: karaoke makes me sleepy, I prefer to hang out on the dance floor; I come to Guingas because of the nightclub and 

the Drag shows; over in the karaoke bar they’re all old; the songs in the karaoke bar really aren’t that cool. Likewise, 

11   It is important to highlight that this process of mobility does not have the same meanings as the expressive gay and lesbian migration of the 1970s and 
1980s to cities like San Francisco in the United States (Weston, 1995).
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some of the conversations I heard in karaoke bar clarified that, due to musical tastes or lack of affinity, 

the nightclub no longer reflected the moment which the older men and women were living in: I’m not into 

that music anymore, now I prefer to go bars; I like the karaoke bar because it’s a quieter space, you can talk. I like 

to come to Guingas to sing, meet friends, have a beer and, every once in a while, I go to the nightclub to watch the 

Drag shows. The evident difference in public in the two environments, particularly in age/generation, mark 

temporalities that blend past and present, locality and exteriority12.

Even though the owner says that he does not fly the flag, from the moment that the bar changed address 

its public has been mainly homosexual. In this sense, what became evident was that Guingas patrons do 

not share the idea that Ailton is an opportunist, but rather that his persona is closer to what could be 

understood as a spokesperson for a kind of local LGBTQI militancy, even though it is not part of any LGBTQI 

movement. Thus, Ailton’s spatial layout, between the nightclub and karaoke bar, means he glimpses points 

of connection, above all between homosexuals and Drag Queens, widening the bar’s sphere of action.

It is worth remembering that Guingas won broad recognition in the “gay nightlife” of São Paulo after 

winning the category “LGBT Performance Venue” during the 3rd edition of the Papo Mix Diversity Prize, 

held on May 20, 2014 in the city of São Paulo. Before that, in 2013, with the launch of the Tô Ke Tô project 

organised by Drag Queen Ioiô Vieira de Carvalho, the bar began to gain notoriety, especially after several 

famous Drag Queens performed on their stage, to name a few: Silvetty Montilla, Michelly Summer, Léo 

Aquila, Gretta Star, Márcia Pantera. The project cited takes place every Friday and aims to bring together all 

styles of music in a single night. In addition, the inclusion of the bar in the Gay Guide to São Paulo, in 2015, 

situated the space on a spectrum of information that sheds light on homosexual sociability produced in São 

Paulo’s “periphery”.

Thus, the bar gained visibility due to local strategies that involved disputes around spatialities and 

geographical location, aspects that reaffirmed confidence and allowed for people from other regions of the 

city to come. Of note, its pioneering spirit and the strategic vision of the owner provided credibility and 

recognition in a region marked socially and historically by segregation, precariousness and the absence of 

urban facilities and, let me say, the virtual nonexistence of spaces of homosexual sociability.

At Plast, cola de tudo [anything goes]: affinities and disputes 

Still in São Paulo, I made incursions at the Plasticine party, a fortnightly event held since 2010, at the 

Luar Rock bar, in Itaquera, in José Bonifácio’s neighbourhood. Recognised as a venue by the organiser, 

Ramires (24 years old, gay), and as a club by its patrons, the history of the event has references to the São 

Paulo rock and punk scene dating back to the 1980s, when the mixture of publics, musical styles and 

genres served as a stimulus for the attendance of people considered alternative, in clubs in the “central” 

region of the city (see Palomino, 1999)13. The idea of an alternative underground in relation to Plast, as the 

party is popularly known, bears direct similarities to this scenario, although Ramires does not resort to 

such references. Their mobilities ended up constructing bridges with the city and with groups of people, 

12   These age and generational markers articulated to spaces and places approach the idea of temporal fluidity present in Guilherme Passamani’s (2015) 
research on aging, memory and homosexual behaviours in two cities, one small and medium-sized, in the Pantanal region of Mato Grosso do Sul. From 
the author’s perspective, time is a signal used to define the place of memory in narratives, as well as indicating ruptures and permanence in the way sexual 
orientations and gender identities are constituted in the past and present of the interlocutors and the researcher himself.

13   Retreating into the history of the São Paulo musical and fashion scene, during the 1990s, as recounted by Erika Palomino (1999), the constitution of an 
underground scene in São Paulo goes back to the concept of a club that began in the 1990s, but which had remnants of the discos of the 1970s and dance clubs 
of the 1980s in “central” places in this city (Bela Vista, Consolação, the streets Marquês de Itu and Frederico Steidel). It is important to understand how the 
meaning of the word underground in the context of the time was immersed in atmospheres that mixed publics and musical genres. Palomino showed that 
the bars and nightclubs of this period constituted a direct connection with the diversity of people. Thus, I note that triggering the act of using the term 
underground is premised on the approximation between heterosexuals and homosexuals in contexts of sociability.
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in which age and musical affinities contributed to assign meaning to the party: part of the public that 

frequents the place, girls and boys between 15 and 25 years old, like listening to rock and sharing space with 

others of the same age group and who are fans of singers like Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, Rihanna and Britney 

Spears.

The first time I went to Plasticine, I noticed a profusion of identifications related to gender and 

sexuality, such as: straight, homosexual, gay, depends on the moment, fag, lesbian, racha, boy, dyke, bi. I deemed 

it appropriate not to form a glossary of each terminology, but rather to understand what Ramires thought 

about it.

Researcher: Who currently makes up the public at Plasticine?

Ramires: I’m not sure. Generally, I define it as alternative. When I say alternative people understand, it’s an alternative 

public: gay is cool, lesbian is cool, straight is cool, cola de tudo [anything goes]. So, there’s been a lot who’ve come out 

of the closet at Plast. I don’t know if it’s because it’s my party and because the people already know that I’m gay, so, it’s 

because it’s Ramires’ party, it’s a GLS party. But we didn’t begin with the intention of being a gay party, or GLS, but it’s 

because I have a lot of gay friends, and they end up coming; so in the end everyone comes, because it’s Ramires’ party 

and it’ll be cool, but the intention was for a straight public, so much so that we made it VIP for women up to one in the 

morning, and have some tequila guy pouring drinks down the guys’ throats. At first, we didn’t want it to be a GLS party. 

Not that I mind, I don’t care, but the guys, not that they mind, but it’s not the main focus, but of course, gay is cool, 

straight, it’s Plasticine!

The first point of analysis concerns Ramires’ self-identification as gay and the possible relationship that 

this identity affirmation has in the construction of affinities and the attendance of mainly gays and lesbians 

at the party. I pointed out that I had observed a large presence of these publics at the parties he organised, 

emphasising that my intention was not to suggest an idea of community, but to inquiry as to what made 

these subjects begin expressively occupying the bar after the inauguration of Plasticine. He commented 

that many of them were already out of the closet, without going into details. In addition, he insinuated that 

the presence, in this case, of gays was because most of his gay friends understood the party as a GLS space. 

The sense of the party is thus as much an individual construction, which comes from a specific identity 

affirmation, as it is a collective production that somehow moves elective affinities and spatial disputes 

between homosexuals and heterosexuals. Thus, in this context, the movement-action of making out with the 

city underlies approximations and distancings as certain genders and sexualities intersect, that is, it is 

not a sexualisation of the urban space exclusively for erotic-affective purposes, rather of how such social 

productions of difference are marked by identity processes, relationships, experiences and subjectivities 

(Brah, 2006) that may or may not be shared. 

Intrigued by the expression cola de tudo [anything goes], and reflecting on possible disputes over space, 

I asked Ramires if he had ever witnessed any kind of tension between homosexuals and heterosexuals within 

the party. He commented:

It’s happened, but there’s no real reason for it. I heard about one time, there was a gay couple kissing, two boys, and 

a skinhead saw them and didn’t like it. So, he began demanding satisfaction, since he knew the place wasn’t GLS, but 

anything goes: straight, gay, bi; anything goes! So, it stirred things up: he head-butted a guy in the mouth who was 

wearing braces, his mouth got stuck to the braces, about two years ago. This happened during the first year of the party. 

The boy was about 13, he hung out with the older skinheads and felt entitled to attack someone, but after what happened 

he never came back to Luar.
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What I observed is that expression anything goes is a kind of situational force that serves as a stimulus to 

make the tensions between heterosexuals and homosexuals less problematic.

Another point worth mentioning is the use of the term GLS by Ramires: we didn’t start out with 

the intention it being a gay party, er... GLS; in principle, we don’t want it to be a GLS party. Although these 

contingencies, at certain moments, force the party towards a broad sense of diversity, they also suggest that 

even a party where cola de tudo [anything goes], due to the non-fixation of identity, has to consider such an 

assertion by relating it to specific demands that mark a deliberate retreat, that of not intending to promote 

a GLS party, but rather an alternative party. This does not mean solely and exclusively that this positioning 

reflects the mixture of publics so recurrent in the words of Ramires, however, this the same idea of mixing, 

sometimes subdues the homosexual public and makes it an appendix or identification that the heterosexual 

public does not share. Although he retreats from the idea of GLS, it is interesting to note that its use is as 

ambiguous as the expression cola de tudo [anything goes].

According to Regina Facchini (2005):

The acronym GLS does not imply the idea of “everyone” or “any person”, but rather creates a new classification 

logic of individuals, opening up the possibility of being gay, lesbian, sympathiser or non-sympathiser. 

The “non-sympathisers” are excluded from this new group delimited by the GLS acronym and the idea of 

“tolerance”, creating instead a new distinction between homosexuals, those who maintain a relation of 

tolerance/sympathy towards them and those who do not maintain such a relationship. This classificatory logic 

seems to be deeply rooted in the idea that differences exist and must be preserved, or at least tolerated, which 

has intensified in Brazil with the introduction of “political correctness” and the expansion of ideals of human 

rights (Facchini, 2005: 177).

This time, by relating the expressions cola de tudo [anything goes] and alternative underground, it is 

possible to observe that their uses simultaneously denote a premise of tolerance and a potential momentary 

identification of the party as GLS. This ends up causing discomfort, principally for the public of heterosexual 

men, after all they do not identify with any of the letters of the acronym. Thus, cola de tudo [anything goes] 

and alternative underground, besides being designations that “alleviate” a certain stigma underlying the 

emic meaning of GLS – Ah, you’re going to that faggoty, GLS club –, are tenous lines that erect distinctions 

according to specific conveniences and previous temporal markers of subjects that preceded the creation of 

Plasticine and helped shape the former meaning of the bar as a mostly heterosexual space and the rock genre. 

Although Plasticine’s current public has been renewed, this is a way of marking tensions and ruptures in 

this “peripheral” scene.

Plasticine’s youthful force, engendered by mobilities and social markings, exerted a profitable 

counterpoint to Guingas and, hence, to our notion of “periphery” in São Paulo. Indeed, there is no single 

strategy that supports practices and representations in the “peripheries” of this capital (see Facchini, 

2008). This ingenious articulation between mobile processes and social markings, allowed me to pursue 

the notion of movement-action, above all because it was not only about the establishment of arrival and 

departure points, but how these points address urban references to compose “new” scenarios of agency and 

experience. I reiterate, therefore, that this movement-action should not only be understood as an object 

of exchange, but also as an articulation that glances at genders, sexualities, territorialities, regionalities, 

social classes, colours, ages, generations, desires, intentions, volitions, spatial-temporal transformations. 

The effort, even when specific, to reflect on mobility is important because it has three elements proposed by 

Tim Cresswell (2009):
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Mobility is an entanglement of physical movement, of meaning and practice. Each of these elements of mobility 

is, in my view, political. Mobility is also social movement. It combines the movement (of people, of things, 

of ideas) with the meanings and narratives that surround them. It also recognizes the fact that mobilities are 

produced within social systems which, in turn, help to shape them. Mobilities cannot be understood without 

recognizing that they exist in interrelationship and in relation to various forms of fixity (Cresswell, 2009: 25).

In this sense, the effort to organise a party outside the standards of that reality was perhaps one of the 

ingredients of its success, and this was due to the insistence on moving forward with an expressive local 

product that could connect as an equal to references from the “centre” of the city. On this aspect, I finish 

the section with the following speech by a Plasticine patron, Augusto (23 years old, straight): I’ve been to 

several clubs in the city centre and now I’ve begun to hang out at Plast. What I realise is that what goes on here [at 

Plasticine] is not that much different from what goes on there [at clubs in the “centre”], the only difference is that 

Plast is in the periphery.

Together and intermingled? Homogeneities, heterogeneities and slippages

On the air shuttle for the city of Belém, I inquired into the oldest space of homosexual sociability, still 

in operation, the Refúgio dos Anjos bar. Located in the Guamá neighbourhood (in the heart of Guamá), 

at 659 Barão de Igarapé-Miri Avenue, known for its intense traffic and intense daytime business, in 2017 

the bar turned 21. Popularly known as Ângela’s bar, a direct allusion to the owner’s name, the space has a 

history that is directly related to its trajectory. The older visitors recognise it as an emblematic figure of the 

neighbourhood.

Regarding the urban scenario of Belém, a demographic growth pari passu to the expansion of the 

“peripheral” districts of the city is evident. Some neighbourhoods on the “periphery” of Belém, generally 

those that are flanked by the river, such as Guamá, Terra Firme, Jurunas and Condor, are known as the 

baixada [lowlands] or “areas of the baixada” (see Marra, 2008), because they were built on floodplain terrain. 

Technically, “this terminology is linked to the low altitude in these areas. In this case, in addition to the 

question of altitude, these neighbourhoods are located in a low, flat area, inserted along Tucunduba 

canal, close to the River Guamá” (Santana, 2014: 2582). Concerning this demographic expansion, Thomas 

Mitschein (2006) stated that “the most significant population growth in Belém took place between 1960 and 

1980. At that time, during which the resident population went from 399,222 people to almost 1 million, the 

peripheral neighbourhoods of the city expanded significantly” (ibid.: 12). According to the author, there was 

an intense migratory flow of populations from the interior of Pará during this period, from neighbouring 

micro-regions – Bragantina, Baixo Tocantins, Salgado, Ilha do Marajó, Guajarina, Tomé-Açu etc. – to the 

“peripheries” of Belém.

Thus, the urban expansion of Belém, related to the successive growth of real estate and commercial 

developments in the following decades, was one of the factors that corroborates the representation of 

the urban landscape of the city traversed by inhomogeneity and by strengthening “centre-periphery” 

opposition (even though there is social inequality). Caldeira (2000) called this “functional heterogeneity” to 

explain a “new pattern of spatial organisation”, which mixes rich and poor on the one hand, and residence 

and work on the other. This does not mean that Belém and São Paulo are similar in this sense, rather it 

identifies how the ideal representation of “centre” and “periphery” in the capital of Pará is much more 

diluted and less segmented than in São Paulo.

This urban imagery in Belém has allowed me to understand that in this urban context a certain border 

concept exists that moves relationships and spaces with a view to establishing connections. If, as Maués 

(1999) affirms, the “Amazon” can be considered a frontier region, it is my understanding that certain 
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“periphery” neighbourhoods, like those mentioned above, due to the confluence between the river and 

the city and the intense migration process, can be conceived as frontier places, due not only to territorial 

demarcations, but also to blurred geographical imaginations that do not shy away from going beyond 

mobile pragmatisms. The movement-action of making out with the city in this last ethnographic approach 

directly prioritised the tenuous lines between what purposively conformed to socio-spatial, sexual, and 

gender conventions and what escaped the same.

Concerning the disposition of individuals in the bar, the captive public is divided into two days of the 

week: on Saturdays, women self-identified as lesbian or entendidas, between 25 and 50 years old, make up 

most of the patrons; on Sundays the space is dominated by men self-identified as gay or homosexual, from 

18 to 50 years old. I could not fail to notice that among the older patrons, called barrocas [lit: baroques], 

a nostalgic discourse exists that recalls the initial years of the bar’s operation, about how the public 

has changed as its recognition increased. Another important point concerns the stigma underlying the 

geographical location of the bar, that it is worthless, only attracts ugly people, is dirty. Even though these 

are hierarchical, dichotomous and accusatory postures, it is due to the resignification of these stigmas, 

together with local dissent in the face of police raids and the everyday resistance that the bar continues to 

exist.

According to Reginaldo (46 years old, gay): 

In Ângela’s bar there is an identity, for the most part, of people who are assumed homosexuals, and I believe that the 

majority of people who go to Ângela, when they come out as homosexuals they’re not only out of the first closet, they’re 

already out of other closets, they’ve already opened up to the freedom of telling their family, of being out at work. Inside 

the bar, for example, there’s segmentation that shows that some individuals aren’t from the neighbourhood, this means 

they have contacts inside and outside the bar. There are groups of homosexuals from a certain street, for example, who 

are there drinking together, or who share the same profession, like hairdressing. You can also see 50-year-olds mingling 

with others 40 or younger, you have the more macho bichas, together with the flaming queens. So you sense that 

within this supposedly homosexual homogeneity, there is a heterogeneity that not only touches on the issues of colour, 

profession, class, but also of gender; it’s very visible because I see a lot of homosexuals saying: ‘I can’t stand being with 

the dykes because they make such a scandal and such...’ On Saturday, for example, 99% are lesbians. So, I perceive these 

demarcations. Now I don’t know if these are the only criteria, there may be others that circulate among all the groups.

The positions assumed by the subjects, contrary to that imagined, are not pre-existent to them, but 

produced socially (Brah, 2006). In Reginaldo’s speech, from start to finish the supposed unitary character 

of identity is diluted and blurred by the distinct experiences of each subject. Initially, he emphasises 

identity as multiple, locating it on his social map, based on what each group/individual brings with them. 

In this sense, identity is never a totality, but one or more points; it is elusive. When Reginaldo reflects on 

heterogeneity, as opposed to what he calls homosexual homogeneity, I recalled the narrative of another of the 

bar’s patrons, Vicente (23 years old, homosexual).

In the conversations with Vicente, the heterogeneity raised by Reginaldo was one of the precedents for 

understanding that Vicente’s experiences are not limited to the composition of networks of gay friends and/

or in spaces of sociability mostly occupied by gays.

Vicente: People ask me why I don’t like places where lots of gays go... I don’t have many gay friends because I believe that 

many of them... the experiences I had with gays weren’t good, they were phoney with me, you know? It seems that one is 

trying to steal the other’s boyfriend, one of them bad mouths another behind their back, and in the nightclubs, they keep 

checking you out from head to toe. People don’t go out to feel at ease, to feel good, to have fun. People go out so they can 

show themselves off, it’s about status: they want to wear the best gear, the best sneakers, it’s all about aesthetics.
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Researcher: This doesn’t happen at “Ângela’s” bar?

Vicente: I don’t get a sense of that. I can tell people are there to have fun, to drink, they don’t care about whether people 

are scoping, what they’re thinking, you know? So much so that if you were to pay attention, people are dressed like... easy 

going. There’s not so much of this thing of trying to dress up for others, more for yourself, socialising with the people who 

are there.

Reginaldo and Vicente elaborate their repertoires, carefully scrutinising processes of social 

differentiation. The foundation for Reginaldo probably includes the accumulation of experiences that he 

has lived through since the bar opened up to the present. In Vicente’s case, his experiences are challenged 

by the lack of approximation to groups formed by gays and by the inescapable supposition of the 

distinction between bar patrons and clubbers. Another significant point is that, unlike Reginaldo, Vicente’s 

friendships are almost all composed of homosexual and heterosexual women. It is worth emphasising that 

this social production of difference does not seek to elucidate the totality, they are not trying to explain 

all the details and, in passing, the reflections I present do not seek a holistic understanding of the realities 

presented.

Continuing with the narratives of Reginaldo and Vicente, it is significant to observe how they articulate 

imageries from inside and outside, which approaches what Roberto Marques (2015) named as “identity as 

gotcha”. In his doctoral thesis on the electronic forró festivities, located in the Crato Agricultural Exhibition 

Park – Expocrato –, a micro-region south of Ceará, Marques analyses the musical aspect not as originating 

from or typical of the “region”, but as an identity and classificatory mobiliser.

Forró, therefore, does not help me characterise a local identity, but to imagine/visualise how the experience of 

saturation and multiplicity, strongly present in the forró party, reveals a local form of thought that is difficult to 

achieve by limiting the analysis to its most frequently visited identity signs (Marques, 2015: 30).

The author makes the reader perceive that in these “territories of light and shadow” of forró parties 

– similar to the internal visuality of a nightclub – bodies and musical genre resemble slippages and 

non-definitions of meaning, respectively. The forró concerts that Marques observed recall the scenario 

of the sound system parties in the “peripheries” of Belém, in which it is possible to perceive multiple 

compositions of apparel within spaces predominantly of versions of pop music, funk, reggae and forró hits, 

all in the rhythm of tecnobrega, accompanied by immense sound systems and paraphernalia that involves 

lasers, light cannons and lots of pyrotechnics with structures that move on stage, symbolising objects 

(ships, weapons, precious stones) and animals (reptiles, birds). Added to this is the continuous citation by 

DJs, of forró concerts and sound system parties, the names of forró bands or sound systems and galeras14 

(groups of girls and boys, residents of the “peripheries” of Belém, based on the cult of an object or sound 

system and linked to their place of residence/place of birth) and the commercialisation of modestly priced 

CDs recorded during the parties.

Looking at the context that I observed, based on my reading of Marques, the ideas of bodies in slippage 

aligned with musical genres with no definitions of meaning are promising. Even though we are dealing 

with specific urban and festive contexts.

Indeed, in the three bars where ethnographies were conducted, the slippage of identities, sexualities 

and the absence of a single sense of homosexual sociability were important factors. Even at Guingas 

and Refúgio dos Anjos (Ângela’s), where sexual orientation was verbalised loud and clear, the power 

of homosexual subjectivities enabled us to look more careful look at established social relations. This 

14   On the sound system (aparelhagem) parties in Belém and the galeras (crews) that form part of these parties, see: Antônio Mauricio Costa (2007) and Ana 
Paula Vilhena (2012).
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dynamism of identity, in particular, appears not as a way of reifying sexualities and agencies, but to 

emphasise that their constitution processes take place in a manner both reciprocal and mobile, which, in 

most cases, promote mutual affections traversed by resignifications of terms and/or jargons (Strauss, 1999). 

As Isadora Lins França (2013: 16) would say: “The relation between the production of places – the attribution 

of meanings to spaces – and the people who transit in them is of mutual constitution: at the same time that 

they produce difference and inequality based on these transits and of different positions of subject, they 

also produce senses of place”.

Final considerations 

The opposing reading of the official discourse on “margin” was what motivated me to research the 

“periphery”, though not exactly as an isolated composite, rather the constitution of (homo)sexualities and 

socio-spatial disputes that emerged from this place. Ever since I raised the possibility of working with this 

theme, the question-problem I have pursued concerned questioning a certain erasure of the relationship 

between “periphery” and (homo)sexuality. In principle, I could not understand why most of the bars 

and nightclubs I surveyed that were located in the “peripheries” remained “invisible”, despite their local 

expressiveness, or were occasionally incorporated into the mainstream leisure and entertainment scene of 

each capital.

Considering the historical contextualisation surrounding the urbanisation processes of São Paulo and 

Belém, I noted that the vertiginous “peripheral” expansion that began in the city of São Paulo between 

1940 and 1980, and in Belém between 1960 and 1980, besides having expelled the poor populations from the 

“centres” of these capitals (migrants from the northeastern and northern states, in São Paulo, and migrants 

from the interior of Pará, in Belém), had established spaces and emblematic places in the urban network, 

seen as such due to their complete withdrawal from the “periphery”.

Through this panorama, I perceived that the “invisibility” of spaces of homosexual sociability located 

in the “peripheries” of São Paulo and Belém was partly justified by the way space/places were constituted, 

their “imaginative geographies” (Massey, 2013) did not allow them to stand out beyond the obvious. In the 

interpretive key scrutinised here, such observed “peripheries” functioned as species of residualities (not 

exactly fluidity), precisely because the meanings ascribed to them and the ways in which the accesses and 

desires that occurred are contingent. On a larger scale, it is possible to contemplate that “periphery” and 

“centre” do not contain a complete city framework.

In conclusion, the privilege of having made contact with certain “peripheries” of São Paulo and 

Belém at diverse moments was a breath of fresh air. Not that I was exempt from bringing with me more 

problems or perceiving more forays and analytical confusions when I was in the field, but the oxygen that 

I received from the bars was fundamental for me to look at these cities with greater awareness, above all, 

to look at these urban “peripheries” with greater sensitivity. The highlighted data allowed us to understand 

the existence and resistance of the bars Guingas, Luar Rock and Refúgio dos Anjos as spaces that make 

individuals, objects and representations circulate within games of accusation and resignification, in which 

“they also allow people to become recognised and explore different possibilities of action and performance” 

(Simões, 2011: 171-172). These data are therefore facets of a broader and more complex range of issues; the 

idea is that they can open up lacunae to new reflections and the critical densification of urban studies and 

studies on gender and sexuality.
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Paraphrasing Manuela Carneiro da Cunha (2009: 329): “there are many more regimes of knowledge and 

culture than our vain metropolitan imagination assumes”; in other words, there are many more regimes of 

knowledge and potential sociabilities, sexualities and disputes than our vain geographical/cartographic, 

dominant, and “central” imagination assumes.

Translated by Philip Sidney Pacheco Badiz
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Abstract

How does the actualization of government technologies in territories considered to be on the margin of 

the State work? Which theoretical and methodological clues can we follow from the marks left by State 

agents on the bodies of those regarded as peripheral? What are the political connections between territorial 

boundaries and the delimitations of the physical bodies that inhabit them? These questions inform the 

present article in which we analyze three homicides by pursuing two complementary lines of investigation: 

one guided by the reflection on the territorialization of certain State actions, in the sense proposed by 

Barros (2016); the other anchored in the discussion on the mechanisms central to the governmental 

management of the deaths of favela residents, as outlined by Farias (2014).
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Deslocamentos políticos entre periferia 
e centro através de territórios e corpos

Resumo

Como se dão as atualizações das tecnologias governamentais em territórios considerados à margem do 

Estado? Quais pistas teórico-metodológicas podemos perseguir a partir das marcas deixadas por agentes de 

estado em corpos considerados periféricos? Quais são as conexões políticas entre as fronteiras territoriais e 

as delimitações do corpo físico que as habita? Tais perguntas alimentam a elaboração deste artigo, no qual 

analisamos três casos de homicídio a partir de duas linhas investigativas complementares: uma pautada 

pela reflexão sobre a territorialização de determinadas ações de Estado, no sentido proposto por Barros 

(2016), e outra ancorada na discussão sobre a engrenagem que compõe a gestão governamental das mortes 

de moradores de favelas, nos termos trabalhados por Farias (2014).

Palavras-chave: Violência de Estado; favelas; tecnologias de governo; execução sumária; corpos.
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Political displacements between 
the periphery and the center 
through territories and bodies
Rachel Barros
Juliana Farias

Introduction1

How does the actualization2 of government technologies in territories considered to be on the margin 

of the State work? Which theoretical and methodological clues can we follow from the marks left by State 

agents on the bodies of those regarded as peripheral? What are the political connections between territorial 

boundaries and the delimitations of the physical bodies that inhabit them? These questions inform the 

present article in which we analyze three homicides by pursuing two complementary lines of investigation: 

one guided by the reflection on the territorialization of certain State actions, in the sense proposed by 

Barros (2016); the other anchored in the discussion on the mechanisms central to the governmental 

management of the deaths of favela residents, as outlined by Farias (2014).3

This text is built, therefore, on two distinct ethnographies, whose points of political-theoretical-

methodological intersection reflect our commitment to the Manguinhos Social Forum and the Network 

of Communities and Movements against Violence – social movements through which the two research 

agendas concerned were undertaken. In the present joint text, we turn our attention to the first three 

deaths to result from police intervention after the implementation of the Pacifying Police Unit (UPP) in 

Manguinhos, in the North Zone of the city of Rio de Janeiro.4

Based on these three cases,5 we shall examine various political displacements related to the interweaving 

of center and periphery, engaging with two of the definitions formulated by Veena Das and Deborah Poole 

in their analysis of anthropology as practiced on the “margins of the State”: one is the notion of margins 

as places where rights can be violated through different dynamics of interaction between people and the 

documents, practices and words of the State (Das & Poole, 2004:9); the other approaches the margin as “a 

space between bodies, laws, and discipline” (Das & Poole, 2004:10).

1     We are very grateful to Ana Luiza Lopes and Rodrigo Calvet for their careful translation of our article.

2   At this point, we wish to emphasize the meaning we hope to convey by the terms actualization and actualize, which translate the Portuguese words 
atualização and atualizar, meaning both ‘make actual/real’ as well as ‘renew, update.’ This choice reflects our understanding of given State practices as 
the accumulation of experiences that are also being continually reinvented. That is to say, they hinge on violation techniques from the past while they 
simultaneously update – or actualize – themselves with whatever resources they need in order to control bodies and territories in the present.

3   We wish to thank the mothers and relatives of victims of state violence who work in Rio de Janeiro, especially Ana Paula Oliveira and Fátima Pinho, for 
providing the documentation analyzed in the present article, as well as the trust of politically engaged groups with whom we conduct(ed) our research: in 
Rachel Barros’s case the Manguinhos Social Forum, and in Juliana Farias’s, the Network of Communities and Movements against Violence.

4   According to Barros (2016), the neighborhood of Manguinhos encompasses twelve favelas, while the so-called Manguinhos Complex as a whole is composed 
of sixteen favelas. For more information, see Projeto Território em Transe (http://www.territorioemtranse.com.br), the web portal of the Laboratório 
Territorial de Manguinhos – LTM/Fiocruz (www.conhecendomanguinhos.fiocruz.br), as well as História de pessoas e lugares (LTM/Fiocruz, 2009) and Diagnóstico 
sócio comunitário de Manguinhos (Laboratório de Direitos Humanos de Manguinhos, 2011).

5   In our analysis we have adopted the term ‘case’ as an emic category, which within this ethnographic context, corresponds to an emblematic instance of 
summary execution. However, we also value the political perspective that the idea of ‘case’ provides, as expressed in the works of Freire (2005, 2007, 2008, 
2010), who, inspired by the analyses of Boltanski (1990) and Claverie (1998), reads the ‘form-case’ as a resource available for use within the political framework.
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Lastly, it is important to point out that we appreciate the idea that the delimitation of such “margins of 

the State” is not solely based on geographical aspects: the shift from a spatial model of center and periphery 

relates to the understanding that various notions of ‘margins,’ as they were explored in the seminar that 

gave rise to Anthropology in the Margins of the State, were based on relations between sovereignty and forms 

of disciplinary power, as well as on specific genealogies of political and economic subjects (Das & Poole, 

2004).6

March 17, 2013: the Case of Mateus Oliveira Casé

Sixteen year-old Mateus Oliveira Casé died during a police search in the Américo Junior Square, in 

Vila Turismo.7 According to a document sent to the UN Rapporteur of the United Nations for Summary, 

Arbitrary and Extrajudicial Executions,8 “Mateus was with a group of friends when a police car used by 

the local UPP stopped near them. One of the police officers said, ‘look who fell into my hands.’” The same 

document states that this officer had a ‘disagreement’ with Mateus only days before the approach that led 

to the Taser weapon being fired. When Mateus was hit, he was electrocuted, fell and banged his head on 

the ground. One of the witnesses declared that the police officers said Mateus would wake up in two hours. 

They left without assisting the victim. Local residents then decided to take the young man themselves to 

the Emergence Care Unit, where he was pronounced dead on arrival.9

The Pacifying Police Unit had been implemented on January 16th 2013, just two months prior to Mateus’s 

death. The proximity of these dates is an important element in the present analysis, as will become clear 

in the following sequence of statements, beginning with an excerpt from a speech by Captain Martins, in 

charge of the Manguinhos UPP at the time. During a community meeting to discuss the case of Mateus’s 

death, Captain Martins presented several arguments delegitimizing the claims of local residents concerning 

the facts – arguments that comprise at least two versions, both based on legal procedures that granted 

veracity to the officer’s allegations.

In his first version of the events, the captain stated that the UPP officers did not use the Taser gun, 

claiming such a weapon would be unlikely to have caused the young man’s death. Captain Martins explores 

the alleged contradictory testimonies from the people who were with Mateus in order to legitimize this 

version of the facts, which points to the young man banging his head as the cause of death:

These same people said they tried to wake the boy up with alcohol […] and he did not respond, then they tried 
to give him a glass of milk, and he was still unconscious. Well, I don’t know why they thought that a glass of 
milk would wake him up, but that was the procedure they adopted. They saw it didn’t work. That was when 
somebody decided to take him to the UPA [Emergency Care Unit], and we already know the outcome. Anyway, 
they were only unanimous in the end when they said the boy had hit his head. Because they were informed that 
the shock would be unlikely to lead to someone’s death, they said the boy had hit his head, and that this blow to 
the head was what probably caused him to die.10

6   We point out that despite expressing the influence of Veena Das and Deborah Pool’s thinking on “margins of the State,” our analysis also stems from our 
reading of Foucault’s notion of ‘governmentality.’ We therefore intend ‘margins of the State,’ ‘governmentality’ and ‘governmental management of bodies 
and territories’ to be explored here through an ethnographically productive conceptual tension.

7   Vila Turismo, whose emergence dates back to 1951, is one of the favelas in Manguinhos.

8   In this document, the report on Mateus’s case was submitted by the team from the Institutional Violence and Public Safety program of the NGO Justiça 
Global, in close dialogue with members of the Manguinhos Social Forum, as well as members of the Human Rights and Citizenship Defense Committee of the 
State Assembly of Rio de Janeiro. To access the whole document, see “Information regarding human rights violations in Rio de Janeiro occupied ‘favelas’ – the 
case of the ‘Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora’ (Police Pacifying Unit) and recent killing during the protest season in Brazil,” source <http://www.global.org.br/
wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Global-Justice-Information-regarding-human-rights-violations-in-Rio-de-Janeiro-occupied----favelas---.pdf>.

9   According to information provided by TV Record, the Health Office responsible for the Manguinhos Emergency Care Unit had released a statement 
informing that Mateus was dead on arrival. See <http://tv.r7.com/record-play/rio-de-janeiro/balanco-geral-rj/videos/policiais-e-moradores-entram-em-
confronto-apos-morte-de-jovem-em-manguinhos-rj-18102015>.

10   Excerpt from an audiovisual recording of the 2nd community meeting of the local UPP, held in June 2013.
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Captain Martins’s subsequent arguments added elements to the narrative drawn from the world of 

forensic medicine, creating a mosaic of technical information whose purpose was to invalidate the claims 

of the residents who held the police responsible for Mateus’s death.

But when this information came to me, I already knew the boy had no marks, any mark, no lesion on the body, 

including from the Taser equipment… That equipment leaves a mark. If someone has never seen it in use, it 

leaves a mark, it leaves a small lesion, it is not big, but nevertheless it leaves a lesion when directly applied to 

the body; when used with a dart, it perforates. Only a doctor can remove it, only a medical team can remove the 

dart, because it really penetrates the skin, there is no way the person can take it off. If the person tries to take it 

off, it will get even worse. So every time it is used, it is recommended… it is recommended, the protocol is that 

the police squad will help the person who was…uhhh… on whom the equipment was used, they help the person 

and take him to the medical team so they can remove that dart. In other words, the dart was not used, nor was 

the equipment directly. There was no mark. There was also no mark on the head. There was no mark on the 

body. So, the version of the fall, of the beating, of anything, it all fell apart. Well, I am not going into the merits, 

well, of why they claimed that, I will not judge… they were friends, family, anyway, they associated it with the 

police check and accused the officers of the fact.11

Reinforcing the version that there was no mark on the victim’s body connecting the crime to the 

officers, Captain Martins attempts to bolster his narrative by describing the physical transformations 

caused by the shot of a Taser weapon with a dart – the lesion it leaves when directly applied to the body, the 

perforation of an object that “really penetrates the skin.” He then contrasts these effects with the supposed 

standard action of the police, who must follow regulations (a determinação or protocol as he calls it) when 

choosing to employ such equipment, namely, to provide aid to the victim. However, this very narrative 

highlights the differences between the care taken with the body of a resident and the care taken with the 

corporation’s apparatuses. After all, the control technologies employed by the police include not only 

equipment and weaponry, but also the official state narrative, duly utilized and edited to justify successes 

and mistakes.

Well, this resulted in a series of disturbances, they attacked the police car, they tried to attack buses, the community 

was in terrible chaos. And, naturally, stun grenades had to be used… [a resident then adds, “guns too, right captain, 

guns too.” And he replies:] they ended up being wrongfully used, both officers are being questioned about that.

Resident: And how is the death inquest going?

Captain: Death inquest?

Resident: Is there no inquest? 

Captain: Look…

Resident: If there is a complaint from the residents, isn’t there an inquest?

Captain: Let me finish, I will get there. Anyway… There were a series of disturbances, creating a terrible, terrible 

atmosphere in the community, and this information that the boy had been killed by the UPP was first broadcasted 

by the R7 website, then by the TV channel Record, and finally by the residents themselves who, hearing this story, 

naturally reproduced it, okay, then, naturally, there is no way to blame anyone for anything, this is actually why I 

am here right now clarifying this.12

11  Ibid.

12   Ibid.

283



Rachel Barros, Juliana Farias Vibrant v.14 n.3

The official statement above was made during an open meeting with residents. This places us in a 

privileged position to observe how the process of actualizing governmental control techniques feeds on the 

practice Foucault (1988) called “discursive orthopedics,” since the police officer selects which information 

to disclose and which to withhold. Moreover, there is a specific format for revealing the information to be 

disclosed, just as Foucault (1988) discusses through the notions of policing of statements and control over 

enunciations. 

This is not about the production of State control over what is said or not said concerning the deaths 

resulting from police intervention. What is actually at stake is the production of determinations on 

different ways of not saying things: how those who can and cannot speak are distributed, what type of 

discourse is allowed, or what kind of description is demanded from whom (Foucault 1988:34). It is no 

coincidence that the captain uses the term ‘clarification’ here. It is precisely by pursuing a ‘clarification of 

facts’ narrative that the State agent continues to ratify his version of Mateus’s death.

Beginning to answer our friend here [he points at the resident who has asked about the inquest], regarding the 

investigation: first, the preliminary report from the Civil Police, from the Medical-Legal Institute, the cause of 

death, uhhh…[was] cardiorespiratory arrest, and the body presented a mild… I can’t remember the technical 

term right now, but anyway… the lung was slightly swollen and there was liquid, liquid residue in the lung, 

anyway… it was confirmed once again: there was no sign of violence on the boy’s body. There was none, okay? 

And this isn’t the final report. We are still waiting for the final one. Now, the first piece of information we 

received from the Medical-Legal Institute team that examined the boy was that he probably suffocated from 

some liquid. And then the version I was told was that… was that someone gave a glass of milk to the boy while 

he was unconscious. I am not an expert, I am waiting, but everything suggests… everything suggests that the 

boy ended up suffocating because someone gave him a glass of milk while he was unconscious. Okay? There 

is, uhhh… an investigation being conducted within the Military Police… The Civil Police, uhhh… if I’m not 

mistaken, they are also investigating the… the boy’s death, now, uhhh… the evidence, the evidence so far, let me 

say this again, is that there was no fact of violence regarding the police action.13

Forgetting the technical term, saying he had no access to the final report, and stating Mateus “probably 

suffocated with some liquid” constitute discursive strategies, which are also ‘ways of not saying,’ yet 

saying. The captain thus fits the pieces of the narrative inherent to the actualization of the State’s ‘fiction 

of power,’ as outlined by Mombaça (2016). According to the latter, the “monopoly of violence is a fiction of 

power based on the promise that it would be possible to forge a neutral position from which to mediate 

conflicts” (Mombaça 2016: 14). This ‘fiction of power’ thus entitles the captain to declare that, ‘naturally,’ 

police officers used stun grenades when they identified ‘disturbances’ and ‘terrible chaos’ within the 

community. Built on the elasticity inherent to the process through which such fictions are constructed, the 

captain presents a second version of Mateus’s death, which complements the first one, bringing a moral 

judgement with it. He invokes “the evidence” to claim that the young man died of an overdose, not to 

mention that the residents are directly blamed for his death, since according to the captain’s version, they 

prevented the police from providing assistance:

Well, shortly afterwards, I did check whether there had been at least one approach by the officers. I found out 

there was indeed one approach. What happened? As the officers reported, they saw a group of young men and 

approached them, they were met with resistance on this first approach, and one of those boys who had not yet 

been approached, had not yet been searched, uttered some words, uhhh… he cursed the officers, cursed the 

squad, and ran off. At that moment, the squad left the group that was being approached and ran after the boy. 

13   Ibid.
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And if he fled, he must have had a reason to flee. They ran after him but couldn’t catch him. Anyone who knows 

Vila Turismo, that part over there, those little alleys over there, knows that, man, losing someone is the easiest 

thing to do when entering that area, because they are not… they are not Cartesian [in a geometrically ordered 

grid], anyway, and an alley divides into 2, 3, it is very easy for you to lose sight. Anyway, they lost sight of the 

boy, they didn’t see where he went. They went back to the spot where they had first approached the group. 

When they returned, the boy who would pass away was already down, and they questioned the girl who later 

came to me and spoke about the whole incident. They asked the girl what happened, and she said that there was 

no problem, that he was sick because – these were the words reported to me – because he was high. Information 

I had received from that first resident at the beginning of the story, who reported those facts to me. He said the 

boy had been using drugs since the night before. He spent the night using drugs. Well, the fact is they asked 

what was going on, the girl [said]: “no, he is sick because he is high.” “Okay, let’s take him to the UPA then” 

[officer’s words] – “no, you’re not going to lay a hand on him, you won’t take him anywhere” [the girl’s words]. 

So what did the officer do? He left the scene, proceeded with his normal duties after being misled into thinking 

there was nothing more serious. For those who are in contact with drug users, they know that it’s not unusual 

for a drug user to feel sick, faint, anyway, when using continuously. So, anyway, the fact that the boy was down 

for no apparent reason was not strange enough for the officer to help the boy against their [the local residents’] 

will. Because his friends didn’t want to let them assist him. So the officer proceeded with his normal duties, 

and the rest of the story you already know. […] As I said, the fact is being checked, we opened an inquest, the 

Military Police opened an inquest because there was a complaint by the residents, a complaint that was reported 

by the media. Now, in the preliminary inquest, there was no evidence, I repeat, there was no evidence of 

irregular conduct by the officers, okay? And I say this with complete peace of mind, because you may think ‘But 

the captain is defending his officer.’ Of course not. And then I go back to the point mentioned by our friend over 

there, the two officers who shot into the air to contain a disturbance… [residents interrupt and say the shots 

were not fired into the air, but towards the people, and add ‘it’s on film, captain.’ And the captain asks:] Towards 

the people?

Residents: It’s on film.

Captain: Look, do you understand anything about shooting, about weapons?

Resident: And do you understand anything about social policies?

Captain: You are completely wrong, completely wrong, let’s do this, let me conclude and then you speak, I can 

see you are here just to question. Without any grounds.

Residents: This is our role.

Captain: So I’ll respect your role. Just to conclude then, and open the agenda, I felt compelled to provide a 

clarification, to present another version to the residents, because it’s too easy, the press throws the information 

into the media without any basis [in fact], the R7 website reported the boy had been killed by [electric] shock, 

and there was no reporter from Record here at the moment. […] The irresponsibility, the recklessness of a mass 

information agency that dumps the information without checking it, without verifying it, and manipulates it, 

on purpose or not, I don’t know to what end, it manipulates all the information, and then you discover that the 

story wasn’t quite like this.14 

14   Ibid.
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In this latter – and longer – excerpt from the recording of the meeting, it becomes even clearer that the 

historically constructed confrontation represented by the State-favela relationship15 is actualized in the 

meeting itself. This is apparent, for example, when the captain monopolizes the meeting and does not know 

how to handle the interruptions from the residents, when he announces that he went on to check whether 

or not there had been an approach (information which, by that point, had been confirmed by different 

witnesses – albeit witnesses whose words apparently mattered less than the words of ‘his officer,’ in this 

case, the officer who answered to the local UPP command). This confrontation also becomes clear when he 

invokes the specificities of a field of knowledge in order to challenge information provided by the residents 

(“Look, do you understand anything about shooting, about weapons?”).

Not even when confronted with the video record16 – which proves visual proof of the fact that at least 

two UPP agents had shot towards residents occupying a public space and expressing their outrage at 

Mateus’s death – did the captain allow the ‘community meeting’ (according to his own terms) to resemble 

a space of ‘discussion’ with an ‘open agenda,’ as he had announced when beginning his talk that day. The 

intrinsic asymmetry of the meeting only seems to increase as his narrative develops. This is not just due to 

the fact that the captain’s body was wrapped in a Military Police uniform, with decorations displayed on 

his shoulders and the flag of the state of Rio de Janeiro emblazoned on his right sleeve, but also because his 

body condensed the image of a State that sees itself as sovereign and the sole bearer of the right to use force. 

Not to mention that the sound of the words, which articulate the arguments necessary to the construction 

process of the “fiction of power,” are uttered through this same body (Mombaça 2016).17

Such fiction is an essential element in the actualization of governmental control technologies, since 

the State must continuously re-create boundaries to become sovereign vis-à-vis certain populations and in 

certain territories: imagining the figure of the law depends on creating boundaries between practices and 

spaces included as part of the State and those excluded from it (Das & Poole 2004). The captain has to say 

that the residents were there “just to question,” “without any grounds,” while he positions himself as the 

expert, a master of investigative techniques, a specialist in handling firearms, and an authority on the law 

who “felt compelled to provide a clarification, to present another version to the residents.”

In the situation under question, the boundaries of the Manguinhos territory were re-created 

through the action of the officers of the newly-implemented Pacifying Police Unit (UPP) – whether those 

performing patrols on foot or in police vehicles, approaching residents aggressively, or those who control 

the information during a meeting like the one cited to the point of denying facts that were recorded on 

video and broadcast on open TV and the internet. This is the sort of boundary demarcation that validates 

improbable facts, deletes the action of key actors (like the officers who shot towards the residents rather 

than in the air) from the scene, pushes central issues to the margins of the meeting agenda (the residents 

asked about the inquest, but based on a preliminary inquiry and on the forgotten technical term, the 

captain asserted that “there was no evidence of irregular conduct by the officers”).

15   We turn our attention to the management of the population living in the favelas, considering the connection existing between the current public safety 
policies and the policies aimed at these people and territories due to their identification (specially by the public power) as an aesthetic blemish or a threat 
to the city’s health, as Valladares’s analyses show (2000, 2005). We argue that this connection between current public safety policies aimed at the favela 
territories and peripheries and the public policies for social assistance, health and housing is necessarily traversed by dynamics of violence, analyzed in 
different studies on segregation, conflict, circulation and political disputes from research lines that share reflections on the relationship between the State 
and its ‘margins,’ such as Machado da Silva (2008, 2016), Birman (2008), Magalhães (2008, 2013), Guariento (2009), Landim & Guariento (2010), Telles (2010), 
Feltran (2011), Leite (2012), Mattos (2013), Rodrigues et al. (2012), Trindade (2012), Cunha and Feltran (2013), Vianna (2014), Fernandes (2013), Landim (2013), 
Landim & Siqueira (2013), Rocha (2013), Menezes (2015), Birman, Leite, Machado & Carneiro (2015), Guterres (2016).

16   The record is available at <http://r7.com/Fg6l>. 

17   We call attention to the fact that the ‘fiction of power’ notion, as formulated by Mombaça (2016), is articulated, therefore, with the performative dimension 
that produces/becomes the State and margins.
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The displacement of territorial boundaries is necessarily articulated with the displacement of the 

political and moral boundaries of the residents, and the “fiction of power” produces fatal victims, like 

Mateus. The narrative that serves the fiction of power even modifies the physical body of the victim, whose 

death is sometimes attributed to the blow on the head when falling and sometimes to choking with liquid. 

Thus the cause of death remains invisible, just like the injuries that were never found on the body – after 

all the Taser gun was not even used, indeed the weapon is not even on the list of equipment used by agents 

of the UPP implemented in Manguinhos.18 But when it comes to the death of peripheral bodies, military 

authorities do not have to be ‘Cartesian’ in their explanations, which can be like the ‘little alleys’ in Vila 

Turismo, where an “alley divides into 2, 3” and “it is very easy for you to lose sight.”

In this process of continual boundary redefinition, even an electric shock denied by the official 

discourse is capable of determining what is marginal and what is central, reminding us of the relevance of 

understanding margins as “a localized space among bodies, laws, and discipline.” The distance between a 

Taser weapon that does not exist at the Manguinhos UPP and Mateus’s body redefined a new margin, where 

the question of the origin of the law emerges not as the myth of the State but, following the formulations 

of Das and Poole (2004), actualized by men whose abilities to represent the State or to enforce its laws are 

localized in a disposition to move with impunity between what appears permissible under the law and the 

extrajudicial.

October 17, 2013: the Case of Paulo Roberto Pinho de Menezes

In the early hours of October 17, 2013, Paulo Roberto Pinho de Menezes, 18 years old, was in the area 

known as Coréia with a group of friends. According to people who witnessed the event, UPP officers 

cornered the young man in an alley and beat him to death. In the afternoon, the mood at the scene was very 

tense, and the younger residents seemed to be the most outraged with the young man’s death. They threw 

rocks at the UPP base near the alley where Paulo Roberto was murdered, and a young woman who witnessed 

his death was shot in the leg, which provided a pretext for the residents to intensify their protests. 

On that same day, the president of Fiocruz was in Manguinhos and talked to Captain Toledo, then in 

charge of the UPP, in the presence of members of the Human Rights Committee of the State Assembly of 

Rio de Janeiro, family members, and other Fiocruz employees. His speech emphasized the concern that the 

residents did not suffer any kind of reprisal, and that their “right to come and go [was] guaranteed.” Those 

present at this meeting also accused the police of swearing at female residents, calling them ‘whores,’ and 

that one officer had placed his rifle nozzle on the chest of one of Paulo Roberto’s sisters. 

The family decided to hold his wake at the headquarters of the residents’ association at the João 

Goulart Park, located in front of the square where the flag symbolizing the ‘reoccupation’ of the territory 

of Manguinhos by ‘pacification’ had been hoisted. During the wake, Fátima Pinho Menezes, mother of the 

murdered young man, said that her son’s death was the result of police persecution – a persecution that she 

attributed to the fact that her son had been sentenced to social and educational rehabilitation measures. 

In addition, during her speech she exposed the procedures adopted by the State organs that had issued the 

official version of her son’s death, and, again, the central role of the Emergency Care Unit in substantiating 

the version presented by the police:

18   In a statement, the UPP press office declared that “Police officers from the Pacifying Police Unit (UPP) of Manguinhos did a routine search on Wednesday 
Moring (03/20) on a 16-year-old minor in Vila Turismo community. During the search, nothing was found on him, and he was subsequently released. 
According to witness information, the young man was under the influence of drugs and passed out minutes later. He was then sent to the Manguinhos UPA 
[Emergency Care Unit], where he died. The information regarding police violence through the use of Taser shock equipment is unfounded, since the Unit 
does not yet have this type of non-lethal equipment. According to the doctors from the Emergency Care Unit, the young man’s body did not show any sign 
of violence as a consequence of the use of such equipment.” (http://extra.globo.com/casos-de-policia/moradores-de-manguinhos-acusam-policial-de-upp-
de-ter-matado-jovem-com-choque-pm-nega-7894149.html#ixzz4WndOhiSm).
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They [the police] took my son together with three or four other boys. They left just my son in the alley to kill 

my son. Why my son? It was persecution! My son could not walk through Coréia, or a guy they call Martelo 

[Hammer] would start threatening my son, you know? Then, he [the policeman quoted] would move from one 

to another, threatening all the kids in the community who he called rebellious. He pointed to them one by one, 

saying that each of them was going to die at dawn. Unfortunately they managed to get my son and kill him 

down the alley. Now my son is seen as a drug dealer, a drug user. Whether or not he had been sentenced to social 

and educational rehabilitation, there was no justification for what they did to my son. Whether he was using 

drugs or not, it did not justify the police taking my son into the alley and killing him. The police had to arrest 

him, take him into custody in the police station, if he really was using drugs. Now, they cannot just say that 

he had a bottle of loló [a blend of chloroform and ether used as a narcotic], because when I arrived there by my 

son’s body, my son breathed in twice and died in my lap, and he was not carrying anything, he had nothing! 

They said that they had called an ambulance, they did not call for it! [...]. They did not help my son, they left my 

son to die there in the alley, another one thrown to the ground, because I went there and found my son, thrown 

on the ground like an animal, all wet with blood in his mouth. [...] He had already killed my son, suffocated him 

there [yet they] said that my son arrived alive at the UPA. My son did not arrive alive, my son arrived dead. And 

the UPA was negligent with my son, do you know why? They said that they had been trying to resuscitate him 

for an hour. And I wanted to go in with my daughter-in-law to see my son, [but] they would not let us in, [the 

person] who was going in was the guy from the UPP. All the time a cop would go in, another cop would come 

out, one communicated with another, another cop would go in, to see the shit that they had done there, because 

when they saw what they had done to my son in the corner, [the police officers] said to each other, “we fucked 

up,” because they had already killed my son in the alley. It won’t remain like this. Whatever I can do for my son, 

I’m now going to do.19

Paulo Roberto’s death brings to the fore another way in which the state relates to populations and 

territories considered to be marginal: while in Mateus’s case it proved impossible to confirm that the firing 

of the Taser weapon had hit his body, since no injury was found, in the case of Paulo Roberto’s murder, 

the proximity of law enforcement agents to the body of the victim is evident. Nothing was fired – neither 

a firearm nor an electroshock weapon – but the physical contact between local UPP officers and the young 

resident clearly resulted in his death.

In order to continue this analysis, it is important to engage with another type of official statement 

concerning the murder in question. In Mateus’s case, the UPP commander’s explanation during the 

community meeting was used as data to be analyzed. In the case of Paulo Roberto, we look at the official 

statement that the Military Police released on that same day:

According to the commander of the Manguinhos Pacifying Police Unit (UPP), Captain Gabriel Toledo, around 

3:15am this Thursday (17/10), police officers on routine patrol, in the locality known as Barrinho, spotted four 

young men acting suspiciously, and as they approached the group, one of the young men fled towards an alley. 

Visibly disturbed, he collapsed even before being captured by the police. The agents placed the unconscious 

young man inside the police car and took him to the Manguinhos UPA. According to the doctor who assisted 

the young man, he already arrived dead at the medical unit. The causes of the young person’s death will only 

be known after an autopsy is performed by the Medical-Legal Institute. The young man was identified as Paulo 

Roberto Pinho de Menezes, 18 years old. According to police officers’ statements, the young people who were 

with Paulo Roberto stated that he had inhaled loló minutes before the incident. The incident was registered at 

the 21st Police Department (Bonsucesso).20

19   Fátima Pinho de Menezes, during the funeral and demonstration in protest over her son’s death, held on October 18, 2013.

20   Note published in the Jornal do Brasil newspaper report “Moradores protestam contra morte de jovem na Favela de Manguinhos” – 17/10/2013. Source: 
http://www.jb.com.br/rio/noticias/2013/10/17/moradores-protestam-contra-morte-de-jovem-na-favela-de-manguinhos/.
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Police patrolling continues to be routine – after all, this is just another practice carried out by UPP 

officers, a project that, inspired by models of ‘proximity policing,’ has been renewing and developing 

different forms of approximation, among which we highlight this way of approximating vigilance and 

control of the residents of favelas and peripheries where UPPs are installed. To consider the behavior of 

young people – the majority, black favela residents – as suspicious is one of the common practices of 

these police officers, state employees who work for the Secretary of State for Public Security (SESEG), 

an indispensable section of the government when it comes to ensuring the operation of a public 

administration traversed by what Foucault (2005) called the “mute mechanism of a state racism.”

The large number of people who witnessed the police approach the young man, as well as statements 

from the mother and other family members about the procedures adopted by the emergency care unit 

(UPA) employees, are exploited as elements to form a version of the facts that contributes to depicting 

Paulo Roberto’s killing as the death of someone marked by ‘prior criminalization’ (Leite 2008:118), and to 

reinforcing stigmas that make it more difficult for family members to gain access to justice. It is possible, 

therefore, to point to a similarity between the State agents’ statements concerning the deaths of Mateus and 

Paulo Roberto, since both trigger elements that stigmatize the victim as a drug user, or set out by assuming 

their “dubious morality” (ibid:119) as person involved in drug trafficking.

According to the government version of events, Paulo Roberto also suffered a fall just like Mateus. 

This could be another form of approximation in which the kind of proximity policing being developed by 

UPPs continues to specialize: bringing bodies closer to the ground – a practice already praised by another 

SESEG division, the Special Police Operations Battalion (BOPE), who, during their military training, sing 

“men in black, what is your mission? Enter the favela and leave bodies on the ground.” Such an overlapping 

of body/territory (or lifeless body/ground) can be read as the production of another margin, closer to the 

kind defined by Das and Poole (2004:9) as “places where rights can be violated through different dynamics 

of interaction between people using the documents, practices and words of the State,” as we cited in the 

introduction. Following Barros’s line of thought, by updating certain public policies in peripheral regions 

of the city through simultaneous interventions in territories and bodies, “the state produces the margins it 

needs for its own practices” (Barros 2016:288).

Two months after Paulo Roberto’s death, a complementary report from the Medical-Legal Institute 

confirmed that the young man had died from mechanical asphyxia, which contradicted the first statement 

of the UPP commander. Five police officers were detained for 30 days, and the pacifying police command 

launched an inquiry, independent of the investigation already taking place at the 21st Police Station.21 This 

development, which afforded legitimacy to the statements of the relatives and the mother, was considered 

a great victory, especially for having yielded results in a very short time when compared to most homicide 

cases linked to police intervention in favelas.

Investigations were ongoing and the inquiry was only completed a year and a half after the young 

man’s death. In May 2015, the five police officers were indicted for bodily injury followed by death, and the 

toxicology report belied the previous examination, which alleged that the young man had died from a set of 

circumstances, including use of the drug known as ‘cheirinho de loló.’22

21   “Cinco policiais são indiciados por homicídio de jovem,” source:  <http://brasil.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,cinco-policiais-de-upp-sao-indiciados-por-
homicidio-dejovem,1103237>. Consulted: 02/03/2016.

22   It is worth mentioning that the indictment for “bodily injury followed by death” mitigates the circumstances of Paulo Roberto’s death, removing the 
possibility of indicting the police for homicide. 
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May 14th 2014: the case of Johnatha de Oliveira

On May 14th 2014, Johnatha de Oliveira was murdered, shot in the back near the house of Fatima Pinho, 

whose son had also been murdered seven months earlier in the same region, as we discussed above. 

Johnatha had gone to his grandmother’s house to bring her a cake made by his mother. He then went to 

take his girlfriend home and, on returning to his own home, was hit by the bullet. It was late afternoon, 

precisely when children are leaving school to go home, and yet local UPP officers fired gunshots toward 

residents in a region where many children were outside playing. As with several other homicide cases, the 

mainstream media reported Johnatha’s death as the outcome of a shootout between the police and drug 

dealers, and the young man was himself treated as a trafficker.23

Because Johnatha was killed by a gunshot, the cause of his death allowed no room for different 

discursive constructions, as happened in the cases of Mateus and Paulo Roberto. But while the cause of 

death is undisputed, government agents make use of its rationalized discursive strategies concerning the 

circumstances and other factors related to the homicide in question, mobilizing the parts necessary to the 

functioning of its “mechanisms of management of deaths of favela residents” (Farias 2014:18) that operate 

during militarized actions/occupations.

An engagement with another sequence of official narratives helps strengthen this argument. In this 

case, we decided to bring to the analysis excerpts from documents that the state produces to construct its 

narrative. We begin this part of the discussion with the  ‘external inspection’ section of the autopsy report, 

in which the injuries caused by the weapon used by local UPP agents are described in detail: 

…presence of an oval wound, with a more pronounced margin of excoriation in the lower right quadrant of the 

lesion, with inverted edges and infiltrated by blood, with characteristics of those produced by firearm projectile 

entry, located in the sacrococcygeal region.24

The ‘internal inspection’ section of the same document complements this description:

…there is an injury to the left iliac artery and vein; in the musculature of the anterior abdominal wall, in the 

topography of the left iliac fossa, we find a firearm projectile coated with yellow metal; [...] an identified and 

sealed envelope containing the firearm projectile removed from this corpse was given to the official responsible 

for the Forensic Data Sector according to Order of Service number 012/2010,25

The conclusion presented in Johnatha’s autopsy report leaves no doubt about the cause of death: 

…the victim was struck by a single shot of a firearm projectile that penetrated the abdomen after traversing the 

sacral bone, with an ascending oblique path, from right to left and from the back to the front; from examination of 

the garments there is no evidence of shooting at close range; the projectile is not of high kinetic energy.26

As we stated earlier, however, accurately determining the cause of death does not mean invoking a 

single version of the facts. Analyzing the “answers to the questions” of the Autopsy Report on Johnatha’s 

body, it is possible to note that the answers to questions 1, 2 and 3 may contribute to a particular version of 

the facts:   

23   “Base de UPP em Manguinhos é atacada durante manifestação.” Source: http://oglobo.globo.com/rio/base-deupp-em-manguinhos-atacada-durante-
manifestacao-12489691#ixzz47K3lfxY9. Consulted: 02/03/2016.

24   Autopsy Report – IML-RJ-SNC023878/2014.

25   Autopsy Report – IML-RJ-SNC023878/2014.

26   Autopsy Report – IML-RJ-SNC023878/2014.
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1) Was there death?

YES.

2) What was the cause of death?

A PENETRATING INJURY TO THE ABDOMEN, WITH VASCULAR AND INTESTINAL INJURY, WHICH 

DETERMINED SUBSEQUENT INTERNAL HEMORRHAGE.

3) What was the instrument or medium that caused the death?

FIREARM PROJECTILE.27

Nonetheless, it is important to look at the manner in which the fourth question is answered: “(4) 

Was it caused by poison, fire, explosive, suffocation or torture, or by insidious or cruel means (specified 

response)? NO ELEMENTS TO ANSWER THIS QUESTION DUE TO A LACK OF KNOWLEDGE REGARDING 

THE DYNAMICS OF THE EVENT.”28 This answer reflects a pattern concerning homicides that result from 

police intervention, since it removes the impact that the autopsy report could have on the investigation 

and, later, on the judicial process. Had the marks produced by the State on the victim’s body also been 

imprinted on the surface of the paper, this would have revealed that the homicide in question was indeed a 

case of summary execution. Such a way of answering without informing, without saying anything, is one 

of the techniques used in the bureaucratic administration of the deaths of favela residents: it is a procedure 

that, instead of hiding information, reveals the power of a “bureaucratic unspoken, because it reveals the 

intimacy of the specialist with an economy of words in a document that is crucial to the judicial/legal 

treatment of state crimes and violations” (Farias 2014: 172).

The practice of standardizing answers in the report continues in the fifth question by pointing the 

reader to another section of the same document: “5) other objective considerations related to the traces 

produced by the death, at the discretion of the Forensic Expert. SEE CONCLUSION.”29 In order to interpret 

regular procedures like this one – which, it is worth remembering, occur within a public office of the State 

Secretariat of Public Security of Rio de Janeiro30 (SESEG) – we can connect the ways in which the Autopsy 

Report’s answers are written to the problem of the illegibility of State documentation, which, seen through 

the analytical tools proposed by Das and Poole (2004), shows this connection to be one of the bases for 

consolidating state control over populations, territories and lives.

We are again faced with the operation of a new “discursive orthopedics” (Foucault 1988) within the very 

mechanisms of government management of these deaths. This kind of orthopedics is also performed in 

the production of information to be publicized through the treatment of these deaths as state statistics. 

Even though such data is predominantly presented as unquestionable, formulated as in the exact sciences, 

statistics on deaths may also be permeated with obscurity. Not because statistics were poorly calculated, but 

because such a calculation is already produced in order to emphasize certain numbers over others, to value 

quantitative arrangements that allocate within the same set information that should appear separately.

27   Autopsy Report – IML-RJ-SNC023878/2014.

28   Autopsy Report – IML-RJ-SNC023878/2014.

29   Autopsy Report – IML-RJ-SNC023878/2014.

30   We emphasize that the Afrânio Peixoto Medical-Legal Institute is part of the structure of the Civil Police of the State of Rio de Janeiro (PCERJ), specifically 
the institution’s Technical-Scientific Police Department. The PCERJ is part of the executive branch of the State of Rio de Janeiro, which is itself part of the 
Secretariat of State for Public Security (SESEG).
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This is the case, for example, of homicides that are recorded as “violent deaths of undetermined cause” 

by different federal states: according to recent IPEA31 research, using data from the Mortality Information 

System (SIM), the homicide rate in Brazil is 18.3% higher than the figures in the official records – a 

percentage which indicates that eight thousand and six hundred homicides per year in Brazil are wrongly 

classified as “violent deaths of undetermined cause” (Cerqueira 2013).32 

Presented as a “Map of Hidden Homicides,” the very title of the IPEA research contains the notion 

of information that is not made available, erased from official records. In previous research conducted 

specifically with homicide data from the city of Rio de Janeiro, IPEA had reported that the neighborhoods 

where most of these crimes occur correspond to the regions where approximately 60% of the city’s favelas 

are located (Rivero & Imanishi 2009). The same research revealed that lethal police work is concentrated in 

the same areas: in favelas or adjacent areas.

Although the cause of death is undeniable in the case of Johnatha’s execution, the narratives of the 

police officers involved in the crime point to the recurrent version of shootout confrontations also found in 

other documents from the police inquiry into the case, as well as adding the information that a bag with a 

certain amount of narcotic substances had been seized, as registered in the “Results of Police Proceedings” 

attached to the investigation.33 Despite the strategies used to deny that shots were deliberately fired and to 

conceal the information relating to authorship of the crime, in the second hearing conducted by the special 

operations police station, one of the agents admitted to having fired shots on the occasion, claiming that 

“this was done because he sought to hit armed individuals who were hiding behind residents.”34

It is unnecessary to be an expert mathematician to undertake some basic calculations. Similarly, one 

does not need to understand “something of shooting, of weaponry” (as Captain Martins demanded in the 

community meeting mentioned in the first section of this article) to know that if one aims to shoot people 

who are standing behind others, the chances of hitting those in front are greater. This police practice can be 

seen when police officers from UPP Manguinhos fired shots in the direction of residents during the protests 

over Mateus’s death on May 14, 2014, and in the same way when another agent fired the bullet that struck 

Johnatha’s body from behind. 

There are no records in the report to indicate that the firing was carried out at close range – which 

allows us to imagine that this time the police were not close to the victim at the moment he was hit, as 

occurred in the other two cases discussed. Nevertheless, we consider it pertinent to draw attention to 

the fact that it is not necessary for the agent to move closer in order for the state to ensure control over 

residents’ bodies, since, like Mateus and Paulo Roberto, Johnatha also had his body ‘grounded’ due to a 

police officer’s action while on duty.

Electric shocks, beatings and firearm shooting

What is the notion of proximity that guides the three episodes of violence discussed in this article? 

From what distances – political, geographical, moral – is this marketed notion of proximity developed by 

the State Government?

31   IPEA - Institute of Applied Economic Research

32   Similar movement can be observed in relation to the treatment of data on forced disappearances. According to Araujo (2012), between 1991 and May 2014, 
the State of Rio recorded 92,000 cases. However, many cases that are reported as disappearances correspond in fact to murders committed by state agents, 
especially agents who belong to militia groups, but also murders practiced by drug traffickers.

33   Police Inquiry number 901-00563/2014. Homicide Division / General Department of Specialized Police / Civil Police Chief / State Secretariat of Security 
- SESEG / Rio de Janeiro State Government.

34   Police Inquiry number 901-00563/2014. Homicide Division / General Department of Specialized Police / Civil Police Chief / State Secretariat of Security 
- SESEG / Rio de Janeiro State Government. 
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The Pacifying Police Unit (UPP) has been one of the most important public security programs in Brazil in 

recent decades. Implemented by the SESEG, at the end of 2008, the UPPs Program – planned and coordinated 

by the Sub-Secretariat for Planning and Operational Integration – was elaborated according to the principles 

of Proximity Policing, a concept that goes beyond community policing and whose strategy is based on the 

partnership between the population and the institutions of Public Security.35

Among the governance technologies of territories and bodies discussed here, it was possible to explore 

a number of distinct approaches in terms of proximity. “Small distance; small time interval; imminence” 

appear in the dictionary as one of the meanings for the word ‘proximity,’ along with “condition of what is 

or is close to (something); neighborhood, contiguity.” Both meanings of the term challenge us to establish 

connections with the idea of a “partnership between the population and public security institutions” as 

presented on the government’s website.

Returning to the case of Mateus Casé’s death, the community meeting could be read as a moment of 

approach by the local UPP command to the residents of Manguinhos. However, we draw attention to the 

excerpt from the captain’s narrative regarding the Taser dart shot. The description of the possibility of 

perforation, the information that the dart imprints on the skin, can be read in two ways: on one hand, for 

the most obvious reason, it is articulated with the denial of the version of events that accuses the police of 

Mateus’s death (after all, his body did not present lesions), and, on the other, it is a situation in which the 

power asymmetry between the UPP captain and residents can also be actualized through the announcement 

of the exemplary punishment – the body of Mateus did not bear marks, but the bodies of other residents 

can be marked: after all, the dart “pierces the skin” so that only a medical team can remove the object.

In a “short period of time,” the long-distance shot fired by the Manguinhos UPP officer resulted in 

the perforation of Johnatha Oliveira’s body. During an interval of time that remains unknown to us, the 

repetitive connecting of arms and legs – via punches and kicks – with the body of Paulo Roberto Menezes 

resulted in the mechanical asphyxia of the second fatal victim after the UPP’s installation in the territory 

in question. Seconds after the electric shock fired by the Taser weapon, which is not part of the list of 

equipment available to the agents of the same UPP, Mateus Casé’s body fell to the ground, never to stand up 

again.

In all three situations, the proximity to the UPA (emergency care unit) was also a factor, so that Mateus, 

Paulo Roberto and Johnatha were taken there by other residents, but all three were already dead on arrival.36 

The proximity of the different armaments (even considering the uniform of the agents) also impacts on 

the present reflection: the circumstances of Mateus’s death produced a body “without lesions,” while the 

injuries to the bodies of Paulo Roberto and Johnatha led the investigations. The political proximity of the 

three bodies is also what brought them closer to the ground in the three cases analyzed here, and in many 

other cases of homicide resulting from police intervention, as ratified by the speech of Ana Paula, mother of 

Johnatha:

My son was murdered at the age of 19 years with a shot in the back, totally defenseless. My son reached the 

Manguinhos UPA lifeless, he had internal hemorrhaging and was rescued by residents. And unfortunately he 

was not the only victim of the UPP Manguinhos. Five young people have already been killed in Manguinhos. 

35   Unidade de Polícia Pacificadora. O que é? Source: http://www.upprj.com/index.php/o_que_e_upp. Consulted: 10/12/2016.

36   Although we cannot explore the topic in this article, we highlight the relevance of a reflection on how the routine practices surrounding the arrival of 
corpses at emergency care units feed this mechanism of bureaucratic management of the deaths of residents of favelas and urban peripheries. Barros (2016) 
opens some new avenues for this debate, informing us that during a meeting held the day after the burial of Paulo Roberto, a meeting was held on violence 
in Manguinhos where several Fiocruz workers contributed to the problematization of the performance of health professionals in the episode of his death as 
a case to be dealt with by the institution. Those present said that the UPA’s negligence in assuming that the young man was dead, providing the asphyxia 
death report without mentioning the visible injuries on the young man’s body, and only allowing police officers to enter the medical unit, should be taken 
as a problem to be faced by FIOCRUZ.
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[...] Today my life is [devoted] to joining other mothers, being in the struggle bearing my son’s name, taking 

my pain, bringing my cry of love for my son, seeking justice, a justice that for those of us who are poor, favela 

residents… we only know such justice when it comes to arrest us, when it comes to punish us.37

As a counterpoint to governmental proximity, other political and analytical paths may open up through 

the movements of mothers and relatives of the victims of state violence. According to Barros’s analysis 

(2016), the presence of Fátima Pinho and Ana Paula Oliveira in the Manguinhos Social Forum contributes 

to the production of another atmosphere for the debate on urban violence that radiates into the favelas 

of Manguinhos.38 The expertise acquired by these women to master the reading of reports, to follow up 

procedures, to know the positions of the judges, to know which organizations to reach out to in different 

situations, forcing them to do their work, and so on, builds a repertoire of skills on how to act within the 

state bureaucracy. Shared with other mothers and relatives, these relocate the residents of favelas and urban 

peripheries in the asymmetric mosaic of power distribution in militarized contexts.39

We close this discussion, therefore, by referring to the motivation expressed in the title of this article: 

the notions of center and periphery were explored through an engagement with the bodies of the victims, 

the types of speeches, armaments and forms of state action employed in favela territories. The idea of 

proximity policing itself allows for new reflections on these geographical and political demarcations. 

We consider the bodies of the three victims as the center toward which the violent actions of State 

agents are directed. The contact with these bodies does not occur in the same way since, as we have seen, 

the first two deaths occurred through actions considered “less lethal,” which can be refuted with greater 

ease, and which for these reasons we here call peripheral.

In the first case with which we engaged, the death of Mateus Casé happens from the periphery to the 

center. His body is touched by an armament defined as non-lethal and that in theory would not pose the risk 

of death. This homicide was exemplary, however, in terms of showing that the practices and discursiveness 

associated with the allegedly humanized procedure adopted by the UPP do not rule out the possibility of 

violent action. On the contrary, such discourses and practices that make use of technical arguments may 

serve to delegitimize the versions of residents and activists concerning these crimes. 

In the case of the death of Paulo Roberto, the contact with the body is also peripheral because it once 

again involved procedures that in theory would not be associated with lethality. Unlike the first case, 

though, the proximity with the agent of the state increases, since here the crime is directly associated with 

the use of physical force by the policeman. Even though in this case there was also room for a discourse that 

minimized police lethality and blamed the victim – the arguments about his use of narcotics, the cause of 

death by falling, not suffocation – his body bore the marks of police violence, identified in the postmortem 

report as “mechanical asphyxia,” which made it possible to challenge the ‘official’ version of the event more 

decisively.

37   Testimony of Ana Paula Oliveira during the demonstration “The multiple violences, racism and sexism kill favela women every day,” held on December 
9th 2015 in Largo da Carioca, as the final activity of the work developed by the non-governmental organization FASE.

38   Nine months after Johnatha’s murder, on February 9th 2015, the first hearing of his case took place. In September of the same year, the first hearing of the 
case of Paulo Roberto occurred. In both cases, the same pattern of mobilization of activists via social networks was seen in order to organize demonstrations 
in front of the Court of Justice of Rio de Janeiro before the beginning of each hearing. Both cases are still ongoing - the case of Jonhatha Oliveira is being 
judged in the Jury Court, while the case of Paulo Roberto Menezes is being assessed by the Military Court.

39   The paths taken by these family members require a certain acceleration in the development of specific competences, both for updating the repertoires 
for mobilizing people and action – corresponding to what Boltanski (2000) calls the “making of the political” – and for various types of public intervention. 
The engagement of Fátima Pinho and Ana Paula Oliveira in the Manguinhos Social Forum is situated in a context of the consolidation of sequential and 
comprehensive political movements that directly interfere in the “elaboration of public problems” in the terms proposed by Freire (2005, 2007, 2008, 2010). 
Regarding the protagonism of mothers and family members of the victims of state violence in their fight for justice, we highlight the work of Leite (2004), 
Vianna (2014) and Vianna and Farias (2011), as well as the work of Moura (2007), Soares, Moura & Afonso (2009), Araujo (2007, 2008 and 2012) and Freire 
(2010). For an analysis of the political collectives organized by relatives against other instances of violence in Brazil, see Ferreira (2011) and Lacerda (2012). 
For analyses produced on the Argentine context, besides Catela (2001), see Bermúdez (2010).
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With Johnatha’s death, despite his body being the furthest away from a police officer, the fact that he 

was struck by a projectile overcomes the gradual barriers of violent contact. In this case, the way in which 

the body was struck throws into question the police action, because while in the previous deaths there 

was a dispute between defense and critique of the proximity practices adopted by the police, here we have 

the repetition of the logic of coercive control with the use of lethal ammunition that pierces the body, 

nullifying the idea of any positive interaction between police and population.

According to Talal Asad (2004), when the relationship between the state and the governed population is 

understood as a way through which the state embodies sovereignty regardless of its population, it becomes 

authorized to maintain certain spaces and populations as marginal through administrative practices. In 

accord with this statement, we have seen that in these three cases, practices carried out under the label of 

‘proximity’ enable us to understand how the population residing in favela spaces, and more specifically 

their bodies, are traversed by technologies of control that rely on discursive practices to make invisible or 

recreate the boundaries between the lethal and non-lethal. 

In this sense, the displacements between center and periphery pass through the frayed borders between 

bodies and territories: the complexity of the techniques of governmental control shift from discourses to 

practices, they move from territories to bodies, imposing their refinement on these populations. This is 

why we believe in the centrality of the idea of margins as a possibility for deepening the reflections on state 

action. We strongly hope to have contributed to this discussion with this article.

Translated by Ana Luiza Lopes and Rodrigo Calvet
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