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Abstract 

Since the turn of the 21st century, favela communities have faced new and unprecedented challenges in 

the light of renewed eviction threats and displacement connected to real estate development and 

speculation. The right to remain has become ever more complex as favela communities wrestle with and 

against dispossession and the political contexts which underpin its making. Yet, favela grassroots 

resistance has also grown in complexity and capacity. This dissertation focuses on the various 

motivations, processes, and spatio-political dynamics through which grassroots housing resistance have 

been mobilized in response to the threat of dispossession. Through participant observation, informal 

conversations, and interviews, I utilize an ethnographic approach to advance three inter-related 

arguments. First, I argue while dispossession operates as a technique of subjection for the preservation of 

differentiated treatment towards favela residents, it simultaneously motivates residents to exercise unique 

forms of agency that reflect the situated politics of their impending dispossession. In the nexus of 

subjection and agency, dispossession is not only opposed and negotiated, but it is also embodied and 

performed as a form of resistance unto itself. Second, I argue that such acts of agency have taken flight 

through the coming together of wider network relationships between favela residents and differently-

scaled supporters to address both on-the-ground, localized struggles and to advance a broader politics of 

insurgency around favela housing rights in the city. Third, I argue that a broader politics of insurgent 

mobilization has been made possible through the enrollment of grassroots favela resistance into the 

digital. Digital mobilizations serve not only as the basis for physical actualizations of on-the-ground 

resistance, but it is also a means to foster broader imaginations of alternative ways to remain in the city. 

Collectively, this dissertation highlights the diverse spatiopolitical dynamics of dispossession and the 

ways it serves to underpin the dynamic and creative formation of subaltern, grassroots housing resistance 

in Rio de Janeiro. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

On a hot, sunny morning in May 2018, housing activists and residents from several favela 

communities across Rio de Janeiro gathered in front of the City Hall to protest the eviction notices that 

were issued to several of the communities running the event. The City Hall was located in the Botofogo 

neighbourhood in the affluent South Zone of the city. The backdrop of the trendy historic quarter, 

decorated with art-deco themes and pop-up bars, aptly reflected the spatial and political contexts of the 

exclusion which favela residents have faced. At the protest, nearly 40 persons joined their voices in song 

and chants about favela housing injustice in the city. The protest captured the attention of many, including 

myself.  

At the event, favela residents donned brightly coloured t-shirts labelled with their community 

logos. They handed out informational flyers and talked to onlookers who stopped to watch the 

demonstrations. Interspersed between the chants, favela residents from different communities shared 

about their ongoing struggles against eviction through a microphone connected to a large speaker sitting 

on top of a hand truck. At one point in time, the group unfurled a large banner across a pedestrian 

crossing, capturing the attention of drivers stopped at the red light on the well-travelled São Clemente 

Road. In bold red letters, the banner spelled out “Não ás remoções: Pelo direito á moradia” or “No 

evictions: For the right to housing” (See Figure 1-1). The songs, chants, and impromptu dances 

punctuated the gentrified, ‘hipster’ neighbourhood of Botafogo like a resounding gong, ‘waking up’ 

passersby to the stark reality of injustice that many favela residents face in the city. 
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The grassroots favela activism group Conselho Popular ran the event. I discovered the event by 

chance on Facebook and decided to attend. The Conselho Popular was an intersectoral, favela-led activist 

group that sought to secure housing justice and rights for favelas across Rio de Janeiro. Captured by the 

events that had transpired on that day, I sought to attend all of the meetings, community events, public 

forums, protests, and demonstrations hosted by the group in order to better understand the experiences and 

responses of favela residents to eviction and housing injustice. This dissertation project is a product of 

many hours of observational research, dozens and dozens of informal conversations, and semi-structured 

and focus groups interviews with members of the Conselho Popular.  

 

Figure 0-1 A pedestrian (on the left) passes by a life-sized banner stating "No evictions: For the right to 

housing" (Author’s photo). 
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1.1 Study context 

Since the turn of the 21st century, favela communities have faced new and unprecedented 

challenges for the right to housing in the light of renewed eviction threats and displacement connected to 

real estate development and speculation (Chisholm, 2016; Faulhaber & Azevedo, 2015; Freeman, 2014; 

Freeman & Burgos, 2017; Ivester, 2017; Ruge, 2017). The city government, private investors, and favela 

‘elites’ have become some of the main perpetrators of displacement in Rio de Janeiro’s urban peripheries 

(Chan, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d; Ferraz, 2017; Pannum, 2018a, 2018b). Today, the fight for the right 

to remain has become more complex than ever as favela communities wrestle through the often multiple 

and contradictory meanings and experiences of dispossession that align with politics embedded in both 

localized and globalized contexts.  

Yet, favela residents have found increasingly creative and innovative means by which to survive, 

and to remain. From applying for title rights to lobbying and putting on demonstrations, to building 

networks of support, capacities, and opportunities, the tactics and strategies employed by favela 

communities vary greatly. The transition to digital modes of resistance via social media and Internet-

enabled smartphones has also facilitated unprecedented levels of participation and growth in Rio de 

Janeiro’s housing activism scene (Caetano, Castro, & Rezende, 2019; Soares, 2020; Treré, 2020). 

Through viral videos, chat groups, and forums, citizens have become enrolled in larger networks of 

knowledge, participation, and resistance, fostering collective concerns and voices over an increasingly 

unequal world. 

In Rio de Janeiro, the Conselho Popular has drawn upon the strengths of favela residents and 

inter-sectoral supporters to formulate a concerted and connected front across the city (Ferraz, 2017a; 

Ruge, 2017; Strobl, 2017a). Utilizing traditional and digital forms of activism, the group has drawn upon 



 

4 

 

 

varying forms of localized expertise to tackle the situated contexts of displacement and urban inequity. 

Reflecting the broader struggles for housing rights in the Global South (Harvey, 2013; Harvey & Potter, 

2009; Samara, He, & Chen, 2013), a case study of the Conselho Popular and its constituents provides a 

look into how creative, networked forms of subaltern resistance can help to foster alternative urban 

futures.  

1.2 Project development and execution 

In March 2017, I received news that I was one of several recipients of the Globalink Research 

Award, a scholarship supporting students to conduct research in a select number of countries outside of 

Canada. In partnership with Dr. Doiara Silva dos Santos, a scholar with expertise studying sport mega-

events at the Federal University of Viçosa, my initial dissertation plan was to conduct a media analysis of 

sustainable legacies in form of “green” sport infrastructure projects and to juxtapose the situation with the 

neglect of favela spaces in Rio de Janeiro. The project was meant to be an addition to a project that I was 

interested in studying at the time – the fate of the Vancouver Athlete’s Village following the 2010 

Olympic Games.  

In April 2017, I came across RioOnWatch, an online periodical featuring favela-centered 

reporting on the impacts of the Olympics before, during, and following the Games. Through the articles, I 

was challenged to think about favela communities as conquerors of oppression, and not the conquered. 

This led me to become interested in focusing on the ‘real’ legacies which may have ensued after 2016. It 

was around this time that I became interested in situating my dissertation project in the post-Olympic 

context of Rio de Janeiro. In May 2017, I reached out to Dr. Jules Boykoff, a sport sociologist who had 

previously studied the grassroots activism scene in the lead up to the 2016 Olympics in Rio de Janeiro. 
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Through Dr. Boykoff, I became acquainted with Dr. Theresa Williamson, the Executive Director of 

RioOnWatch and Catalytic Communities, a think tank and research organization that sought to showcase 

and disseminate knowledge publicly about Rio de Janeiro favelas as a form of sustainable urbanization in 

both Portuguese and English. Over the next few months, we determined that I would work as a research 

collaborator with the organization in exchange for community entry.  

 To prepare for my fieldwork, I began taking intensive Portuguese lessons a year prior to the start 

of my project. I devoted a large majority of my time learning Portuguese as I was told repeatedly that it 

would be a significant factor in determining what my project could capture. Admittedly, it was a very 

difficult endeavour and it led me to take additional intensive day classes for a few months during my 

fieldwork to improve my communication and written skills. As of the time of writing, I possess a B2 level 

of proficiency in Portuguese according to the Common European Framework of Reference scale. In 

preparation for my fieldwork, I had also consulted other Canadian scholars who had studied Rio de 

Janeiro favelas, namely Dr. Amanda de Lisio and Dr. Carolyn Prouse, to gather insight into the ethical, 

practical, and political challenges of conducting research as foreigners to favela spaces.  

Upon my arrival to Rio de Janeiro in March 2018, I was able to connect with residents of various 

favelas across the city of Rio de Janeiro by visiting favela communities, attending community events, and 

writing about them for RioOnWatch (Chan, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d). As a prominent and well-

respected organization amongst favela communities in Rio de Janeiro, my role as a research collaborator 

with Catalytic Communities provided me with one of the best possible forms of entry into the activism 

taking place in favela communities in the post-Olympic context. By attending Catalytic Communities’ 

weekly staff meetings, I learned about current news and events held by favela communities across the 

city. I also had the opportunity to learn from other interns and research collaborators about their work and 
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different aspects of favela activism. This was crucial in giving me context about the different struggles 

and initiatives occurring across the city and how they were intimately connected to each other.  

In May 2018, I became involved with the Conselho Popular after stumbling across their Facebook 

event detailing a protest outside the City Hall (as noted above). Following the first meeting, I sought to 

attend all events held by the group to understand how communities were contending with the politics of 

housing insecurity and how resistance was being remolded into an effective response. About a month 

later, I was invited to the Conselho Popular’s WhatsApp group where members shared their thoughts and 

concerns in real time. Through this group, I was let into the formal and informal events that were hosted 

by the Conselho Popular and the respective communities that were part of the group. Throughout the 

months of my fieldwork, I eventually used the chat group to contact community members individually. It 

became the basis for building strong relationships with my informants and for recruiting participants into 

my research study. 

My position as a research collaborator and reporter for RioOnWatch helped me to gain experience 

conducting interviews in Portuguese and building rapport as a reporter in the favela activism scene. 

Drawing on my affiliation with RioOnWatch, I presented myself as a reporter at all Conselho Popular 

meetings, protests, demonstrations, and public events. As a reporter, I wrote detailed write-ups and 

summaries of important public meetings that involved, in some way, shape, or form, members of the 

Conselho Popular or the Conselho Popular itself.  

At all events, I took on a role as an observer and practiced participant observation. Participant 

observation is “a way to collect data in naturalistic settings by ethnographers who observe and/or take part 

in the common and uncommon activities of the people being studied” (DeWalt, 2010, p. 13). It involves 
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“an open, nonjudgmental attitude, being interested in learning more about others, being aware of the 

propensity for feeling culture shock and for making mistakes, the majority of which can be overcome, 

being a careful observer and a good listener, and being open to the unexpected in what is learned” 

(Kawulich, 2005). At all meetings, I religiously took notes and asked questions after reflecting upon the 

notes.  

Throughout the months of my fieldwork, I was invited by several community members involved 

with the Conselho Popular to attend festivals and community meetings hosted in their communities. 

Except for one community, Novo Palmares, I was able to visit all of the communities featured in this 

dissertation. In my visits, I became increasingly interested in the politics of mobilization behind grassroots 

activism and its impact on favela housing security. I eventually decided to designate the Conselho Popular 

as the main focus of my dissertation research. I began to solicit members of the Conselho Popular on how 

I might be able to assist in their resistance. In the process, many affirmed their desire for me to record 

some of their communities’ ongoing struggles at the time. Aside from successfully resisting eviction, I 

wanted to capture the ways favela members were coming to terms with the fact that they had rights to 

housing through their participation in gra ssroots resistance. It was at that point I began to develop the 

basis of my research project. 

During my fieldwork, I kept a journal and detailed my experiences and my thoughts on a near 

daily basis. I also took photos to help me capture the interview setting or events at the time. Journal 

writing provided opportunities to think reflexively about how I was feeling by my daily happenings. I 

attempted to reflect about every routine, route, conversation, and opportunity and the ways these practices 

and events shaped my understanding of the context on the ground. Alternatively, I spent time reflecting 

over the missed opportunities that might have impacted my analysis or understanding of the context on 
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the ground. It also provided an outlet for me to contend with the culture shock that I was feeling on a daily 

basis. According to Alley, Jackson, & Shakya (2015), journal writing “is a means of learning, improving 

analytic and creative thinking, building self-awareness, and uncovering our assumptions and 

conceptualizations of the world” (p. 427). Reflexive practice through journal writing provides space for 

researchers to think through their assumptions and the potential effects of their positionality upon their 

research. Reflexivity by means of journal writing provides an avenue for the researcher to think about 

how their social identity (e.g. the combination of race, sex, gender) facilitates or stifles access to their data 

and how their interests and readings of stories are implicated by their identities and values (Boylorn, 

2011).  Journaling provided a constant reminder that I was in the position of learning from experts on the 

field.  

 While it is impossible to reflect on my entire fieldwork experiences within the scope of this 

dissertation. I draw on some reflections as well as my fieldwork journal entries to explain several themes 

that I found were reflective of some of the thoughts and practices that I took up on the ground. By 

extension of these thoughts, it provides insight into the extent to which I was allowed entry or felt safe to 

conduct research. 

The complicated routines and practices of community involvement 

 During my fieldwork, I attempted to attend as many meetings, protests, and gatherings as possible 

in an attempt to gain more insight on the ground. However, this statement alone belies the complicated 

routines and routes that I often had to navigate to attend some of these events. The following journal entry 

details my experience attending a Catalytic Communities meeting for the first time: 

I had my Portuguese class until 1 PM and I rush back to the metro station 

for an orientation on internship at the Catalytic Communities 
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headquarters. I get off at the Glória metro station and walk about for 

around 20 minutes up and down a street around the metro trying to find a 

mototaxi to take me up the steep hill that characterizes the Santa Theresa 

neighbourhood. I finally backtrack to near the metro and gather up the 

courage to ask a passerby in clumsy Portuguese where Àurea Road was, 

where the mototaxis were. Thankfully, they knew what I was trying to 

say.  

At the beginning of the road, I see a long line of black motorbikes lined 

neatly along the street and a cluster of men chatting around. I tell them 

my address and one of them gives me a helmet to wear. I get onto the 

back of the mototaxi and put on the helmet that was all too big for me. I 

place my feet on the holds placed near my feet and grasp the shirt of the 

*motorista* very tightly. Five mines up a windy, cobblestone road and 5 

Reais later, I arrived. It was a little scary and quite steep but very 

affordable.  

 

I arrive there first and meet the staff. Later, another new intern joined us. 

The staff member ran the internship and interviewing protocol by us. 

Very helpful. Following the orientation, other people began to trickle in 

and we began our three-hour meeting chatting about various news, events 

and updates for, the different interns. It was amazing to see how favelas 

were supported in different ways. From demilitarization, environmental 

issues, land rights, land trusts, everything fits amazingly.  

 

After a 3.5 hour meeting, we headed to Bar Gomes for a drink. We 

socialize and another intern and I leave the bar at around 7 to walk down 

the windy hill, back to Glória. I attempted to remember the way back 

while we chat about different things. 

In another instance, I reflected over an extra precaution I had to take in order to arrive home safely. 

The Community Forum in Indiana ended quite late and it was already 

dark when we exited the room. We take another 40 minute bus ride back 

to the South Zone. Under the advice of the other interns, I decided to get 

off at a much later bus stop in the neighbourhood of Copacabana and take 

the metro back home. It is an additional 15 minutes by metro, 

backtracking from where I came. But I do this because it was unsafe to 

get off near the neighbourhood of Flamengo, which is a 5 minute walk 

from my home, as the beach is quite unsafe. 
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Compounding on my difficulties navigating the physical terrains of activism, it was difficult for me to 

navigate through the contexts of my research, particularly given the language barrier at the beginning of 

my fieldwork experience. 

Though the Conselho Popular meeting was very good, I felt discouraged 

with how little I understood the discussion. It was hard for me to follow. 

Despite this, it was very nice meeting some people and re-meeting others 

from the ato (demonstration) a few Friday's ago. I don't know why. The 

meeting lasted for three hours. I am exhausted. 

Learning my place as a researcher 

 With thanks to the Catalytic Communities interns and other researchers who have already been on 

the ground for quite some time, I was also able to learn about my motivations and assumptions as a 

researcher and confront my privileges. My colleagues also gave me great insight on the nuances of 

conducting research in conjunction with the rapidly changing conditions on the ground. 

I woke up this morning at 7:15 AM to get ready to meet another intern at 

8 AM at the Cardeal Arcoverde metro station to go to Araçatiba. On 

Tuesday, government officials will be in their community trying to evict 

3 homes. The plan was to go to the community, 35KM away, today, 

Monday, and Thursday to support and to document their efforts. But, as I 

had just finished brushing my teeth, Tyler had gotten word from the 

community contact that we might to be able to go because the BRT buses 

in the area do not work because of the national gas shortage that has been 

plaguing the country for the last few weeks.  

 

The uncertainty turned into a definite no. The situation with the gas 

shortage in Brazil had become dire and we were stranded. We checked 

also if we could go by train, but then we also needed to take the Uber 

after which depends on gas. In short, we were out of luck.  

 

Immediately when I heard that we could not go, I began to pitch a 

thousand ideas about how we can use our "power" as an advocacy 

organization and as foreigners to raise awareness. We could do profiles 

and feature them on our social media pages. Write directly to the mayor 
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and complain. I even thought of trying to find an AirBnB just so I can be 

there to support the prolonged efforts and programming they will put on 

leading up to Tuesday.  

 

The intern stopped me immediately and reminded me that there are some 

things that we can do and not do. We can only do what the community 

wants and requests. "Even if we see ways to help, we can't always take 

them". At this moment, I saw very clearly how ingrained the colonial 

spirit was within me. And it hurt on so many levels.  

 

I feel... so many feelings right now: heartbroken, rage, frustration, 

helplessness, hopelessness. Fieldwork has been hard in this sense. You 

don't know when to intervene. When to watch and "research". And for 

me, it has been agonizing. Research is too slow. Writing a dissertation is 

too slow. It feels like the bureaucracies of the academy has tied me up, 

making me unable to act sometimes. And although I've often felt that 

doing a site visit and a write up were not enough, it's not even an option 

we can take.  

 

There is the chance that the government may call off the eviction. But 

something in my heart tells me it's not going to happen simply because 

the strike has just so conveniently given the government the chance to do 

what they want to do, knowing that there will be less outside interference. 

They know people don't have the resources and access to stop them. And 

for the first time, it didn't matter if you had money or not. There is no 

gas. Period.  

Race and Racism encountered on the ground 

 My fieldwork stint was littered with frequent encounters with racism that made even more 

apparent my role as an outsider in normal day society. I speak more to what insider/outsider dynamics in 

the section below. As a foreigner, I often did not know how to contend with those confrontations and I 

often ignored them in order to detract further attention towards me. I often felt I did not know my place or 

how I should react in difficult situations.  

My friends walked me to the metro bus where after a while, I took it to 

go to General Osório to get to the market that runs on Sunday. Along the 

way, a group of boys surrounded me and started calling me racial slurs. I 
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felt super frustrated, but I kept my head down and they eventually left me 

alone. 

It was only when I began to gain confidence speaking Portuguese that I spoke back against these 

aggressions. However, it often involved proving that I who I said I was regardless of how I looked like. 

We [my friend visiting from Japan and I] had lots of fun at the football 

match and decided to take metro back afterwards. On our way towards 

the metro station, where hundreds of people were also headed, a man 

approached us loudly and began questioning us about our racial identity. 

He was probably drunk. I was mad because he didn't need to know who 

we were. I then proceeded to tell him I was Canadian in Portuguese. He 

asked me if I spoke English and in my most ‘Canadian accent’, I said "I 

do". He then did not say anything and went away.  

Yet, these conditions were reflected in my research experiences as well. At the beginning of my 

fieldwork, many members of the Conselho Popular asked me where I was from and then asked where my 

parents were from because I was often told that I did not look Canadian. I was always very warmly 

received in my research, but I realized that I was very much an outsider in a double sense due firstly to my 

role as researcher and secondly to my skin colour and my background. This sort of treatment gave me an 

understanding on how being an outsider is also necessarily intersectional. For instance, my experiences 

largely contrasted with other North American researchers who were predominantly Caucasian or African 

American. I realized that I was spoken about and referred to in different ways.  

 An instance that comes to mind was a time that I confided in an American PhD student and 

friend, who was African American, about my fieldwork experiences. I told them that many of the contacts 

we knew sometimes made inferences about me by making a ‘slant-eye’ gesture when in conversation with 

one another. My friend was shocked to find that those experiences happened to me, but they also inferred 

that those experiences probably did not happen and that I was overthinking it. Yet, they did acknowledge 

that they were mistaken as Brazilian multiple times and was not subject to the same treatment as me. I 
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recall being very frustrated that my concerns were not shared as I thought I had an ‘ally’ in them, but I 

also realized that “BIPOC” politics played out fundamentally differently in Brazil. Like many things, I let 

it go. A week later, they reported to me that two members from our shared activist circle had indeed 

referred to me using the same ‘slant-eye’ gesture while chatting about something informal. They 

apologized for being unbelieving and reprimanded those persons for the act. 

Violence encountered in the field 

 At the tail-end of my fieldwork, I had the unfortunate experience of experiencing a robbery 

walking en route from the Catalytic Communities headquarters and the Glória metro station, a journey I 

had taken dozens of times. While robbery is unfortunately not an uncommon experience, it was very 

traumatizing and had deeply impacted my ability to function on a daily basis. I was quite afraid to leave 

my apartment and I almost did not leave my apartment at night. The following entry recalls my 

experience returning home after I had left my apartment for the first time to attend a birthday dinner party. 

I walked back toward the direction of the metro with two friends, but we 

parted ways when I get off the metro station near my home. In the ten-

minute walk back home, I began to be flooded by fear. Were the streets 

always this quiet? Was it always this dark? I ran home. I began to be 

angry at how that man had ruined Rio for me. He did me a great 

disservice and that I became scared at every turn. I suddenly became so 

weary. And it's not fair, for what do I have to be afraid? Because I'm a 

woman? Because I look different? I can never walk down the streets of 

Rio in the same way.  

For the rest of my time in Brazil, I hosted all interviews in public spaces easily accessible to public 

transportation or in the company of a trusted male intern from Catalytic Communities.  

When I returned to Canada, I transcribed my interview data personally by listening to my 

recordings several times over. Transcription gave me the opportunity to write down notes and memories 
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as I recalled them. Following transcription, I translated all of the data into English. To confirm the validity 

of my translations, I periodically confirmed details, quotes, and statements with colleagues from Catalytic 

Communities and trusted ‘critical friends’ with proficiency in the Portuguese language. I also spoke 

periodically with the informants of this study to bolster or confirm some of the details. A critical friend is 

someone who seeks to “complicate by probing for deeper meaning and evidence and seeking possible 

alternative explanations, most often through the use of a protocol or process that is repeated regularly” 

("Critical Friend," 2014). In this case, I periodically approached these friends with my transcripts to verify 

that the translation and the broader contexts of the interview content was correct. 

Following transcription, I used qualitative data analysis software (NVivo) to code all transcripts. 

Using a thematic coding approach, I coded the transcripts according to major themes and keywords that 

emerged throughout. Following the first ‘level’ of transcription, I organized my themes again under larger 

umbrella themes and then subthemes. I used these broader themes to inform the overall structure and 

content of this dissertation. I completed nineteen semi-structured interviews and three focus-group 

interviews with past and present (n=26) members of the Conselho Popular. The context surrounding the 

interview responses were gathered through many weeks of participant observation and dozens of informal 

conversations with community members through Conselho Popular meetings, protests, community events, 

and shared meals together. The purpose of spending a substantial amount of time on the ground was to 

contextualize and strengthen the ethnographic details of the single interviews that I conducted for my 

dissertation.  



 

15 

 

 

1.3 Positionality statement 

According to Robin M. Boylorn (2010), we are simultaneously situating ourselves into our 

research as we examine the actors, processes, and events that comprise our research contexts. Often times, 

our efforts to represent our participants end up representing our own values, struggles, and views. Linda 

Alcoff devised the term ‘positionality’ to explain that markers such as gender, race, class, and other 

aspects of our identity operate as relational positions that help us to understand the world around us 

(Maher & Tetreault, 1993). The research process is often coloured by the values, beliefs, and worldviews 

of researchers, influencing the ways research is conceived, carried out, analyzed, and disseminated (Lee, 

2020; Maher & Tetreault, 1993; Rose, 2016). Another such way to think about the positionality of a 

researcher is through the researcher’s relationship to the community as either an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ 

(Adu-Ampong & Adams, 2019; Court & Abbas, 2013; Gair, 2012; McNess, Arthur, & Crossley, 2013). 

Researchers, often occupying the outsider position, may exercise power over their subjects by claiming 

expertise or asserting knowledge on the inquired community. In these contexts, the thoughts, inputs, and 

experiences of the community may be silenced or exploited by researchers.  

Reflexivity is a process whereby researchers critically interrogate how their assumptions, 

underlying values, subjectivities, and preconceptions affect the production and interpretation of research 

(Alley, Jackson, & Shakya, 2015; Boylorn, 2011; Karagiozis, 2018; Linabary & Hamel, 2017; Rose, 

2016). Django Paris argues that humanizing research, or qualitative research undertaken with 

marginalized or oppressed communities, “is a methodological stance which requires that our inquiries 

involve dialogic consciousness‐raising and the building of relationships of care and dignity for both 

researchers and participants” (p. 140). Similarly, ethnographic research requires “crucial conversations 

that result from the dialogic spaces that are created from multivocal and multisituational standpoints and 
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representations” (Boylorn, 2010, p. 180). In studies examining space, sites, and localities, Swaminathan 

and Mulvihill (2019) press scholars to reflexively consider the sociopolitical dynamics that situate a 

researcher in their readings of place. They suggest the practice of ‘place-reflexivity’ to describe the active 

processes where “sites are more richly considered as interacting with the conditions of meaning-making” 

(p. 983-984). Rahel Wasserman (1993) argues that a strong reading of reflexivity recognizes the need to 

deconstruct power differences in the field of research while acknowledging the privilege of the researcher 

who ultimately determines the way results are written and disseminated (Wasserfall, 1993). In the rest of 

this subsection, I will reflect on my positionality so as to deconstruct, to the best of my ability, how my 

lived experiences and connections have influenced my take on this dissertation project.  

Boylorn (2010) notes that while ethnography is a method that allows the researcher to capture 

“thickly” what is witnessed at a given time or context, necessarily also involves the lived experiences and 

the biases of the researcher. Many of the research interests developed in my doctoral degree were driven 

by my own experiences with housing insecurity and eviction in my early adult life as well as experiences 

of poverty that could be traced back to conditions of poverty that followed my mother for most of her life 

and the ways it impacted my understanding of generational poverty, housing insecurity, and housing 

rights. The following journal entry is evocative of the ways my personal background impacted my 

approach to my fieldwork and dissertation. 

As I peered out my apartment window and appreciated the view of the 

favelas, I am brought back to a memory of when I first visited Hong 

Kong when I was six years old. Tin roofs, cemented floors, rusting metal. 

These characteristics reminded me of my grandmother's living conditions 

a long time ago.  

 

And it is only now that I'm seeing a bigger picture. 

 

I always knew that I had grown up with very humble roots. Both my 
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mother and my father's families were very, very poor. However, although 

I grew up in low-income housing under a self-employed, uneducated 

single mother for most of my life, our ‘type of poverty’ was nothing like 

what my mother had experienced as a child.  

 

Although this is coming back in snippets and snapshots, I remembered 

that my grandma and my two cousins had lived upon a hill, like where a 

lot of favelas are located. We had to walk through an unpaved path to 

arrive at a old, cement building. Inside, there was a table, a small living 

room with a TV, and a washroom to the right. To the left, there was a 

small staircase leading up to a bedroom. We had to be careful because 

there were no railings that separated the first floor and the impromptu 

second floor.  

 

I remember that my first impression of the place was not a good one. It 

was dingy, moldy, and I think, dirty(?). The place was filled with 

individually lit lamps and I really felt be uncomfortable there.  

 

I remember the bathroom was not lit at all and it had a strange smell 

radiating from it. I remember the first few days I would refuse to go in 

and my mom had to shower me in a huge basin. Eventually, I would use 

the washroom but I would keep the door open because I was so afraid of 

the dark.  

 

I remember one day, it was raining so hard that the water began seeping 

through the roof. My grandma used several buckets to catch the rain.  

 

Another day, we ran out of sugar and wanted to get it from a neighbour 

up the hill but decided not to because it was too far.  

 

I remember being covered in mosquito bites and sleeping in very hot 

weather because we did not have fans. One night, my aunt, my mom's 

older sister, visited and spent most of the night fanning my very swollen 

bitten legs.  

 

In the early 2000s, my grandma and my two cousins got the chance to 

live in government-owned, subsidized housing, where most of my other 

family also live in today.  

 

And as I began recollecting these memories, I think I also began to 

understand why this trip has been so challenging. This trip has been so 

difficult because it has really challenged and has opened up deeper 

questions about my identity, my ethnic roots, and my family history. It 

has helped me to understand where I came from and the conditions of my 
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parent's journey to Canada. The strengths involved and the convictions as 

well.  

 

As I've tried coming to terms with who I am and what my role as a PhD 

student is and my future for the past two years, this trip has been timely 

and strangely serendipitous. It's given me think and space to literally 

think about myself in a way that I probably couldn't have done in 

Vancouver or London or any other Olympic site.  

Given these experiences, I opted to take an ethnographic approach to drawing out the narratives of my 

participants’ experiences with eviction and grassroots resistance as well as to situate myself in the 

interpretation of their stories and the ways I recall listening and reacting to them. Boylorn (2010) argues 

that ethnography is “embodied, performed, ritualized, implicated, manipulated” (p. 180). An ethnographic 

approach has allowed me to reflexively consider the ways I mix my personal emotions, memories, and 

critical stances acquired through academic training to the analysis and framing of these stories. As I was 

very affected by my own experiences with housing insecurity, I am aware that the framing of my research 

results often favours the agentic or emancipatory possibilities of grassroots resistance.  

In reflection of my connections, the beginnings of my research project relied on a series of 

relationships that put me in a position of privilege and access. Even prior to the start of the project, I was 

very hesitant to carry out my research. I was painstaking aware of the fact that I was certainly an outsider 

to my research contexts. I had no previous connection to the topic or to the communities that I would 

come to meet. My racial background, mannerisms, and way of dress all identified me as a foreigner -- 

markers that received constant attention from members of the Conselho Popular and from the public. In 

the beginning, I was very nervous that my outsider status would impact the degree of access and 

transparency I would have with favela residents. While not discounting the consistent effort I’ve put into 

participant observation, language study, nor the generally warm attitudes of Brazilian people, I was very 

well received.  
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Much of the warm reception I received could be attributed to my official status as a research 

collaborator with Catalytic Communities and as a community events reporter for their news site, 

RioOnWatch. Catalytic Communities has a very strong reputation of working with favelas across the city. 

Reporters were often allowed to visit and write about events happening in communities without having 

established rapport beforehand. Having deeply benefited from the connections I made with favela 

residents during my stint as a reporter for RioOnWatch, I acknowledge that the unsolicited entry of 

foreigners into politically contentious spaces like favelas simply due to affiliation can be problematic in 

terms of how images, quotes, and data get represented without accountability to the communities. Some 

RioOnWatch reporters enter, without having built rapport with communities themselves, and leave when 

having satisfied the requirements of their internships or research projects. In an effort to gain experience 

in local reporting, I have been guilty of doing this myself. In my interviews, I was also cognizant of the 

fact that some individuals were very eager to speak to me in hopes of gaining international exposure for 

their problems. However, I attempted to contend with these issues by spending time with the community 

leaders, making myself available to answer questions, and showing genuine interest not only in their 

experiences, but in their lives, families, and communities by attending their events and meetings. I also 

did my best to stay in touch after returning to Canada via social media. 

1.4 Study goal and objectives 

Using the Conselho Popular as the main focus for this study, the goal of my research was to forge 

a better understanding of the various motivations, processes, and spatio-political dynamics through which 

grassroots housing resistance has been mobilized in response to the threat of dispossession. This 

dissertation seeks to bring from obscurity the struggles, experiences, and victories of residents deemed too 

small, too young, too old, too uneducated, and too inadequate for favela resistance. This dissertation is a 
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testament to the incredibly creative and innovative means by which favela residents create new 

possibilities, connections, and mobilizations to survive and remain. In the process, this dissertation 

documents the ways favela residents have actively played a role in reshaping and reassembling the spaces 

and faces of grassroots housing activism in Rio de Janeiro.  

To reach my research goal, my project was driven by three research objectives which inform the empirical 

chapters of this dissertation: 

1. To present an intimate, comparative portrait of favela dispossession in order to illustrate the 

shared and varied meanings, processes, and experiences of (dis)possession that inform the situated politics 

of grassroots favela resistance in Rio de Janeiro (Chapter 3); 

2. To explore the emergence of new articulations, configurations, and collectives of favela housing 

resistance from the city and beyond, shedding light on networked resistance assemblages as a means for 

favela residents to contend with the unique circumstances of their localized struggles (Chapter 4); and 

3. To examine the expansion of networked resistance assemblages into virtual space to ‘untether’ 

and situate resistance beyond traditional places and scales of activism for the purposes of establishing new 

and alternative ways to remain in the city (Chapter 5). 

  The following chapter (Chapter 2) provides a summary of the relevant areas of literature that 

inform the context of the subsequent chapters that follow (Chapters 3, 4, 5). In particular, it covers a brief 

history of favelas and its increasing permanence in the Brazilian landscape through the 20th to the 21st 

centuries. The literature review then shifts to shed light on the favela as a contradictory space. Historically 

the subject of discrimination and exclusion from citizen rights, favelas are living representations of 

differentiation, a logic inferring that certain citizens ‘deserve’ different and varying levels of rights 
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depending on their social, economic, and political standing. However, the conditions of differentiation 

have driven favela communities to take up insurgent forms of citizenship as a way to carve out their right 

to remain. The literature review concludes with a discussion on assemblage theory as a fundamental 

framework for exploring the concepts of dispossession and resistance as open-ended, growing, and 

contradictory phenomena, shedding light on how subjection and agency play out simultaneously within 

favela spaces. 

 Chapter 3 illustrates the stories of two favela residents who contend with a ‘fantasma de remoção’ 

or a ghost of eviction that haunts them by bringing to light the precarious nature of informal housing as a 

form of haunting. The fantasma de remoção is used as a means to illustrate the ways that dispossessions 

are simultaneously contested, but also manipulated, negotiated, and performed, as an act of agency 

emerges in contention with the conditions of its subjection. 

Chapter 4 follows the stories of four favela residents who have built networks of resistance in an 

effort to contend with community-level barriers to housing security when traditional governance 

structures with a long history of favela activism, such as neighbourhood associations, become coopted 

into into state, capital, and/or criminal interests. This chapter illustrates the ways local networks of 

knowledge provides insight on the nuances of insurgent mobilizations and the continual fight for the city. 

That is, the paper illustrates the ways the favela is in constant negotiation itself and insurgency at the 

individual level necessary contributes to urban city-make processes and the favela assemblage. 

 Chapter 5 focuses on the role of digital technologies like WhatsApp as a means to illustrating the 

changing and growing geographies of urban housing activism in Rio de Janeiro. Drawing on a case study 

of a community and their struggle against eviction, the chapter argues that digital assemblages of 
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resistance have served to ‘expand’ the geographies of housing by connecting deeply localized struggles 

into the extra-local and ‘global’ efforts around housing resistance. Chapter 6 concludes with a personal 

reflection from fieldwork as well as the overall strengths and limitations of the dissertation. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

As a state, favelas put together would make up the 5th most populous 

federation, capable of creating $63 billion Reais each year. Despite this, 

favelas are invisible in the mainstream press, to intellectuals, and to a 

large part of business plans because [collectively] these groups ignore 

and undervalue their transformative power (Meireilles & Athayde, 2014, 

in A country called favela). 

2.1 A brief history of favelas and urbanization in Rio de Janeiro 

The word ‘favela’ is historically translated and understood in English as “slum” or “shantytown.” 

While many favela communities struggle to attain basic services and formal recognition, favelas have 

become so heterogeneous in size, shape, and economic output that scholars no longer consider the word 

‘favela’ to be a generic term for an informal settlement (Catalytic Communities, n.d.; B. McCann, 2014). 

Rather, favelas are considered a semi-permanent aspect of the Brazilian landscape, as contributors to both 

the formal and informal economy (Davis, 2006; Gonçalves, 2005; B. McCann, 2014).  

Throughout the 20th century, Rio de Janeiro would see a proliferation of favelas within the city as 

a result of systematized neglect by the state. In particular, the consistent lack of affordable housing 

options in the growing metropolis over many decades has led migrants and low-paid workers, often from 

out of the state, to settle in the urban peripheries of the city (Freire-Medeiros, 2009; Perlman, 2010, 2017). 

It is commonly understood that Rio de Janeiro’s first informal settlement was created in 1897 when 

veteran soldiers, returning from the Canudos War in northern Brazil, received permission to temporarily 

reside on the Santo Antonio and Providência hill (Osborne, 2012; Perlman, 1976, 2010; Williamson, 

2017). Despite a turbulent history of displacement threats, gentrification, and pacification, the Morro da 
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Providência favela remains an important refuge to this day. Between the 1900s and the 1930s, twenty-five 

more informal settlements proliferated in the city as workers from out of state began to settle in the city in 

search of stable employment (B. Fischer, 2014).  

In the 1930s and 1940s, emerging debates about citizenship and class structure in conjunction 

with the political and social ostracism of racialized and Black bodies played a prominent role in 

normalizing disdainful mainstream views about informal settlements. Racial whitening movements and 

elites heavily perpetuated the idea that degrees of whiteness translated directly into class position. 

Matthew Aaron Richmond (2018) notes that favelas emerged out of “the positivist ideology, cultural 

pretensions, and symbolic and racial prejudices of the leaders of Brazil’s Republic” (p. 1050). Historically 

occupied by descendants of African slaves and immigrants, informal settlements were stereotyped as 

criminal, primitive, unsanitary, and uneducated (Williamson, 2017). Rather than refuges, informal 

settlements became known as spaces of degeneration from which people sought to progress out of. 

 Legislative changes served to give informal settlements a name (“favela”), a toponym which 

simultaneously acknowledged and vilified these spaces as a material, political, symbolic, and economic 

obstacle that stood in the way of a prosperous Brazilian society (Freire-Medeiros, 2009). The term 

‘favela’ served, physically and ideologically, to demarcate socio-spatial difference and to create the notion 

of the ‘other’, all of which facilitated the wide-scale acceptance of social cleansing regimes in the 1950s. 

Janice Perlman (1976) famously coined this form of differentiation of those living in informal settlements 

as “myths of marginality” whereby the characteristics of the urban poor are connected to discourses of 

social disorganization, violence, and crime.  
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Yet, by the 1950s, as much as 7-8.5% of the city’s population had settled within favelas (Freire-

Medeiros, 2009; Perlman, 1976). Pockets of urbanization occurring across the city in this decade led to 

the establishment of favelas in close proximity to employment, services, and resources (Gonçalves, 2005; 

B. McCann, 2014; Perlman, 2017). Therefore, unlike many other informal peripheries in the Global South 

which circle a centralized, urban core, favelas in Rio de Janeiro are scattered throughout the city. By 

1960, approximately 16% of the city’s population lived in favelas. The growth of favelas in the 1960s 

were characterized by a broader socio-spatial shift towards established urban centres, with some favelas 

gaining access to electricity and clean drinking water. Yet, some decades later, these very favelas would 

become the prime targets of dispossession due to the increasingly lucrative value of Rio de Janeiro’s 

urban core spurred on by tourism initiatives, rapid urban revitalization, and sport-mega event development 

(Gaffney, 2016; Richmond & Garmany, 2016). 

The unprecedented presence of favelas in urban spaces pushed Governor Carlos Lacerda of the 

newly establishing dictatorship regime to displace a significant number of favela residents for the 

purposes of urban reform including new bus lines, housing developments, and other basic services 

(Faulhaber & Azevedo, 2015). Between 1962 to 1974, over 140 000 persons deemed to be illegal 

residents on federal land were forcefully removed from their homes without appeal or remuneration. 

While some scholars argue that the number of persons who were evicted may be even higher, this event is 

widely acknowledged to be the largest eviction regime in Brazilian history.  

In 1985, the fall of Brazil’s dictatorship fostered ostensibly more progressive conversations across 

the country surrounding social rights and the rights to basic services for all citizens. This was largely due 

to a series of citizen-based uprisings throughout the country following the regime, demanding change for 

social issues brought on by years of systematized neglect. Rio de Janeiro saw a surge in grassroots social 
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and housing movements that explicitly pushed for the right to housing in favelas (Duquette, de Lima 

Galdino, Levy, Marques-Pereira, & Raes, 2005). Yet, urban reform also began to mold around capitalist 

ideas introduced from the Global North, specifically through the International Monetary Fund and World 

Bank’s Structural Adjustment Program. In the 1990s to 2000s, the loss of informal settlements to private 

investors directly juxtaposed the implementation of favela upgrading programs funded by these 

development banks and organizations (Mericato, 2009).  

Since 2010, Rio de Janeiro has the highest number of favelas in comparison to any other Brazilian 

city. Nearly 1.5 million persons now occupy favelas, making up 24% of the city’s population (Catalytic 

Communities, 2018). Like other informal settlements across the globe, favelas are also characterized to 

some extent by precarity and insecurity. Gentrification and cheap wages have mainly contributed to the 

proliferation of informal dwellings, as it has become unsustainable for people to live within the city. 

Spaces of informality, like favelas, can be found close to areas areas of high environmental risk or urban 

wastelands. The connection between informality and environmental injustice, forged by governments, 

corporate elites, and even middle-class dwellers who choose to dump wastes on unprofitable lands, is a 

global phenomenon. Yet, informal settlements across the globe also house an extensive network of 

informal economies which arguably do much to sustain their formal counterparts (Davis, 2006). Roy 

(2009) notes that informal spaces are highly effective in producing capital via the production of goods and 

products. In this way, spaces of informality represent a heuristic device, used to navigate the "ever-

shifting urban relationship between legal and illegal, legitimate and illegitimate, authorized and 

unauthorized" embedded within its topology (Roy, 2011, p. 233). More than just a topographical 

indicator, the proliferation of informal economies and make-shift housing communities signifies agency in 

the face of neoliberal domination. 
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Yet, there are nuances between informal settlements. First, favelas have become so heterogeneous 

in size, shape, and economic output, that scholars no longer consider ‘favela’ as a generic term for an 

informal settlement (B. McCann, 2014). Favela communities have emerged from regular tracts of land, 

public housing complexes, and even land previously owned by private investors (Gonçalves, 2020; Vaz, 

1994). Due to decades of growth, favelas are now considered a semi-permanent aspect of the Brazilian 

landscape. Second, favelas are unique because of its geographical spread. Rather than a series of 

settlements located around an urban core, favelas are geographically diverse and can be found near or on 

hillsides, hilltops, swampy marshes, or forests, and also in the downtown core and adjacent to luxury 

neighbourhoods across the city. Following Roy (2011), they are an essential “constitutive outside” that 

make up the very fabric of Rio de Janeiro’s cultural identity, economy, and most salient to this 

dissertation, politics. Yet, the wide geographical diversity of favelas also presents a number of highly 

varied and dynamic challenges that face each favela community. For instance, favela communities located 

on hillsides or rural areas often have challenges accessing public transportation or receiving regular 

municipal services like garbage pick-up. On the contrary, favela communities located in Rio de Janeiro’s 

downtown core face increasingly expensive living conditions due to rapid gentrification (Gaffney, 2016; 

Lunetta, 2015). Such differences may lead to difficulties in theorizing favela politics as uneven attention 

is paid to different spaces, yet they may also present important opportunities that are taken up in the 

chapters that follow.  

Third, the proliferation of favelas in the city across is closely tied to changing socio-economic 

processes throughout the the 20th century. Richmond (2018) argues that the displacement regimes carried 

by the state had forced many residents to the hillsides or to the peripheries around the city, which 

presented little value to the state in the first half of the 20th century. The abolition of slavery, rising 
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migration, and rise of industrialization also lead individuals with little social and economic capital to find 

refuge in the hills. Altogether, these unique trends and characteristics allude to a broader process of 

‘deterritorialization’ and ‘reterritorialization’ where spatial, political, and economic change serve in some 

aspects to challenge the dominant discourses, ideals, performances, and practices formative of dominant 

concepts of the favela and in others to further entrench the favela in a state of oppression through 

militarization and exceptional forms of governance (Richmond, 2018).   

Thus, the 21st century favela could be attributed to the ways their residents have learned to be self-

sufficient in the face of enduring oppression or neglect. In many instances, favela communities are 

autonomously run and represent micro-societies in and of themselves. Further, favelas communities have 

for a long time been a stand-in solution for some of Brazil’s social and urban problems. For instance, 

researchers at Catalytic Communities have argued that favelas are inherently comprised of mixed housing 

units and have been early adopters of urban densification and intensification (Catalytic Communities, 

n.d.). Further, the informal economies developed within favelas provide a plethora of employment 

opportunities that help to mitigate Brazil’s longstanding employment crisis. Favelas also provide a 

community of mutual support, whereby friends and neighbours who live nearby are always available to 

help or fulfill favours for those who may not have steady incomes or employment. Most importantly, the 

favela is ‘free’, there are no monthly rents and individuals may build their houses however they please 

(Perlman, 1976, p. 197).  

As ‘autoconstructed’ peripheries, favelas represent spaces where the urban poor have built and 

sustained social, political, and economic life in response to social and legal exclusion from Brazilian 

society (Caldeira, 2017; Caldeira & Holston, 1999; Holston, 2008). The autoconstructed peripheries 

represent co-constructed assemblages of subjection and agency often in conflict with each other, 



 

31 

 

 

constituting both the unjust conditions that assemble the day-to-day routines and regimes of 

differentiation as well as the innovative means through which the poor carve out “spaces of alternative 

futures” (Holston, 2008, p. 8). The increasing uptake of digital technologies in the day-to-day routines and 

practices of favela communities have shed light on ‘virtual’ autoconstructions that have served favela 

communities significantly in producing counter-narratives against state-led regimes of violence (Prouse, 

2018). Both forms of autoconstruction provide important opportunities to reframe the shape and form of 

housing resistance in the city, particularly in light of the daily pressures residents face against 

dispossession. 

In consideration of the historical, political, and ideological contexts presented above, this 

dissertation also forwards a necessarily complex and perhaps unsettling view of the favela. The 

manuscript that follows this chapter focuses on the ways favela residents have learned to negotiate and 

perform dispossession as a form of resistance, shedding light on subjectivities and agencies that arise out 

of the situated contexts of their besieged community. Other case studies featured in this dissertation 

further shed light on the ways community-wide and city-wide insurgent mobilizations can begin through 

the actions and agencies of individuals seeking to remain in the city. In the case of those already 

displaced, this dissertation sheds light on the immortalization of the favela into the virtual, where physical 

displacement cannot tread and where its resistance can continue abound.  

2.2 Favelas as spaces of both differentiation and insurgency  

Since the turn of the century, Brazil has grown to become the world’s eighth largest economy, 

ushering some 35 million ‘previously poor’ Brazilians into the ‘new middle class’ (Klein, Mitchell, & 

Junge, 2018). Rio de Janeiro’s sandy white beaches, world-famous landmarks, and reputation as the 
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country’s cultural capital provided ample opportunity and allure for international investment (Gaffney, 

2016; Herzog, 2013; Ling, 2019; Ribeiro & Santos, 2017). In just a ten-year period (2007- 2016), Rio de 

Janeiro has hosted some of the largest sport mega-events in the entire world: the 2007 Pan American 

Games, 2011 Military World Games, the 2013 FIFA Confederations Cup, the 2014 FIFA World Cup, and 

the 2016 Summer Olympic Games. These events have been highly criticized for their role in accelerating 

displacement and environmental degradation in vulnerable parts of the city (Bin, 2017; Boykoff & 

Mascarenhas, 2016; Darnell, 2012; Faulhaber & Azevedo, 2015; Freeman, 2014; Gaffney, 2010, 2013, 

2016; Magalhães, 2013; Ribeiro & Santos, 2017).  

The country’s adoption of neoliberal policies during this period has also drastically exacerbated 

economic inequality and social divides (Barbassa, 2016; Barra & Buono, 2009; Darnell, 2012; Perlman, 

2010). Like many other countries in the Global South, while the middle class has grown, the neoliberal 

regime has failed to solve Brazil’s severe disparity in income distribution (Amann & Baer, 2002; Silva & 

Rossi, 2019). Even more so, Brazil’s economic success has depended largely on cheap labour as well as 

other contributions from its informal economy – much of which has been driven by favela economies. 

Williamson (2018) notes, “One can summarize policy toward favelas historically as one of finding ways 

to maintain the structure of a slaveholding society, even post abolition” (p. 59). 

Along the same lines, Ermínia Maricato (2009) argues that the progressive image of neoliberal-

based urban reform erases the history of Brazil’s recently eradicated slave society, displaces poor persons 

to the peripheries, and designates ‘liberated’ spaces (i.e. former favelas) specifically for real estate 

development (Maricato, 2009a, 2009b). Thus, land has come to be understood as a crucial element in the 

process of urban exclusion and segregation; it is the epiphany of accumulation by dispossession within the 

Brazilian urban context which is explored in greater detail in Chapter 3 (Bin, 2017; Freeman & Burgos, 
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2017). David Harvey (2005) uses this concept to define the emergence and uptake of neoliberal policies 

by elites to gain wealth and power by forcefully dispossessing the world of property or wealth. 

By this I mean the continuation and proliferation of accumulation 

practices which Marx had treated of as ‘primitive’ or ‘original’ during the 

rise of capitalism. These include the commodification and privatization 

of land and the forceful expulsion of peasant populations (compare the 

cases, described above, of Mexico and of China, where 70 million 

peasants are thought to have been displaced in recent times); conversion 

of various forms of property rights (common, collective, state, etc.) into 

exclusive private property rights (most spectacularly represented by 

China); suppression of rights to the commons; commodification  of 

labour power and the suppression of alternative (indigenous) forms of 

production and consumption; colonial, neocolonial, and imperial 

processes of appropriation of assets (including natural resources); 

monetization of exchange and taxation, particularly of land; the slave 

trade (which continues particularly in the sex industry); and usury, the 

national debt and, most devastating of all, the use of the credit system as 

a radical means of accumulation by dispossession (Harvey, 2005). 

Neoliberalism reconstructs market-driven consumption as the essence of democracy, whereby persons 

who take part are considered citizens and those who cannot afford to are denied citizen rights (Barra & 

Buono, 2009). Such a relationship plays in favour of private, capitalist interests, thus reducing the 

capacity for democratic citizenship to arise. Neoliberalism also serves to determine the conditions through 

which citizenship is adopted, negotiated, and contested (Parnell & Robinson, 2012; Ribeiro & Santos, 

2017).  

Historically entrenched in racist and classist structures stemming from the country’s colonial 

history, Brazilian citizenship has long operated simultaneously as a status of entitlement and as a measure 

of exclusion. For persons relegated to the socio-spatial peripheries in Brazil, their political subjectivities 

reflect the dispositions of a differentiated citizenship. That is, the logic that citizens may receive different 
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and varying levels of rights depending on their social, economic, and political standings as well as their 

geographies within the city (Holston, 2009; Miraftab, 2009).  

While on the surface, protections and civil liberties appear to be accessible and applicable to all 

Brazilians, Caldeira and Holston (1999) argue that constitutional rights in Brazil are in fact widely seen by 

the public as privileges of the elite. For instance, Caldeira (2000) suggested that some 70 percent of 

Brazilians do not seek help from the justice system or consult upper levels of government when they are 

in need. There may be good reason for this lack of engagement: most of the interviewees in this 

dissertation have asserted that it is often government entities themselves that are the perpetrators of favela 

violence and eviction. Likewise, Colin McFarlane’s (2011) work on the urban peripheries of both India 

and Brazil suggest that the markers, assumptions, and performances of differentiated citizenships are 

learned for the purpose of replicating and reinforcing elitist and hegemonic values and practices. Indeed, 

existing social structures of Brazilian society have been largely dependent on the sustained differentiation 

of women, slaves, Blacks, and informal residents for cheap labour (Holston, 2008).  

Holston goes on to argue that differentiated citizenship is learned and reinforced through 

‘everyday practices,’ where people reinforce existing knowledge about rights and citizenships by 

participating in rituals and routines like taking the bus or lining up at the bank (Cunha, 2011; Holston, 

2008). ‘Everyday practices’ is a useful framework for contending with the ways favela residents learn to 

enact common forms of citizenship despite the spread and geographical isolation of favelas in the city. 

Through everyday interactions that arise locally, virtually, and globally, assumptions of race, ethnicity, 

gender hierarchy, and class structure are learned, performed, internalized, and reproduced. Favela 

residents learn to accept, adopt, and even justify arduous, complicated, and unjust routes and routines in 

order to achieve the same rights and opportunities as full citizens.  
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While everyday practices have served to reinforce the notion that differentiated citizens do not 

have rights, Holston (2009) suggests that the very paucity of their rights has fueled new and reimagined 

citizenships. In other words, citizenship is a malleable concept that operates according to discourses and 

structures that are negotiated and reasserted on a daily basis. As Brazilian society has worked to exclude 

Indigenous groups, blacks, women, and persons living in poverty, these differentiations have notably led 

to “on-going political struggles for inclusion, recognition, and democratic development specific to Latin 

America” (Hee Pedersen, 2012, p. 97).  

Favelas residents, in particular, are well situated to respond to adversity in creative and innovative 

ways. As noted, Holston (2008, 2009) refers to favelas as “autoconstructed peripheries” where state 

neglect and oppression have facilitated the construction of autonomous social, political, and physical 

conditions for life at the margins of the formal city. Favelas have an effect of stabilizing state-citizen 

relations by providing affordable shelter for thousands of residents in the face of increasingly 

unsustainable urban neoliberal developments while destabilizing or reworking such relations through 

counter-hegemonic housing advocacy movements. Thus, the autoconstructed urban peripheries represent 

places of confrontation between traditional, entrenched citizenships and alternative, insurgent citizenships.  

Insurgent citizenships can be understood as the alternative and re-imagined citizenships that have 

emerged in response to historically entrenched processes of differentiation in Brazilian society (Holston, 

2008, 2009). Like differentiated citizenships, insurgent citizenships are learned relationally and spatially. 

Yet, unlike differentiation, where residents learn about particular orders, hierarchies, and performances of 

citizenship, insurgency points to a transformative learning process where normative practices and 

discourses of citizenship are challenged and negotiated. As will be discussed below, insurgent citizenships 

can be thought of as assemblages, involving diverse elements, actors, materialities, and experiences that 
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have the potential generate alternative subjectivities of informality and new political possibilities 

(McFarlane, 2011). 

As insurgent citizens, favela residents learn to link their citizenship to their status vis-à-vis the 

city, rather than to the state or even to notions of class. This status is negotiated through personal 

achievement in the face of oppression and via local participation within the autoconstructed peripheries 

(Miraftab, 2009). Through such negotiations, favela residents learn to take up a political subjectivity 

premised upon social change, specifically one that is transgressive of the normalized unequal relations 

produced through differentiation. To contest differentiation and establish insurgency, favela residents, 

citizen groups, and other vulnerable persons have employed creative and innovative means to overturn 

citizen-state relations in the renegotiation of their citizenships and suggest alternative visions of urban and 

political reform (Friendly, 2017, 2020; Holston, 2011). 

Drawing on the existing literature on insurgent mobilization, which is often applied to larger scale 

movements on a national and global level, this dissertation sheds light into the ways mobilizations on an 

individual level can also serve to enact ‘insurgent’ changes on a community or neighbourhood level 

towards a broader struggle for favela housing rights in the city. Specifically, our case study hones in on 

‘network’ as a tool to connect smaller, localized struggles to supports situated locally, extra-locally, and 

globally (see Chapter 4).  

2.3 A short note on the history of organizing and cooptation in Brazil 

Alvarez, Dagnino, & Escobar (1998) argue that it is is “precisely at the interstices” that social 

movements can articulate and negotiate a new politic of citizenship (p. 23). While social movements in 

Rio de Janeiro will be not reviewed in depth in this dissertation, it is significant to note that the political 
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climate of Brazil’s post-dictatorship era gave rise to citizen-fuelled action (Alvarez, Dagnino, & Escobar, 

1998; Coelho & Favareto, 2010; Friendly, 2017). In the urban peripheries, a combination of labour and 

feminist movements made significant strides in gaining housing rights for those living and belonging to 

physical and social peripheries – farmers, rural residents, and women (Brum, 2018; Friendly, 2017; Gohn, 

2011; Guimarães, 2015). The systematization and legalization of favela residents’ associations, popular 

councils, and other participatory interventions further highlight the growth of citizen-run initiatives in 

pursuit of better rights for favela residents, those living in the peripheries of the urban (Donaghy, 2011, 

2013; Gay, 1994; Marquetti, Schonerwald Da Silva, & Campbell, 2012; Wampler, 2012).  

In the 1980s, Brazil was hit with an economic crisis that lead to rising unemployment and a 

subsequent cut in state investment into public services and housing (Ferreira, 2012). Given the increasing 

precarious situations of low-income and informal housing, residents began to organize into associations 

and social movements to demand land reform and other basic services. The budding movement became of 

particular interest to homeless individuals and families, which eventually gave way to the prominent 

Homeless Worker’s Movement (Gohn, 2011). As the marketization of the housing market began to leave 

the poor in increasing vulnerable positions, partnerships between several different actors including the 

Catholic Church, Rio’s State Federation of Neighbourhood’ Associations and pro-urban poor politicians 

would eventually pave the way to a large and sustained resistance for housing rights and participatory 

interventions (Williamson, 2017; Mericato, 2009). Collective squatting between the Church, communities, 

and organized grassroots groups served as one of the first ways to pressure the State to finance the 

production of housing. 

The coming together of different people, from different backgrounds, gave rise to creative 

mobilizations for the pursuit of a broader movement for housing rights (Mello, 2013). The emergence of 
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two nationally organized social movements, the National Movement for the Struggle for Housing and the 

National Union for Popular Housing in the late 1980s have since given rise to a series of other national 

urban housing movements and interventions across the country (Gohn, 2011). Collectively, these 

movements have worked to push national urban reform and policies such as the National Affordable 

Housing Fund, which was the one of first “participatory” laws established in the country.  

The origins of the “conselho popular” or popular councils in the 1980s were also progressive 

interventions by which to improve housing for the public. Inspired by the principles of the Paris 

Commune, a radical group which made the way for working-class radicalism, popular councils were 

created for the purpose of deliberating on policy and programmatic decisions (Donaghy, 2011; Marquetti 

et al., 2012). Beginning in the 1980s, which signaled the end of Brazil’s military regime, popular councils 

were considered to be a democratic innovation. In an effort to ensure municipal policies were beneficial to 

citizens, governments would search for or appoint citizens and representatives of neighbourhood 

associations to contribute in decision-making processes (Donaghy, 2013). In 1988, the Constitution of 

Brazil was amended to include the establishment of municipal-level popular councils for healthcare, 

education, social assistance, and children’s rights. Through the demands of government or by civil society 

groups, other types of councils such ones pertaining to housing and development, emerged in the process.  

Throughout their history, popular councils have varied substantially in size, scope, context, and 

responsibility. However, many popular councils continue to adhere to an informal rule that half of the 

council’s members should come from government and the other should come from the public (Donaghy, 

2011). They have been developed at all levels of government and were most commonly employed in 

community or municipal contexts to tackle how funding and resources should be funneled to public health 
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and education services. As autonomous institutions, popular councils have deployed a number of 

resources and creative solutions to solve regional problems.  

However, movements in the 20th century were often tied to the agendas of political parties, both 

reformists and revolutionary alike. While said movements were grounded in the lived experiences of its 

members, they often subordinated to the political and ideological structures of its partisan support 

(Prevost, Campos, & Vanden, 2012). Popular councils have been argued to reinforce state agendas and 

control by assuming leadership over decision-making processes and delegating ‘mutually-determined’ 

responsibilities and tasks to communities and individuals to actualize (Cornwall, 2017; Eversole, 2011). 

Thus, while numerous new structures and approaches toward participatory governance has proliferated, 

hierarchical structures continues to persist. At the same time, the persistence of state structures has 

operated to discredit communities’ unique ways of working and render invisible their voices insofar as 

they align with the state values.  

Likewise, Levy (2005) argues that urban movements have had a thorny history of aligning with 

state entities, often in ways that are not beneficial for its constituents. In the past, social movements often 

bribed social movements in a bid of political support or for subscription into international funding 

programs. Leaders of social movements were encouraged to take up governmental positions in exchange 

for the fulfillment of promises demanded by social movements. In the process, Levy (2005) argues that 

many social movement leaders also gave up resistance. In this context, Chapter 4 provides insight into the 

ways individuals create networks of resistance in order to contend with the corruption of their 

neighbourhood associations. 
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2.4 Theorizing dispossession and grassroots activism using assemblage 

Assemblage theory is increasingly employed by urban geographers as a way to capture and 

explore the expansive and diverse materials, agents, and elements that become enrolled in the city-making 

process. Assemblage theory “approaches socio‐spatial forms as heterogeneous assemblages of human and 

non‐human materials arranged through the active but often unpredictable manipulation of those materials 

and often narrativised as an organic whole” (Prince, 2017, p. 336). Assemblages can be thought of as 

forms made up of various actors, sites, and even parts of other assemblages. But at the same time, 

assemblage assumes an orientation that is attuned to the relational, political, and cultural processes of 

actors and materials and their enrollment into social phenomena such as social movements, cities, and 

policies. This dissertation engages extensively with assemblage as a theoretical framework to think about 

the multiple and open-ended configurations and possibilities of dispossession and of grassroots resistance. 

In urban geography, assemblage has been applied in a variety of different ways. Jayne & Hall (2019) use 

assemblage to explain how non-human actors, networks, practices, and ideas are assembled to constitute 

and contest urban life and (in)formality in various cities in the Global North. Jeffrey, McFarlane, and 

Vasudevan (2012) forwards the term ‘assemblages of enclosure’ to encapsulate the materials, 

subjectivities, practices, and discourses that serve both to dispossess and exclude certain citizens from the 

city, as well as to inspire radical forms of resistance. Assemblages is a concept that invites us to see social 

processes as relational manifestations of diverse actors, practices, materials, and processes with origins 

both near and far away that become implicated within a particular phenomenon (Ash, 2020; Escobar, 

2007; Marston, Jones, & Woodward, 2005).  

Assemblage, as an orientation and an object, is useful to this dissertation for three reasons. First, 

assemblage is useful for thinking through interactions between the diverse actors, materials, histories, and 
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practices that shape the outcomes and possibilities of social phenomena. Using the favela as an example, 

it is a space and a place comprised not only of residents and informal dwellings, but the favela itself (and 

our understandings of the favela) is also assembled by municipal policies, the actions of private actors, 

and pervading discourses about the favela. As a result, favela assemblages are not limited to human 

constituents and may also arise through the convergence of changing ideas, ideologies, and visions 

(McFarlane, 2011). The value to this point of view posits that both human and non-human actors can both 

affect and become enrolled into practices of meaning making. Assemblage assumes that materials, ideas, 

and histories are not just to be used by humans, but they constitutive of power and discourses of favela 

assemblages. Assemblage theory is sensitive to “both the individual elements and the agency of the 

interactive whole, where the agency of both can change over time and through interactions” (McFarlane, 

2011, p. 25). In other words, the role of historical, ideological, and political contexts that precede and 

dictate the favela are just as important as the residents that dwell in it, whether they are near or far away.   

Second, as an analytical framework, assemblage does not subscribe to pre-defined notions and/or 

dominant spatial configurations or urban imaginations about any given object, event, or place. Rather it 

opens up possibilities to think about concepts, events, and objects in non-linear trajectories (Prince, 2016). 

McCann, Roy & Ward (2013) argue that assemblage serves to emphasize the “heterogeneous, contingent, 

unstable, partial, and the situated” within urban phenomena (p. 582). This orientation is useful for 

thinking through the multiple spatiomaterial ways through which the favela is produced, performed, 

deconstructed, and reconstructed. Assemblage theory can shed light on the multiple spatial and political 

forms and contexts, from those generated through entrenched historical practices to everyday practices, 

that assemble a favela as a place, a community, and a symbol.  
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Third, assemblage is useful for thinking through relations of power, for instance, between forms 

of subjection and those of resistance that co-occur in urban places undergoing dispossession. Assemblage 

sheds light on the ways conditions of inequality, hegemony, normative ideologies, and resistance are 

produced and/or (re)produced through the politicization and monopolization of and by its constituents 

who struggle to lay claim to its definition and uses. In other words, assemblages can become politicized 

and monopolized by constituents who uphold ideologically neoliberal notions of the city. But such 

monopolies are always contingent, subject to forces of resistance that may emerge from within contested 

spaces themselves, or through networks of relations that can often reach across the globe.  

Matthew Aaron Richmond (2018) also uses assemblage as a critical lens to understand how favela 

assemblages have been produced over time. He posits that the favela is assembled by a series of social, 

material, and political interactions, collaborations, and contestations between moving parts and wholes 

that are formative of its subjection, performances, potentialities, and possibilities. Richmond (2018) 

argues that the favela first emerged from an assemblage of legal, economic, and social logics for the 

purpose of typifying or “territorializing” favelas as spaces of social and geographical degeneration. For 

instance, the proliferation of hill-side communities could be due in large part to the destruction of squalid 

slum tenements by the state without any promise of alternative housing solutions (B. M. Fischer, 2008). 

Popular imaginations of the favela, characterized by blackness, poverty, and informality, also served to 

territorialize racialized imaginations and associations into the favela assemblage. The assemblage of such 

imaginations and configurations endure today and continue to fundamentally shape our social-spatial 

understanding of “favela”. 

However, as noted previously, the favela assemblage is not static and is in constant negotiation 

and flux. In the 1950s, the city saw to a spatial transformation in the favela assemblage due to failed 
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attempts to eradicate favela communities via state-led eviction regimes. The result lead to a proliferation 

of favelas in spaces not typified by settlements. The establishment of favelas in apartment blocks, and the 

proliferation of both formal and informal capital within those spaces, served to re-assemble new material 

possibilities for favela dwellings and “deterritorialize” or tease out the favela from popular demarcations 

of “formal” and “informal.” As Richmond notes, “the favela assemblage has undergone extensive 

deterritorialization meaning that the formal-informal divide no longer neatly maps on to patterns of socio-

economic inequality in the city” (p. 1054). 

Despite continual efforts to deterriorialize, Richmond notes that a series of intersecting factors in 

the twenty-first century has ensured the continual reterritorialization of the favela as a distinct and 

recognizable object since its establishment. In particular, assemblages of police violence, exceptional 

forms of governance, and urban displacement tactics have all served to reterritorialize the favela as spaces 

of degeneration in need of containment or eradication (Garmany & Richmond, 2020; Richmond, 2018, 

2019). Richmond’s favela assemblage draws attention to how complex interactions between ideas, actors, 

and materials overtime have created a continuous and dynamic negotiation of the spatial and political 

meanings and boundaries of the favela. Such logics also apply when thinking about dispossession and 

resistance with assemblage.  

In Chapter 3, assemblage theory is deployed in an effort to understand how the politics of 

dispossession plays out in non-linear and non-deterministic trajectories. Judith Butler and Athena 

Athanasiou’s ideas serve as a guide for thinking about dispossession as assemblages of motivation and 

power (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013). They point to two broad, but interrelated manifestations of 

dispossession. In the first sense, dispossession is signified by the formation of subjects and the processes 

of othering that “regulate the subject’s disposition of the other” (p. 2). Dispossession is embodied and 
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performed by subjects that are simultaneously dependent on and limited by the conditions of their 

dispossession.  

In the second sense, Butler and Athanasiou (2013) understand dispossession as the “processes and 

ideologies by which persons are disowned and abjected by normative and normalizing powers that define 

cultural intelligibility and that regulate the distribution of vulnerability” (ibid). Dispossession operates as 

the normative and normalizing forces that play a role in the formation of subjectivity and survival for the 

dispossessed. This view dismisses notions of dispossession as simply a dearth of possession, drawing 

attention instead to a more sophisticated assemblage of ideologies, social norms, and mechanisms at work 

to move, manipulate, unsettle, and make claim to the political, personal, social, and physical parts and 

wholes of dispossession. 

 In this framework, the spatio-political dimensions of dispossession are multiple and operate 

within and along spatial scales in non-linear, yet relational trajectories (Mueller, 2017). The components 

of an assemblage can be deterritorialized, detached, and destabilized even while being projected, situated, 

and mapped in locales, communities, and ‘onto our bodies’ (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013; McFarlane & 

Anderson, 2011). Assemblage reveals the ways these components are ordered and enrolled to reinforce 

existing hierarchies, social norms and logics, and techniques of subjectification through specific and 

intentional spatiomaterial configurations. It reveals the way dispossession “seeks to assert the propriety of 

both spatiality and subjectivity as it bodies forth displaced and displaceable subjectivities, as it challenges 

them to take their proper place instead of taking place” (p. 20). 

Assemblage is also a useful conceptual framework for interrogating the political, social, spatial, 

and cultural layers and discourses through which grassroots movements, actors, and organizations are 

embedded, constructed, connected, and implicated. The idea of ‘webs’ and ‘networks’ have been used in 
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political studies to explore the radical potential of participatory interventions and insurgent mobilizations 

through the coming together of different parties and constituents for activism. Most notably, Latin 

American scholar Sonia Alvarez (1997) uses the term “social movement webs” to convey “the intricacy 

and precariousness of the manifold imbrications of the ties established among movement organizations, 

individual participants, and other actors in civil and political society and the state” (p. 90). The notion of 

social movement webs give way to thinking about new inter-personal, inter-organizational, and 

spatiopolitical linkages between diverse constituents. Through “mobilizational ebbs and flows,” social 

movements assemble new cultural meanings into political practices and collective actions through 

different forms of consciousness and practices which extend beyond visible political demonstration and 

protests (Alvarez, Dagnino, & Escobar, 1998, p. 14). Specifically, political demands, discourses, and 

practices are spread “invisibly, through the social fabric as communicative networks stretch into a variety 

of different parties and stakeholders” (Alvarez, Dagnino, & Escobar, 1998, p. 15). 

Assemblage allows scholars to think about the extent to which practices and discourses are 

adopted, applied, co-opted, and reassembled to achieve specific means and desires. While scholars have 

drawn attention to notions of connectedness, linkage, partnerships, and relationship within the making of 

participatory mobilizations, Taiwanese scholar Ya-Chung Chuang (2004) has argued that few have paid 

attention to the “relative positioning, shape, configuration, intensity and force stretching through time and 

space” that constitutes the multiple parts and wholes of a social movement (p. 253). While Chuang’s 

research on social movement webs in the midst of the May Insurgency, one of the largest mass protests in 

Taiwan’s history, sheds light on the significance of collective action in the formation of new and sustained 

terrains of activism, the process was much more complicated than previously imagined with different 

movements competing over vision and resources. 
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In a separate, but related strand of theory, the term ‘networked activism’ been used in social 

movement and political studies as way to conceptualize nascent and emerging forms of social movement 

organization. Chapter 4 sheds light on the significance of “networked activism” as an insurgent response 

to the ways traditional forms of local activism in Rio de Janeiro have failed residents. Gillespie et. al., 

(2018) conceptualizes networked activism as the “deepening of a city-wide community of struggle” where 

different citizen and activism groups were brought together in a unified struggle against eviction and 

gentrification (p. 14). In their study of housing activism in post-Olympic London, Gillespie et. al. 

describes the coming together of housing activists, residents, and squatters in a network which facilitated 

the circulation of resistance tactics to recreate an urban commons of collectivity. Even more recently still, 

networked activism has been used as a term to connote nascent forms of global political activism 

burgeoning through Internet forums, chat groups, and social media platforms (Brunner, 2017; Fotopoulou, 

2014; Kemekenidou, 2016; Nielsen, 2013). James Holston (2019) understands ‘networked activism’ as 

online forms of activism, where people from around the globe could join together in virtual resistance 

through social media platforms. Through this form of online resistance, citizens critically bypass physical 

and state-sanctioned barriers to organizing, assembling new and alternative modes of resistance.  

2.5 Conclusion 

 The purpose of this chapter was to provide some contextual and theoretical underpinning for the 

three empirical articles that follow, each of which advances the literature in specific, but interrelated 

ways. First, Chapter 3 sheds light on the ways favela residents have learned to mobilize, respond, and 

perform dispossession as a result of the historical and political contexts in which favelas are situated.  
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The chapter sheds light on the simultaneous mechanisms of subjection and agency that creates tensions 

between the need to comply with the conditions of dispossession (in order to remain) and the need to find 

alternative ways to remain. Chapter 4 focuses specifically on the networks of resistance that individuals 

have built and the significance of local mobilizations to the broader politics of insurgency around favela 

housing rights in the city. Chapter 5 uses the concept of assemblage to shed light on the diverse actors, 

events, and contexts that form the situated politics of dispossession as well as the multiple possibilities 

and potentialities of grassroots housing resistance in the city.  In summary, the contexts and framework 

explored in this literature review will be applied in order to forge a better understanding of the various 

motivations, processes, and spatio-political dynamics through which grassroots housing resistance has 

been mobilized in response to the threat of dispossession. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

48 

 

 

2.6 References 

Alvarez, S. E., Dagnino, E., & Escobar, A. (1998). Introduction: The cultural and the political in Latin 

American social movements. In S. E. Alvarez, E. Dagnino, & A. Escobar (Eds.), Cultures of 

politics, politics of culture: Re-visioning Latin American social movements (pp. 1-32). Boulder: 

Westview Press. 

Amann, E., & Baer, W. (2002). Neoliberalism and its consequences in Brazil. Journal of Latin American 

Studies, 34(4 (Nov., 2002)), 945-959. doi:https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X02006612 

Ash, J. (2020). Flat ontology and geography. Dialogues in human geography, 204382062094005. 

doi:10.1177/2043820620940052 

Barbassa, J. (2016). Dancing with the devil in the City of God: Rio de Janeiro and the Olympic dream. 

New York, NY: Touchstone. 

Barra, X., & Buono, R. A. D. (2009). Latin America after the neoliberal debacle: Another region is 

possible. Maryland, US: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Bin, D. (2017). Rio de Janeiro's Olympic dispossessions. Journal of Urban Affairs, 39(7), 924-938. 

doi:10.1080/07352166.2017.1319237 

Boykoff, J., & Mascarenhas, G. (2016). Rio 2016: Urban policies and environmental impacts. IdeAs(7). 

doi:10.4000/ideas.1398 

Brum, M. S. I. (2018). Opção pelos pobres: a Pastoral de Favelas e a reorganização do Movimento de 

Favelas no Rio de Janeiro na redemocratização. Estudos Históricos, 31(65), 413-432.  

Brunner, E. (2017). Wild public networks and affective movements in China: Environmental activism, 

social media, and protest in Maoming. Journal of Communication, 67, 665–677. 

doi:10.1111/jcom.12323 

Butler, J., & Athanasiou, A. (2013). Dispossession : The performative in the political. Cambridge: Polity. 

Caldeira, T. P. R. (2017). Peripheral urbanization: Autoconstruction, transversal logics, and politics in 

cities of the global south. Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, 35(1), 3-20. 

doi:10.1177/0263775816658479 

Caldeira, T. P. R., & Holston, J. (1999). Democracy and violence in Brazil. Comparative Studies in 

Society and History, 41(4), 691-729. Retrieved from http://www.jstor.org/stable/179426 

Catalytic Communities. (n.d.). Rio favela facts. Retrieved from https://catcomm.org/favela-facts/ 

Chuang, Y.-C. (2004). Democracy in action: The making of social movement webs in Taiwan. Critique of 

Anthropology, 24(3), 235-255.  

Coelho, V. S., & Favareto, A. (2010). Participation, inclusion and development under conditions of social 

mobilization. In L. Thompson & C. Tapscott (Eds.), Citizenship and social movements: 

Perspectives from the Global South. London and New York: Zed Books. 

Cornwall, A. (2017). The making and unmaking of new democratic space. In S. E. Alvarez, G. Baiocchi, 

A. Laó-Montes, J. Rubin, W, & M. Thayer (Eds.), Beyond civil society: Activism, participation, 

and protest in Latin America (pp. 63-80). Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Cunha, A. d. S. (2011). The social function of property in Brazilian law. Fordham Law Review, 80(3), 

1171.  

Darnell, S. C. (2012). Olympism in Action, Olympic hosting and the politics of 'Sport for Development 

and Peace': Investigating the development discourses of Rio 2016. Sport in Society, 15(6), 869-

887. doi:10.1080/17430437.2012.708288 

Davis, M. (2006). Planet of slums. London, UK: Verso. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X02006612
http://www.jstor.org/stable/179426
https://catcomm.org/favela-facts/


 

49 

 

 

Donaghy, M. M. (2011). Do Participatory Governance Institutions Matter? Municipal Councils and Social 

Housing Programs in Brazil. Comparative Politics, 44(1), 83-102. 

doi:10.5129/001041510X13815229366606 

Donaghy, M. M. (2013). Civil society and participatory governance. New York: Routledge. 

Duquette, M., de Lima Galdino, M., Levy, C., Marques-Pereira, B., & Raes, F. (2005). Collective action 

and radicalism in Brazil. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

Escobar, A. (2007). The 'ontological turn' in social theory. A Commentary on 'Human geography without 

scale', by Sallie Marston, John Paul Jones II and Keith Woodward. Transactions - Institute of 

British Geographers (1965), 32(1), 106-111. doi:10.1111/j.1475-5661.2007.00243.x 

Eversole, R. (2011). Community Agency and Community Engagement: Re-theorising Participation in 

Governance. Journal of Public Policy, 31(1), 51-71. doi:doi:10.1017/S0143814X10000206 

Faulhaber, L., & Azevedo, L. (2015). SMH 2016: Removals in the Olympic City. Rio de Janeiro: Morula. 

Ferreira, R. (2012). Movimentos sociais, autogestão e a construção da política nacional de habitação no 

Brasil In L. C. d. Lago (Ed.), Autogestão habitacional no Brasil: utopias e contradições/. Rio de 

Janeiro: Letra Capital: Observatório das Metrópoles. 

Fischer, B. (2014). A century in the present tense: Crisis, politics, and the intellectual history of Brazil’s 

informal cities. In B. Fischer, B. McCann, & J. Auyero (Eds.), Cities from scratch: Poverty and 

informality in urban Latin America (pp. 9-67). Durham and London: Duke University Press. 

Fischer, B. M. (2008). A poverty of rights : citizenship and inequality in twentieth-century Rio de Janeiro.  

Fotopoulou, A. (2014). Digital and networked by default? Women’s organisations and the social 

imaginary of networked feminism. New Media & Society, 18(6), 989-1005.  

Freeman, J. (2014). Raising the Flag over Rio de Janeiro’s Favelas: Citizenship and Social Control in the 

Olympic City. Journal of Latin American Geography, 13(1), 7-38. doi:10.1353/lag.2014.0016 

Freeman, J., & Burgos, M. (2017). Accumulation by Forced Removal: The Thinning of Rio de Janeiro's 

Favelas in Preparation for the Games. Journal of Latin American Studies, 49, 549-577. 

doi:10.1017/S0022216X16001942 

Freire-Medeiros, B. (2009). The favela and its touristic transits. Geoforum, 40(4), 580-588. 

doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2008.10.007 

Friendly, A. (2017). Urban Policy, Social Movements, and the Right to the City in Brazil. Latin American 

Perspectives, 44(2), 132-148. doi:10.1177/0094582X16675572 

Friendly, A. (2020). The Place of Social Citizenship and Property Rights in Brazil’s ‘Right to the City’ 

Debate. Social policy and society : a journal of the Social Policy Association, 19(2), 307–318-

318. doi:10.1017/S1474746419000435 

Gaffney, C. (2010). Mega-events and socio-spatial dynamics in Rio de Janeiro, 1919-2016. Journal of 

Latin American Geography, 9(1), 7-29. doi:10.1353/lag.0.0068 

Gaffney, C. (2013). Between discourse and reality: The un-sustainability of mega-event planning. 

Sustainability (Switzerland), 5(9), 3926-3940. doi:10.3390/su5093926 

Gaffney, C. (2016). Gentrifications in pre-Olympic Rio de Janeiro. Urban Geography, 37(8), 1132-1153. 

doi:10.1080/02723638.2015.1096115 

Garmany, J., & Richmond, M. A. (2020). Hygienisation, Gentrification, and Urban Displacement in 

Brazil. Antipode, 52(1), 124-144. doi:10.1111/anti.12584 

Gay, R. (1994). Popular Organization and Democracy in Rio De Janeiro.  



 

50 

 

 

Gillespie, T., Hardy, K., & Watt, P. (2018). Austerity urbanism and Olympic counter-legacies: Gendering, 

defending and expanding the urban commons in East London. Environment and Planning D: 

Society and Space, 026377581775384-026377581775384. doi:10.1177/0263775817753844 

Gohn, M. d. G. (2011). Movimentos sociais na contemporaneidade*. Revista Brasileira de Educação, 

16(47), 333-363.  

Gonçalves, R. S. (2005). O mercado de aluguel nas favelas cariocas e sua regularização numa perspectiva 

histórica. GEOgraphia, 13(26), 114-135.  

Gonçalves, R. S. (2020). Censos e favelas cariocas: evolução de um conceito censitário. Anais do Museu 

Paulista, 28. doi:10.1590/1982-02672020v28e23 

Guimarães, M. C. a. R. (2015). Os movimentos sociais e a luta pelo direito à cidade no Brasil 
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Chapter 3 

Deconstructing the situated politics of (dis)possession in two Rio de Janeiro 

favelas 

3.1 Introduction 

In Rio de Janeiro, efforts to eradicate favela settlements can be traced back to the early 20th 

century (Faulhaber & Azevedo, 2015; Freire-Medeiros, 2009). Historically occupied by descendants of 

slaves, immigrants, and workers seeking employment from out of state, favelas have long been 

stereotyped as breeding spaces of criminal activity, environmental risk, and violence. Both public 

sentiment and public policy, heavily spurred by state governments, continue to be dominated by the 

preferred outcome of “resettlement” as a solution for a preferred urban future (Chan, 2018b; Secretaria 

Municipal de Habitação, 2003; Strobl, 2018).  

In recent years, the embrace of new neoliberal instruments in Rio de Janeiro’s urbanization by 

state governments and private investors have created deeper pockets and spaces of entrenched poverty 

whilst accelerating efforts to eradicate favela settlements (Barbassa, 2016; Bin, 2017; Gaffney, 2010, 

2013, 2016; Ribeiro & Santos, 2017). In critical urban studies, the process where urban elites advance 

capital interests and land privatization at multiple scales through the displacement of poor people has been 

well documented and theorized broadly as ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Banerjee-Guha, 2013; Bin, 

2017, 2018; Harvey, 2004; Samson, 2015).  

The displacement of the urban poor as an entrenched and well-practiced urban process to gaining 

land-based capital has long been practiced in the Global North, but has gained increasing importance in 
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the Global South. As it has been in other Global South countries, in Brazil, accumulation by dispossession 

has served to initiate agendas of urban capital accumulation whilst fulfilling longstanding social cleansing 

agendas and regimes. Accumulation by dispossession or ‘forced removal’ has become even more relevant 

in recent years as many of Rio de Janeiro’s most recent dispossession regimes have been spurred on by 

sport mega-event development happening over the past decade (Bin, 2017, 2018; Filho, Damiani, & 

Fontana, 2018).  

Yet, as Sapana Doshi (2013) points out, traditional analyses tend to focus on the agency and 

subjectivities of upper classes and state entities as perpetrators of accumulation by dispossession, while 

obscuring the ways those most intensely and disproportionately affected by dispossession also shape the 

politics of uneven development and displacement. To address this imbalance, Doshi (2013) has proposed 

an alternative framework called ‘accumulation by differentiated displacement’ as a way of thinking 

through the uneven regimes of redevelopment and the subaltern subjectivities that advance, negotiate, and 

intervene in the politics of capital accumulation. As a concept, accumulation by differentiated 

displacement sheds light on “how regimes of redevelopmental rule rely on simultaneously inclusive and 

exclusionary technologies of subjection through eviction and market-oriented resettlement as well as 

classed, gendered, and ethnicized subjectivities that shape and remake these regimes and urban space” (p. 

846). Such a lens allows for a robust reading of the ways that dispossession is formative of and is formed 

by the multiple subjectivities of favela residents, including those who resist displacement, thus 

challenging the rather singular and reductive notions that place them as helpless victims of urban 

dispossession.  

In traditional applications of accumulation by dispossession, to be in a state of dispossession 

assumes that individuals have possession in the first place. Such a lens cedes to assumptions of possession 
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that are consistent with Northern frames of reference regarding urban development under capitalism 

(Butler & Athanasiou, 2013). But in the Global South, informality operates as both a marker of 

dispossession and a precarious form of possession. While spaces of informality allude to the fact that 

dwellers are at risk of dispossession because they do not have formal legal rights to the land, their 

physical homes and cultural practices of community are precious possessions that indicate their belonging 

to that space. Thus, the traditional view overlooks the political practices and significations that constitute 

informal ‘possession’ and the significance of its loss vis-à-vis sites of urban informality such as Rio de 

Janeiro’s favelas. To this end, we refer to “(dis)possession” in parentheses to capture how dispossession 

and possession are fundamentally intertwined for residents of informal settlements in the politics of 

remaining. 

Following Doshi’s emphasis on “differentiated displacement,” we advance an argument that 

privileges the subaltern in accounts of the politics of place and (dis)possession in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. 

Specifically, we highlight the often multiple and contradictory meanings and experiences of 

(dis)possession that align with politics embedded in both localized and globalized contexts. Using insights 

gained from interviews with favela residents, we examine discourses surrounding a fantasma de remoção 

or “ghost of eviction” that emerges within local politics that refers to the residents’ constant feeling of 

existential distress toward the permanent threat of imminent dispossession. Through such discourses, 

gleaned from two sites of favela activism covered in fieldwork undertaken between March and September 

2018, we explore the coming together of persons, institutions, powers, materialities, and histories that 

combine to construct the embodied and physical forms of (dis)possession across multiple and variegated 

favela communities in Rio de Janeiro. 
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Many scholars have written more robustly about dispossession in Asia and Latin America in 

recent years in the light of global gentrification and uneven development (Banerjee-Guha, 2013; Jeffrey, 

McFarlane, & Vasudevan, 2012; Lund, 2011; Ong, 2006; Reyes, 2019; Shin, López Morales, & Lees, 

2015); this paper adds to the growing body of literature detailing dispossession in the Brazilian context 

(Becerril, 2017; Bin, 2017, 2018; Freeman & Burgos, 2017; Williamson, 2017). Among studies of 

dispossession in Rio de Janeiro, the literature is nearly exclusive in its focus on the city’s largest favelas. 

These favelas are often more developed with formal structures and organizations such as banks, non-

profits, and services that serve the communities specifically (Becerril, 2017; Chisholm, 2016; Faulhaber 

& Azevedo, 2015; Freeman & Burgos, 2017; Holston, 2008; Perlman, 2010). Smaller favela communities 

do not have the same level of services and they are not often not privy to the same level of access or 

attention by researchers.  

This study examines two favelas that have largely remained outside the orbit of scholarly, policy, 

and media interest. Unlike the larger complexes of favelas that are often the focus of study, these favelas 

are often geographically secluded and their residets do not have the same amount of resources or access to 

resources as residents of larger favelas. In other words, this paper reveals some of the social, 

geographical, and economic challenges of dispossession that are unique to smaller favelas. This paper also 

contributes to the dearth of English-language research detailing the ‘differentiated’ experiences of favela 

residents.  

Through comparative ethnographic case studies of two small favela communities in widely 

divergent parts of the city in terms of geographical and sociopolitical dynamics, we will illustrate the 

processes that constitute what appears to be a common fantasma de remoção that ‘haunts’ both favela 

communities in their plight against differentiated displacement. Specifically, we display how the fantasma 
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de remoção motivates favela residents to exercise unique forms of agency that reflect the situated politics 

of their impending (dis)possession. We believe that our findings provide novel insights into the ways that 

residents of smaller or isolated favelas may react in the face of dispossession, that both builds on and 

distinguishes their situation. We conclude by drawing attention to the paradox of (dis)possession in which 

the fantasma de remoção both operates as a technique of subjection according to the exclusionary 

measures of the law and concurrently, as mechanism for grassroots favela activism. 

3.2 Literature review 

This literature review will explore two broad themes. First, we will deconstruct how recent 

scholarship has advanced our understanding of urban dispossession from a homogenous notion of having 

or lack toward a more complex and contested/ambiguous space of negotiation among actors with 

divergent interests in urbanization processes and outcomes. Second, we will explore how a more nuanced 

way of thinking about dispossession by urban geography scholars can present opportunities of resistance 

within more multi-faceted and locally based logics of oppression. In other words, while people may 

experience oppression by means of dispossession, people can also use those conditions as an act of 

resistance. This literature review will provide insight and nuance into the responses of the two 

communities to instances of impending dispossession as outlined in the next section.  

First, an examination of dispossession as differentiated necessarily complicates homogenized and 

singular conceptions that have cast dispossession as an avenue to exercise ‘power over’ individuals. 

Recently, scholars have shifted their focus toward the multiple ways that dispossession “has been and 

continues to be implemented and resisted,” even after acts of material displacement have occurred (Doshi, 

2013, p. 845; Vasudevan et. al., 2008, p. 1642). The concept of differentiation forces a consideration of 
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how the politics of dispossession plays out in non-linear and non-deterministic ways. Judith Butler and 

Athena Athanasiou (2013) evokes this idea through their discussion of the ways certain bodies and spaces 

are read, rejected, negotiated, and reclaimed. They dismiss the idea that dispossession is simply a dearth 

of possession. Rather they draw attention to a larger collection of ideologies, social norms, and 

mechanisms that work to move, manipulate, unsettle, and make claims to the political, personal, social, 

and physical parts and wholes of dispossession (also see Blomley, 2004). In this light, dispossession is at 

once the personal and embodied processes that “regulate the subject’s disposition of the other” as well as 

the broader “processes and ideologies by which persons are disowned and abjected by normative and 

normalizing powers that define cultural intelligibility and that regulate the distribution of vulnerability” 

(p. 2). In other words, the experiences of dispossession are necessarily differentiated because they occur 

on and through multiple scales, contexts, and functions. 

We find Chen et. al’s (2018) study on Indigenous Tayal experiences of dispossession in Taiwan 

to be illustrative of this point. Their paper sheds light on the ways that possession is often contextualized 

and defined through “multiple technical and categorical enactments” that reinforce hegemonic and 

colonial assertions of spatiality. The authors maintain that an unsolicited focus on dispossession as simply 

a dearth of physical and propertied possession represents an “ontological mistake of hegemonic 

understandings of property” (Chen et. al, 2018, p. 999). The notion of dispossession must be understood 

as multiple and contingent on and negotiated through social, historical, and cultural contexts. Chen et. al 

(2018) argue for the need to tease out and acknowledge the various ontologies of spatiality and 

temporality that are often negotiated or coopted into governance systems in order to overcome the 

influence of colonial property systems.  
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By approaching dispossession as a larger collection of ideologies, social norms, and mechanisms, 

one may see that the spatio-political dimensions of dispossession are multiple and operate within and 

along spatial scales in non-linear, yet relational trajectories. Rather than an absolute and singular act of 

violence or deprivation in relation to attachment or detachment to land and/or property, the components of 

dispossession can be deterritorialized, detached, and destabilized while remaining entrenched and mapped 

in locales, communities, and ‘onto our bodies’ (Anderson & McFarlane, 2011; Butler & Athanasiou, 

2013). Specifically, dispossession 

works by rendering certain subjects, communities, or populations 

unintelligible, by eviscerating for them the conditions of possibility for 

life and the “human” itself. The violent logic of dispossession seeks to 

reassert the propriety of both spatiality and subjectivity as it bodies forth 

displaced and displaceable subjectivities, as it challenges them to take 

their proper place instead of taking place (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013, p. 

20).  

That is, dispossession operates across scales, sites, and practices, ranging from personal relinquishment of 

intellectual or physical possession, ideological tactics of ‘othering’ through nationhood and social norms, 

manipulations of embodied normativity, and forceful means of deprivation in place, with the effect of 

creating subjects when put in relation to norms and differences.  

This more multi-faceted, differentiated view of dispossession makes the concept available to a 

deeper interrogation of the relationship between dispossession and resistance. Differentiated displacement 

brings to light the power-laden mechanisms and discourses that shape and are shaped by “fractured 

subjective experiences of displacement” as well as the diverse political agencies of the subaltern against 

the elite (Doshi, 2013, p. 845). That is, an emphasis on differentiation forces us to consider how the 

politics, conditions, and performances of dispossession can elicit spaces of subjection and agency. As 

touched upon in the first point, dispossession has indeed been applied to reinforce existing hierarchies, 
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social norms, and logics through specific and intentional spatiomaterial configurations, with particularly 

excluding effects on precarious bodies. However, the differentiated processes through which subjects and 

subjectivities are formed in dispossession also shed light on the ways agency is enacted through the often 

complex and contradictory decisions made by the urban poor to remain in or escape (dis)possession.  

 Taking the example of Rosa Park’s refusal to leave a racially sanctioned area of the bus, 

Athanasiou draws attention to the ways the dispossessed may refuse to take their assigned ‘proper place’ 

precisely by staying in place, effectively reworking a weapon of violence into one of resistance. 

Therefore, dispossession can become a platform for resistance where subjects can come into confrontation 

with the conditions of their own subjection. Yet, Athanasiou and Butler cautions against ‘facile’ and 

reductive tales of agency as moving, mobilizing, or heroic. Rather, the possibilities and articulations of 

political agency are shaped by the contradictory axes of subordination that constitute and contextualize 

the politics of (dis)possession. In other words, rather than thinking about dispossession as a static weapon 

of oppression, it is better approached as a space of negotiation where the oppressed can create space 

within conditions of oppression to exercise resistance.  

 Ananya Roy’s (2017) work on “dis/possessive collectivism” also brings to light many of the ideas 

explored in this paper (Roy, 2017). Roy forwards an understanding of property that is not founded on an 

‘ownership model’, but rather on ideas of socio-spatial banishment and the denial of personhood. Roy 

argues that such a politics of (collective) ‘dis/possession’ link anti-eviction struggles to human rights 

through a politics of emplacement. It “sutures contradictory elements in a theory and practice of property 

and personhood” (Roy, 2017, p. 9). It sees dispossession as both a process of loss as well as a process of 

rehabilitation, reclamation, and resistance. It begins to entangle emplacement with human rights. In this 

paper, we draw on these ideas of differentiated dispossession to shed light on how the fantasma de 
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remoção has shaped the discursive field of (dis)possession in Rio de Janeiro favelas. Just as Rosa Park 

weaponized her own dispossession by remaining on the bus, we argue that favela residents learn to utilize 

their resources, and sometimes even their precarity, in an effort negotiate their right to remain in 

(dis)possession. 

3.3 Context and Methods  

The two ethnographic cases featured in this article are based on data derived from the first 

author’s dissertation fieldwork in Rio de Janeiro in 2018. These ethnographic cases were developed using 

data gathered through seven months of participant observation (e.g. attending community meetings, 

events, forums, and public hearings), informal discussion and interviews (e.g. community visits, coffee 

meetings, and WhatsApp chats), and from semi-structured interview data. All featured quotes in the 

following case studies were derived from the semi-structured interviews and informal conversations with 

two favela activist leaders. As the data is drawn primarily from observation, one-to-one discussions, and 

interviews between the author and the informants, both cases are written in the first-person and from the 

perspective of the first author. 

In March 2018, the first author (hereinafter described in the first person) entered the field as a 

research collaborator with Catalytic Communities, a Rio de Janeiro-based think tank that generates 

research and real-time reporting of favela communities. As a prominent and well-respected organization 

amongst favela communities in Rio de Janeiro, I was able to gain strong rapport with several favela 

activists in the city and knowledge of important community events and programming activities run by 

favela communities. 
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In May 2018, I became acquainted with the informants of this study through a community protest 

hosted by a favela activist group called the Conselho Popular. The Conselho Popular is a collective 

comprised of favela residents, lawyers, public defenders, professionals, academics, and activists that seek 

to help favela communities resist eviction and achieve housing rights. Following the protest, I began to 

follow the Conselho Popular closely by attending all events and meetings hosted by the group, as well as 

the individual constituents of the group, to better understand how grassroots resistance against eviction 

was being mobilized in a coordinated way across multiple sites in the city. I was primarily interested in 

the residual impacts of the 2016 Olympic Games upon the housing security of favela residents. Through 

these means, I eventually became acquainted with the struggles and mobilizing efforts of Barrinha and 

Rádio Sonda, two communities that had joined the Conselho Popular in an effort to find a solution to their 

community’s struggle to eviction.  

Throughout the months, I was invited to attend strategizing meetings, workshops, and even 

parties that were held at each respective community. My main points of contact, Clara from Barrinha and 

Manuela from Rádio Sonda, also often attended each other’s community events and were good friends. 

These meetings and informal gatherings offered significant insight into the cultural, political, and social 

contexts and challenges that were shared or distinctly different between the two communities. Over five 

months and with the help of my community contacts, I completed 19 semi-structured interviews and 3 

focus-group doscussions, had dozens of informal discussions, and engaged in participant observation, all 

of which provided an opportunity to engage in more specific conversation about both communities. 

These sites of impending eviction and concomitant activism became opportune cases for my 

examination for multiple reasons. First, as the eviction cases were emerging as urgent cases during the 

time of my fieldwork, I was invited to convey what was happening in my own research endeavours to 
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increase exposure to the community’s struggles. Second, while these two favelas have been covered in 

independent news platforms, there had been very little other scholarship on either communities, or on 

‘smaller’ favelas like them. Their relative obscurity and subtle differences from the dominant narrative of 

favela scholarship would prove fruitful for my purpose of examining differentiated displacement. Third, 

while favela communities differ drastically in size, culture, and function, both favelas do not necessarily 

fall into stereotypical understandings of favelas. For instance, there have been very few favelas that have 

been able to enroll in the process of adverse possession as the community of Barrinha has and there are 

even fewer communities that operate in forced isolation due to the fact that they are located within a 

military base like the community of Rádio Sonda. In other words, while both communities share similar 

struggles of dispossession to other favelas, their struggles are also embedded within their unique contexts. 

Fourth, in both cases, after having attended community meetings, brainstorming sessions, and protests, the 

fantasma de remoção was immediately apparent in their communities. Fifth, despite the distance between 

them, both communities were ‘connected’ through the Conselho Popular.  

As noted, we suggest there is a dearth of research on the impacts of eviction on small size favelas. 

While we do not mean to use Barrinha and Rádio Sonda to quantify what constitutes “small” or “large” 

favelas, we argue that their experiences - and by extension the myriad of unique place-based experiences 

of lesser-known favelas like them - may shed analytical light on both the diverse dynamics of 

dispossession that can happen within a single city like Rio de Janeiro, as well as the diverse instances and 

effects of resistance by actors mobilizing in ways that are often peripheral to mainstream discourses of 

urban politics. In other words, much can be learned from the small, the situated, and the under-resourced, 

particularly when divergent experiences can result in shared, and perhaps as our wider research study 

affirms, congruent forms of solidarity and active resistance such as in Rio de Janeiro’s Conselho Popular 
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(see Chapter 5). Finally, these communities were also chosen because I was able to cultivate a particularly 

close relationship with both informants as a result of her relational engagement as a community reporter 

working in Rio de Janeiro between March to September 2018.  

 

Figure 3-1 Map of the municipality of Rio de Janeiro, with pins locating the community of Barrinha in the 

west zone and Rádio Sonda in the north zone of the city. Both communities cannot be located using 

traditional coordinates or on traditional maps as they do not have assigned addresses recognized by the 

city. They have been located through community or scholarly sources (see Sustainable Favela Network) 

or to the best of the first author’s memory. Map credit: Prefeitura da Cidade do Rio de Janeiro, Instituto 

Pereira Passos on BaseGeo Web. 

3.4 Barrinha: To live, but “not with this fantasma de remoção” 

The favela Barrinha is located in the wealthy West Zone of Rio de Janeiro and situated in a 

neighbourhood bearing the same name. Barrinha is home to 50 families, approximately 180 persons, and 

lies behind a series of tall, stone walls that are painted green. Established in the 1970s, Barrinha’s origin 

story mirrors that of many other communities in that many have settled in the area for employment 

purposes. The land upon which Barrinha sits was once a garbage dump situated next to a large hotel 
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conglomerate. The hotel eventually rented the space to house for its workers who were looking for 

affordable housing in the Barra da Tijuca region. Throughout the years, Barrinha expanded developed as 

inhabitants settled in the community and their homes grew in size and shape to support intergenerational 

family changes. Today, residents refer to Barrinha as a small piece of heaven away from the hustle and 

bustle of the heavily congested freeway running through Barra de Tijuca (Strobl, 2017). 

 

Figure 3-2 Photo of one of the corridors in the community of Barrinha. On the left, stone walls separate 

the community from the main street and on the right are the auto-constructed homes of the residents. 

Photo credit: Tyler Strobl 

Though small in size, the community of Barrinha has hosted numerous public community 

building events such as conversation circles about eviction, parties to celebrate major religious holidays, 

and workshops hosted by external organizations such as the Conselho Popular and Catalytic 

Communities, an (extra)local NGO with roots in both local and North American contexts focused on 

researching Rio de Janeiro’s favelas over the past two years. Arguably, Barrinha’s active engagement in 

community activities could be attributed to its connection to the city-wide Conselho Popular favela 
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activism group and to the success of their community’s Residents’ Association, of which Clara is 

currently the leader.  

Clara was my main informant for the community of Barrinha. I first met her at the Conselho 

Popular’s protest in May 2018 in front of the City Hall and we began to cultivate a relationship as we 

continued to bump into each other, initially unexpectedly, at other community meetings and events. Clara 

has lived in the community of Barrinha for over 25 years, having followed her mother to the community 

as a teenager. As a young adult, Clara’s mother was the leader of Barrinha’s Residents’ Association, but 

she stepped down due to tremendous stress and harassment. In addition to her activism work, Clara is the 

sole caretaker for her aging mother and her young daughter while managing a small business selling 

snacks at a stall on one of Rio’s beaches in the West Zone of the city. In other words, she is one of 

countless other women in Rio de Janeiro who take on multiple tasks of employment, community 

leadership, and domestic duties at any given time. 

It takes around 45 minutes to get to the community by metro from the South Zone by metro, 

which is where most municipal and social services are located. Getting off at the very end of the line, you 

will walk along a multi-lane motorway, cross several bridges before turning into the smaller residential 

neighbourhood of Barrinha. In the neighbourhood, you will pass by several hotels and a school before 

reaching a series of tall stone walls, painted in green. That is the outside entrance of the favela Barrinha. 

When I arrived for my interview, I called Clara and she beckoned me in through one of three 

doors embedded within the stone. As I walked along the narrow stone path, I saw homes lining both sides 

with lights, telephone cables, and other wires strung together over top of me. At the end of the path, we 

made our way into a large open space which was the hub of her community. Clara and I had our interview 
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under the setting sun atop two stools right outside her house. The sounds of children playing, a loud stereo 

playing, and a shrilling saw meshed loudly together in the background. As the sun set upon the 

community, I relied on the cozy lights in the windows of surrounding houses that illuminated my 

notetaking. 

Barrinha’s current struggle with eviction can be traced back to 2013, when residents began 

receiving written eviction notices from the City wishing to develop the area. While Barrinha has been 

continuously occupied the area for over fifty years, the land on which the community sits is privately 

owned. It was once owned by the hotel owners and is now owned by an unclear entity, which at the time 

of my study, was endeavouring to sell the land. In response, Clara and a few other community members 

legally registered their Residents’ Association with the National Registry of Legal Entities in order to 

begin the process of land tenure regularization for their community.  

In Brazil, there are two ways of achieving land tenure. First, communities can ask for a 

concession of use that allows residents to continue borrowing the land for a stipulated amount of time -- 

typically 99 years. Second, communities can gain title by claiming individual or collective adverse 

possession, a legal provision where favela communities and squatters could gain the rights to their land 

after having lived there for five uninterrupted and unopposed years, provided they present the correct 

documentation to prove that it is the case (Instituto de Terras e Cartografia do Estado do Rio de Janeiro, 

2013; Spirito, 2018). Given that members of the community have lived in the area for over forty years, the 

Residents Association opted to apply for adverse possession in a collective pursuit for the right to their 

community’s land. 
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Since their application in 2013, the community of Barrinha has yet to receive rights to the land as 

the process of collective adverse possession requires communities to enroll in intense and often long-

drawn-out processes of area mapping and demarcation, research, and registration as well as the retrieval 

of private and historical documentation. In multiple senses, this process has been problematic because 

many squatters migrate and settle in favelas as “sans-papiers,” irregular subjects whose subjecthood is 

made through their inability to join the formal economy and housing market (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013; 

McNevin, 2006). The process of land regularization in Rio de Janeiro requires individuals to provide 

proof of participation in formal and state-sanctioned activities whilst belying the fact that the extralegal 

statuses of squatters stem from generations of systematized state neglect and entrenched classist and racist 

values. Thus, the long and complicated processes and procedures of land tenure regularization speak to 

the ways legal structures differentially privilege or impede citizens from accessing or receiving their 

rights. 

Yet, the long, and arduous process to achieving adverse possession is a chance that most favela 

residents, if given the opportunity, will take. While Clara tells me that she knew someone who had 

achieved adverse possession after thirty-two long years, she alluded that they were finally able to live in 

peace.  

Our application for collective adverse possession is in progress, that 

what’s asked as a right to remain, to the right of the land. For us to live 

here and really to legalize this land, right? To pass the rest of our time 

here, pay property tax, and even legalize our land. So that we can live 

peacefully. But the process is very long. Very long. I met a person who 

got adverse possession after 32 years. It's a really long thing. But that is 

one example, it may be a little less, a little more, but the process is quite 

long. We’ve been at it for 5 years only. And there's a lot that could 

happen. 
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However, the process of adverse possession can be risky. When Clara refers to the fact that more could 

happen, she was referring to the fact that communities have little to no security against eviction while they 

are in the process of attaining adverse possession. In October 2017, the community of Barrinha received a 

demolition notice from the City, seven years after receiving their initial eviction notices. Frantic over the 

situation, Clara looked for help and was connected, by the public defenders working on the community’s 

eviction cases, to a lawyer working with the Conselho Popular who had helped them to impede the 

demolition notice specifically.  

For Clara, the sudden crisis brought about by the eviction and demolition notices was in many 

ways a long-anticipated realization of an outcome that had haunted her community for decades. This 

haunting not only loomed large over their aspirations for adverse possession, but was integral in the 

formation of a subjectivity and embodiment of dispossession, described by Clara below: 

The process of adverse possession is a request for us to be legalized, as 

we have already been in possession of our land for 40 years. And so, we 

want to legalize where we live, but not live with this fantasma de 

remoção. 

Literally translated, the fantasma de remoção means the ‘ghost of eviction.’ Clara uses the term to express 

how the threat of eviction is frightening everyone in her community, sometimes to the point of causing 

heavy depression and anxiety. For Clara and her community, the fantasma de remoção is a form of 

embodiment as well as an experience. They are haunted everyday by the prospect of dispossession, but all 

the while, the fantasma de remoção operates to remind them that they are not ‘proper citizens’ until they 

receive title, a legal document that recognizes their right to possession and citizenship. 

Distracted by the shrieking sounds of a whirring saw operated by one of the residents of her small 

community, we temporarily paused our interview to find a better location for talking. Leaving her 
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community, she gave me a small tour of her surrounding neighbourhood and lamented how local business 

in the neighbourhood were eventually gentrified into upscale condominiums. As we eventually resumed 

our interview in a large bakery attached to a restaurant, I came to understand Clara’s invocation of the 

fantasma de remoção more clearly. As we approached, I saw that the bakery had two sets of automated 

sliding glass doors that contrasted with the open-air concept of most standard bakeries in Rio de Janeiro. 

The bakery was decorated with bright lights, high ceilings, and was comfortably air conditioned. The 

bakery had computers and scanners at the cash. We went through a set of turnstiles and were given one of 

those square devices that would beep when your order was ready. The pastries were tucked neatly behind 

a glass counter and a buffet section started after the rows of neatly packaged loaves of bread next to the 

pastries. This bakery seemed out of place in comparison to others I had frequented in the North Zone. 

Typical of those local bakeries were paper bags, communal tongs, baskets of uncovered bread scattered 

about, and the occasional fly hovering idly by. It was clear that this bakery served a more affluent 

clientele, resembling those near my apartment in Copacabana or near my Portuguese language school in 

Ipanema. It served tourists and the elite, fitting for those who lived in the wealthy parts of the West and 

South Zones of Rio de Janeiro.  

At first, I thought Clara had chosen the bakery because she herself had wanted to have dinner 

there and had thus offered to buy me food. However, when I shyly requested to have a can of Guaraná, a 

Brazilian soft drink, she had the same as me – at 1.5 times the rate I would generally pay. She asked me if 

I had any other questions and we continued our chat. Sitting at one of the booths, I was struck by the 

circumstances. We had walked less than ten minutes from her community and yet the physical 

surroundings had completely transformed my sense of place. While she did not remark about the bakery 
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specifically, it became clear over the course of our conversation that the setting of the bakery was a part of 

her lamentation of the increasing toll of gentrification on her community.  

Considering the prices of goods and services in the area, I could not help but imagine the bakery 

as part of the haunting of the fantasma, the agent of dispossession figuratively inscribed into the quotidian 

life of Clara while also materially encroaching on Barrinha as a vanguard to the demolition machines and 

crews that might one day follow. As one of the many ‘ghosts’ that haunts Barrinha, I came to appreciate 

the bakery as an indicator of the increasingly expensive services that may one day stifle the community’s 

ability to survive and of the type of citizens that should dwell in the area. That is, individuals who have 

the wealth or means to remain in a luxury neighbourhood. 

But the fantasma was more than the threat of impending dispossession. Over the course of the 

interview and in my subsequent interactions with favela activists, it became evident how the sense of 

haunting fueled people’s sense of agency and motivated them to take action. For Clara, the fantasma de 

remoção encouraged her to mobilize her community to work toward title to secure their land, even in the 

face of the coming luxury neighbourhood that was encroaching upon them. While not necessarily an act 

of radical resistance, their efforts provide insight into the ways oppression and agency are intimately 

linked in (dis)possession. Through the legal process of adverse possession, the community seeks to 

prevent their permanent dispossession, and in doing so, willingly ‘let in’ the fantasma as an inherent 

feature of everyday life in Barrinha. This form of place-based subaltern subjectivity speaks to a view of 

(dis)possession that exceeds the bounds of a singular time and space and toward a more complex notion of 

differentiated displacement wherein residents can simultaneously reject, confirm, and co-construct the 

technologies of their subjection. While it occurs in Rádio Sonda as well, these subjectivities of 
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(dis)possession depend heavily on the social, spatial, and political contexts in which the community is 

rooted. 

3.5 Rádio Sonda: To remain, and remain “hidden”  

I first met Manuela in May 2018 at the same Conselho Popular protest where I had met Clara. We 

later came to know each other better during a subsequent event held in the Vila Autódromo community a 

few days later (Chan, 2018a). Vila Autódromo is a well-known community in favela activism circles as it 

has drawn international headlines for resisting Olympic-related eviction in 2016 (Ivester, 2017; Sanchez, 

de Oliveira, & Monteiro, 2016; Williamson, 2017). In July 2018, Manuela invited me, along with two 

other interns from Catalytic Communities, to visit her community. Manuela lives in the North Zone of Rio 

de Janeiro on Ilha do Governador, near the Rio de Janeiro International Airport (see Figure 3-1).  

By public transportation, it takes around 1.5 hours to get to the community from the South Zone - 

it is, in other words, much further afield from the popular tourist district of Rio de Janeiro that exemplifies 

outsiders’ understanding of the city, including the ‘place’ of favelas within it. Further complicating a 

presumptive orientation, when we arrived, Manuela instructed us to wait at the bus transfer point near her 

home. She explained that she must do this because we needed special credentials to get through the 

military personnel’s checkpoint that barred the entrance to the military base where her community is 

housed. At the bus transfer point, we hopped into Manuela’s car and drove for a few minutes before 

reaching the checkpoint, a small booth with two officers inside and a boom barrier on both sides of the 

booth to separate the community from the military complex. Manuela showed a pass to the officers and 

we entered the community. As we drove in, I observed that the entire air base was surrounded by tall 
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stone walls painted in white with the words área militar (“military area”) stamped, front and center, in 

bright blue paint.  

 

Figure 3-3 Wall with the words "military area" stamped onto it. The road on the left is the major road 

that cuts through the military complex. A building belonging to the military could be seen in the top left 

corner of the picture. Author’s photo. 

As the white walls faded way, we turned into the unpaved community of Rádio Sonda. Rádio 

Sonda was created when a Benedictine monastery that had once occupied the area since the late 1800s 

divided up its properties for the families that lived on the land. The number of families in the area grew 

and thrived on an informal economy built around fishing. In 1923, the federal government expropriated 

the land to establish the Naval Aviation Center of Rio de Janeiro, which began to change the dynamics of 

the island drastically. In 1941, under the administration of President Getúlio Vargas, the center became 

the home for the newly erected Ministry of Aeronautics and the Brazilian Air Force (“Aeronáutica”). 

Military personnel began to settle in the area and Aeronáutica began to expand by establishing more and 

more offices and buildings. Eventually, this expansion came to infringe on the communities living on the 
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island. The physical expansion of the military air base gradually reduced communities to small lots of 

land, with some other families opting to move out of the area over time. The community of Rádio Sonda 

took on the name of a nearby radio tower (Chan, 2018c). 

By end of the century, Aeronáutica had built tall walls to demarcate and securitize the base. While 

many of the communities that were in the area fell outside of the walls that were erected by the military, 

Rádio Sonda was one of a few communities that was caught inside the secured area. Therefore, Rádio 

Sonda cannot be located through Google Maps because the layout of the complex is made private. In the 

2000s, residents and visitors alike began being subjected to multiple mechanisms of control, with their 

comings and goings being the object of scrutiny by the military. Military personnel began making 

periodic visits to the community in an effort to register the people in the community as well as their daily 

activities. These techniques of control and surveillance have fundamentally decreased the community’s 

chances of applying for land regularization as they require permission from Aeronáutica to make large 

changes or access documents related to the area. In other words, in comparison to Barrinha, the 

community of Rádio Sonda is not able to apply for adverse possession or for concession of use because 

their land has been usurped by the military. 

In the 2010s, the community began to fear that Aeronáutica were making provisions to evict them 

by taking record of their activities. With each visit from military staff, residents became increasingly 

anxious as they felt powerless to do anything within the space of the air base, which appeared to uphold a 

jurisdiction of its own. For instance, while it is required by law, residents of Rádio Sonda have struggled 

to receive basic services such as waste management, street cleaning services, and other public utilities 

because the military base has barred outsiders, even City workers, from making visits. In response, the 

community decided to make themselves as small as possible in order to avoid attention from Aeronáutica. 
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Residents began hiding construction materials in their cars and transported materials through obscure 

routes in order to secretively upgrade their homes. Some others have purposely left their homes looking 

“unfinished” as they feared that massive home renovations would draw unwanted attention from the 

military, thereby increasing their chances of receiving an eviction notice. 

So, because of this concern that Aeronautica will evict us... nobody 

renovated their house. For people who had houses, many did not have 

nice things. You didn’t know the future. And if we wanted to bring in 

construction materials, it will enter hidden. If you wanted to do a 

renovation, change a sink, you have to pass through a private field to 

bring the materials in. Because if a person from Aeronautica comes by 

and see it, they will come here to analyze it. And you have to get their 

permission to bring in the material if you do not want to enter the 

material hidden. 

In other words, Manuela and her community found themselves ‘informalizing’ themselves in an attempt 

to remain the community.  

In 2014, Manuela and a group of residents banded together to create a Residents’ Association in 

response to worries that the Air Force had initiated legal proceedings to evict the community. The 

Residents’ Association sought to protect the community by holding monthly meetings to strengthen and 

unite their resistance efforts. However, in April 2015, Aeronáutica filed a lawsuit against one of the 

founding members of the Residents’ Association, giving them thirty days to leave their home. Eventually, 

the suit was extended to include four other families in the community. On July 30, 2015, military officials 

entered the community of Rádio Sonda to evict the five families.  

And then, they began to evict this family and their boy with special 

needs, putting things in. And he started to take out some things, with the 

truck, with everyone on the street, you know? It was a really horrible day 

for us. It was a very nice house and the boy was crying, and everyone on 

the street couldn’t do anything. And then, after that, the same resident 

who was also a part of the association left, he had to take their family and 
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he destroyed most of the things in the house. Who would let someone 

else take advantage of and give over their house? [So he destroyed] both 

his houses. 

Despite the tragic event, the leaders of the Residents’ Association fortified their efforts. Through the 

Conselho Popular, they were able to set up protests increasing awareness of the situation, eventually 

making the evening news. But in July 2017, Manuela’s close friend and fellow member of the Residents’ 

Association received an eviction order that also gave her thirty days to leave. After her eviction, the 

Residents’ Association disbanded. Manuela lamented, “Who has the courage to stay in the front lines 

when they could be next?” Today, Manuela is the only person from the remaining community who still 

participates in activism.  

 

Figure 3-4 Rubble of one of the houses that was dismantled by previous resident of Rádio Sonda. 

Discernable writings on the wall include #OcupaMendes (local social movement for public school 

reform), #SOSRádioSonda, and a message stating “Respect those who love you.” A graffiti image of a 

house holding a hammer is drawn directly under the writings. Author’s photo. 
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Like the community of Barrinha, the fantasma de remoção also haunts the community of Rádio 

Sonda with residents experiencing a feeling of impending doom and permanent insecurity. When asked to 

describe what the fantasma de remoção means, Manuela noted, 

The fantasma de remoção means that it is something that frightens, that it 

is around, that it is always appearing to haunt us. Rádio Sonda does 

experience the fantasma de remoção as well. As long as it is not resolved 

for good, we will always live with this ghost haunting us. 

The complicated procedure and ritual of entering the air military base as well as the refusal of basic 

services from Aeronáutica serves as a tactic through which residents are made less-than-citizens and made 

to feel like they are imposters on their own land. Accordingly, the adoption of self-imposed 

impermanence speaks to the ways residents learn to become ‘agreeable residents’ by maintaining a facade 

of precarious possession. By keeping their homes in states of physical disrepair, residents hope to remain 

by relaying a completely contradictory message -- that they will not remain. Here, (dis)possession in the 

communities of Rádio Sonda and Maracajás are as much tied to the personal politics of possession as 

much as it is to the oppressive tactics of Aeronáutica. Residents work at being ‘acceptable subjects,’ 

voluntarily ceding their homes and lifestyles to the surveillance and scrutiny of the military, through 

negotiations taking place the liminal space of being permanently impermanent.  

Yet, an examination of the multiple axes of (dis)possession serves not to reify the insurmountable 

power wielded by states, but to shed light on the “multiplicity of contradictory axes of subordination” that 

simultaneously fosters agency (Wilson, 2013, p. 109). In the previous case study of Barrinha, the 

fantasma was personified in the gentrified bakery and other urban surroundings, prompting the 

community to pursue adverse possession as a response against eviction through means recognized by the 

state. In the case study of Rádio Sonda, it appears that the community takes on the form of the fantasma 
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itself, by literally making themselves as the ghost in order to evade scrutiny in a context where there is no 

legal recourse to secure land regularization.  

Here, the efforts of residents to leave their houses unfinished reveals both the axes of oppression 

as well as a unique innovation in an effort to negotiate, through their own invisibility, their right to 

remain. While certainly a precarious tactic, their means of negotiating their (dis)possession also speak to 

the ways the subjectivities of the (dis)possessed are constantly being reworked and negotiated. Manuela’s 

memory of her previous neighbour’s decision to destroy his dwellings also sheds light on the multiplicity 

of ways agency could be exercised. The act of destroying his own property shed light on the fact that 

while he was evicted, he was evicted in his own way and on his own terms. While dispossession sought to 

signal his otherness, his own act of dispossession was an act of resistance against assaults on his dignity 

by performing dispossession as an act of agency. 

3.6 Discussion and Conclusion 

In this paper, we have explored the politics and subjectivities of dispossession in Rio de Janeiro 

through an ethnographic illustration of two favela communities that have experienced something of a 

‘common’ fantasma de remoção within varying contexts of assaults on their communities. On the one 

hand, Barrinha exemplifies the case of impending displacement of a small favela that unfortunately finds 

itself in the pathway of gentrification and likely to disappear into the fabric of surrounding upscale 

bakeries, restaurants, and condominiums. The encroaching sights, smells, and sounds associated with the 

rapidly transforming West Zone and the mounting challenges of regularization characterizes their 

haunting. The urban developments surrounding the community routinely remind residents of their 

‘improper place’ as persons dispossessed from normative organizations of urban structure. Clara’s 
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struggle highlights the ways dispossession pervades through nearly facet of their lives to influence the 

often-complex decisions undertaken to remain in and simultaneously escape (dis)possession. While the 

community of Barrinha has been able to begin the process of land tenure regularization, which is afforded 

to very few favelas, the economic realities of the neighbourhood complicates and intensifies the struggle 

of differentiated dispossession for its residents.  

For the community of Barrinha, the politics of dispossession is constituted by interactions, forces, 

and agendas expressed within and along spatial scales in non-linear, yet relational trajectories. State-

mandated eviction through demolition and the increasingly unsustainable urban features that surround the 

neighbourhood have put in circulation discourses and rules that, following Butler and Athanasiou, has 

served to ‘eviscerate’ humane living conditions and to render the community unintelligible as a way to 

create ‘displaceable subjectivities.’ Indeed, Barra de Tijuca, built in the 1980s with an aura reticent of Los 

Angeles or Miami, was built with the intention of creating a “modern” neighbourhood consistent with 

Northern urban planning principles (Herzog, 2013; Ling, 2019). While we are careful to note that such 

urban development in Brazil is not simply an “imitative urbanism” or a copy of Northern-style 

urbanization onto the Global South, Northern-style urbanisms continues to be used to reiterate an urban 

imagination consistent with social mobility and class (Lees, 2011; Robinson, 2006). Yet, in stark contrast 

to spaces of informality, the image of Northern-style urbanisms works to undermine and stigmatize spaces 

of informality as undesirable or backwards. Fortunately for Clara and her neighbours, the fantasma of 

gentrification has been, at least at the time of our study, exorcised through existing legal recourse given to 

favela communities who may be entitled to claims of adverse possession.  

By contrast, the few remaining families in Rádio Sonda face a very different manifestation of the 

fantasma. It is one that appears to be immune to conventional forms of land regularization by virtue of its 
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unique military geography and history. Here, the fantasma de remoção operates as a form of embodied 

violence, as a technique of subject formation and self-imposed subjectification. Yet, even in this case, the 

fantasma can be resisted. It is their enclosure within the military walls that inspires negotiation and 

agency, so as to ‘become’ the fantasma through hiding in order to remain in (dis)possession. With the 

active consent of its residents, the fantasma figuratively ‘possesses’ the very community it seeks to 

vanquish, using a form of imitation or camouflage that gives at least a temporary remit for people to 

remain, if only by being invisible and unthreatening to those who would otherwise control their land. 

Even in eviction, the example of the ex-resident’s will to destroy his homes displays the ways in which 

dispossession could be re-politicized as an endeavour of resistance and a dignifying act. In this regard, 

while the fantasma de remoção remains an ongoing and daily struggle for residents, it also reveals the 

emergence of nascent forms of resistance, illuminating greater and more nuanced understandings of the 

subjectivities and politics of differentiated (dis)possession. 

 Our work in uncovering the fantasma de remoção in two distant favelas in Rio de Janeiro 

contributes to 1) ongoing efforts to theorize dispossession in ways that draw from, and contribute to urban 

resistance in the Global South and 2) uncovering the various and often complicated contexts, modes, and 

politics through which peripheral urbanization is assembled (Caldeira, 2017; Richmond, 2018). In 

selecting these two case studies, we have attempted to draw out the nuanced spatiopolitical dynamics and 

violence of dispossession that appears to transverse the highly differentiated city, yet also molding itself 

to the nuances of the local, touching down in time and place to ‘haunt’ favela residents within the 

contexts, histories, materialities, and conflicts specific to each locale. We believe that our view toward the 

haunting of eviction builds on Doshi’s notion of “differentiated displacement,” as we find that the 

formation, embodiment, and manifestation of dispossession takes place differentially based on the shared 
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and distinct characteristics of informal settlements in Rio de Janeiro. We take up this lens to disrupt 

homogenized and singular conceptions of dispossession as avenues to exercise ‘power over’ individuals, 

and instead shed light on the multiple ways that dispossession has been and continues to be implemented 

and disrupted.  

Through the fantasma de remoção, we suggest that favela communities live with ghosts that haunt 

serve as indicators of their ‘displacability’ (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013). Within the localized 

manifestations of their fantasma de remoção, favelas residents learn to recognize and perform 

(dis)possession through a complex combination of regimes, practices, and routines. For instance, this is 

seen through the upscale hotels and bakeries that surround Barrinha or the daily routine of passing 

through the military gates to get to Rádio Sonda. While it is true that both communities continue to 

struggle against the forces of gentrification and state oppression, we seek to portray something other than 

a reductive narrative of powerless favelas to the fate of dispossession. But we also claim something more 

of resistance than the mere act of the material preservation of what may be precariously possessed. In 

other words, we do not intend to propose a singular fantasma that haunts all of Rio as some sinister 

manifestation of contemporary dispossessive urbanization. Rather, we position the fantasma of remoção 

as a useful tool for deconstructing the multiple and often-contradictory axes of subjectification comprising 

the politics of differentiated displacement and for constructing the multiple subjectivities of informality 

and resistance in Rio de Janeiro.  
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Chapter 4 

From solitude to solidarity: Building networks of resistance to secure favela 

housing rights in Rio de Janeiro 

4.1 Introduction 

Over the years, favela communities have devised a number of strategies, like creating local 

working groups, fostering partisan alliances, and organizing partnerships with other favela associations, to 

attain the necessary resources and services for improved quality of life and extended housing security 

(Gay, 1994; Godde, 2017; McCann, 2014; Williamson, 2017). At the heart of these strategies have been 

neighbourhood associations, whose leaders have a long track record of advocating and procuring 

necessities for their communities. However, in the past two decades, the activities of favela 

neighbourhood associations have been complicated by local favela elites, corrupt politicians, and the 

militia for their increasing control over neighbourhood associations. In an effort to attain more resources, 

stability, or local power, some favela neighbourhood associations have entered into risky partnerships that 

have lead to cooptation and manipulation as vehicles of political propaganda (McCann, 2014). 

Neighborhood associations have sometimes taken on the role of a ‘bully’ themselves by limiting the 

ability of residents to exercise civic engagement and democratic decision-making (Gay, 1994).  

Since the turn of the 21st century, the state’s embrace of urban revitalization has led to an 

unprecedented acceleration of displacement in favela communities (Freeman, 2014; Freeman & Burgos, 

2017; Ivester, 2017; Sanchez, de Oliveira, & Monteiro, 2016; Silvestre & de Oliveira, 2012). In the face 

of this trend, as explored in this paper, some neighbourhood associations have responded to state, 

political, and criminal interests independently of the wishes of the community. In some cases, 
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neighbourhood associations will cease to advocate on behalf of the community in an effort to gain special 

favours for themselves to remain. In other cases, neighbourhood associations voluntarily choose to resettle 

their residents in order to sell plots of their land in exchange for special payouts or incentives from 

government (Lees, Shin, & López-Morales, 2015; Lunetta, 2015). In an effort to secure their right to 

remain, favela residents are forced to find support elsewhere. 

In relation to increasing institutional constraints and partnerships at the neighbourhood level, this 

paper explores the grassroots networks of resistance that favela residents create beyond the structures of 

neighbourhood associations in order to improve their housing security. Drawing upon testimonies of 

residents from three favelas in Rio de Janeiro, I illustrate the unique networks of resistance they have built 

to overcome the restrictions and limitations imposed on them from within their communities. Using their 

stories, I argue that the individual agency of favela residents should not be discounted as an important 

insurgent response to structural inequalities in Rio de Janeiro (Holston, 2008, 2011, 2019). Rather, their 

efforts – as precarious as they may be – bring to light the emergence of new articulations, configurations, 

and collectives of resistance that are becoming more fundamental to creating a foreseeable future for the 

urban poor in the city. 

In the following section, I will speak to the significance of favela neighbourhood associations in 

the context of historical struggles for housing upgrades and resources over the past four decades. I will 

then explain how my entry into fieldwork and methods helped me to capture the stories featured in this 

article. The section following includes the stories of four favela residents and their efforts to meet the 

specific geographical, political, and social challenges related to housing, displacement, and survival, in 

which they are embedded. I conclude with a discussion on the implications of network thinking as a way 
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to renegotiate rights and forge insurgent forms of citizenship within the context of urban informality in the 

Rio de Janeiro. 

4.2 Literature Review 

The favela neighbourhood association is considered, in and of itself, as a marker of 

progressiveness in the long arc of favela activism history. McCann (2014) argues that the rise of popular 

movements following the country’s military regime in the late 1970s and early 1980s saw to fundamental 

changes in the expectations of young women, particularly those from the favelas, vis-à-vis their 

involvement in local politics and community engagement. The neighbourhood association provided an 

avenue for young women to engage in community issues without fraying expectations of submission to 

elder men. Resultantly, many women rose to occupy leadership positions within neighbourhood 

associations. Further, as women were often expected to tend to domestic and community matters, they 

were often better situated to lobby on and speak to the specific requests and concerns of the community. 

Neighbourhood associations do the important work of lobbying and managing basic services 

within favelas by liaising with the city and managing costs related to basic needs and services. 

Neighbourhood associations also provide educational and day programs on literacy, finance, and 

environmental sustainability for children and adults. They may also organize parties and community-wide 

events to build rapport and solidarity amongst residents. Lastly, they are responsible for organizing 

meetings where updates and events are announced to favela residents. The events and efforts of 

neighbourhood associations are often sustained by membership fees voluntarily paid out by each 

household on a monthly basis (Gay, 1994). These fees also cover the president’s salary and sometimes, 
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the salary of a secretary. Neighbourhood associations also typically include several elected individuals 

who voluntarily give their time to assist the president.  

Nearly all favela communities today are represented by a neighbourhood association. Often times, 

the neighbourhood associations will engage in grassroots mobilizing, creating partnerships with other 

residents, favela associations, church groups, or grassroots political parties in an effort to secure basic 

services or housing security (Brum, 2018; Duquette, de Lima Galdino, Levy, Marques-Pereira, & Raes, 

2005; Gay, 1994; Levy, 2005; McCann, 2014). In other words, neighbourhood associations represent 

important institutional structures for sustaining, growing, and protecting favela communities. 

Despite this history, there are very few formal measures in place to ensure accountability of 

neighbourhood associations to their residents. In a study of the favela community of Vila Brasil in Rio de 

Janeiro, Robert Gay (1994) noted that very few people think of challenging “the president’s methods of 

his monopoly of the decision-making process, as long as he continues to improve the quality of life in the 

favela” (p. 45). Gay goes on to recall that the first president of Vila Brasil’s neighbourhood association 

took the community’s fund and meeting space to create a public bar and poolroom for his own personal 

gain. That same president remained in office for twenty-seven years without ever calling for an election. 

Residents were finally able to evict him from his post by suing him in court with the assistance of pro-

bono lawyers from the Pastoral das Favelas, a Catholic ministry devoted to serving favela communities 

across the city of Rio de Janeiro. 

The lack of transparency as well as the notable power of the neighbourhood association has led to 

other complications for favela residents. Following the democratization of Brazil in the early 1980s, local 

elites and politicians began a widespread effort to gain political power by enrolling neighbourhood 
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association leadership in lobbying campaigns and policy recommendation conversations. In 1982, Lionel 

Brizola famously brought the Democratic Labour Party, a then-little known socialist party with promises 

of large scale reform, to victory as the newly elected governor of Rio de Janeiro (McCann, 2014). 

Brizola’s victory could be attributed to the large base of supporters gathered from the favelas (Benmergui 

& Gonçalves, 2019; Chastain, 2017; Richmond, 2018). Brizola eventually brought the presidents of 

neighbourhood associations into leadership or advisory positions for the development of public service 

projects for increasing access to education, sewage, and public utilities.  

The inclusion of favela leaders into state politics created an impression that popular participation 

was valued in the decision-making processes. It also served to consolidate the power of neighbourhood 

associations and systematize their presence within state political processes. However, the involvement of 

favela leaders made it difficult to maintain their independence from the party, leaving neighbourhood 

associations vulnerable to cooptation. Further, given that many favela communities lacked basic services 

and utilities, the temptation to succumb to clientelist politics was particularly high, despite the ways it 

served to jeopardize long-term goals for self-governance. For instance, Brizola designed all of the public 

service projects to be carried out incrementally in the most visible areas of favelas. This strategy was 

implemented to generate continual support for the young party and pressure favela leaders to acquiesce to 

its agenda, with the implicit threat that projects could be discontinued if the party did not remain in power 

(Gay, 1994). This set a precedent that political intervention was to be desired as long as local 

improvements were assured. It also served to stifle the democratic interests of favela residents who 

opposed the party and their suggestions. 

In the 1990s, criminal networks consisting of drug cartels and gang activity began to take root in 

favela territory (Enrique D. Arias, 2006, 2014; Enrique D.  Arias & Goldstein, 2010; Caldeira & Holston, 



 

90 

 

 

1999; Gay, 2010). Neighbourhood associations became fertile turf for criminal activity and extreme 

violence through territorial wars. The neighbourhood association was often at the mercy of organized 

crime, but also received some perks such as protection from police harassment. On the west end of Rio de 

Janeiro, a majority of the favelas that emerged alongside the development of the city’s luxury 

developments were overtaken by defense militia (McCann, 2014). Militias emerged in the 1990s when ex-

military officers and retired officers, who were still heavily connected to the police force, entered favela 

communities offering protection against gang crimes and drug dealers for a small fee (Benmergui & 

Gonçalves, 2019). The relationship between the militias and the residents were amicable in the beginning, 

with both groups seeking to protect the community from harm. However, militias eventually began to 

settle within communities themselves and began to extort and threaten residents. Many profited from 

favelas by monopolizing access to transportation and internet services and by charging taxes to small 

businesses. Today, they have a reputation for exercising even more violence than crime groups or drug 

dealers themselves and have murdered persons who have disobeyed them or spoken too freely about them 

(Phillips, 2018). 

Although favelas controlled by militia tended not to experience violence related to territorial wars, 

those favela residents often faced greater limitations on their civil rights due to the militias’ strict policies 

over dissent. Often comprised of retired police or military officers, militias had great control over who 

could access the community given their networks with public authorities, civil forces, and local 

government. The neighbourhood associations in these favelas were often coopted by the militia as a way 

to generate a large support for their candidates running for city council or state assembly. However, it is 

also important to note that some neighbourhood associations sometimes grew “into the prototypical favela 
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militia” themselves. In some instances, they would also extract money from residents, stifle resistance, 

and control residents by force (McCann, 2016, p. 16). 

In this climate, favela residents have for nearly two decades, found themselves increasingly 

limited in their ability to exercise their right to participate in decisions for their own communities. As 

shown in the rest of this paper, the very action of seeking help has sent many residents on a journey 

toward activism outside of the neighbourhood association, and towards participating with other favela 

residents, activists, and supporters in weaving networks of resistance that extend beyond the immediate 

neighbourhood, even while supporting residents in locally specific challenges.  

4.3 Research Context and Methods  

In March 2018, I became a research collaborator for Catalytic Communities, a well-respected 

organization that conducted research and community engagement activities with favela communities in 

Rio de Janeiro for the purposes of creating sustainable futures for informal settlements locally and 

globally. As a research collaborator, I sought to document the activism taking place in favela communities 

within a post-Olympic context, with a primary interest on the influence of global forces in the form of 

sport mega events on the local politics of urban dispossession. I started by writing about community 

events and meetings on RioOnWatch, a digital, bi-lingual news platform run by Catalytic Communities 

(Chan, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2018d). Through my position as a research collaborator, I was able to 

connect with community members belonging to several favelas across the city of Rio de Janeiro by 

visiting their communities, attending events, and making connections, either in-person or virtually, 

whenever possible.  
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In May 2018, I encountered a grassroots housing activist group called ‘Conselho Popular’ on a 

Facebook event page detailing a protest they were planning outside the Mayor’s headquarters. The protest 

sought to call out the Mayor’s office about the lack of provisions in place to protect favela residents from 

eviction (Pannum, 2018). At the event, individuals from the group took turns sharing experiences of 

struggle and words of encouragement. The event culminated in the presentation of a collective manifesto 

of ten action items to be carried out by the city immediately. An hour and a half into the protest, a 

representative of the Mayor’s office walked out and extended invitations, behind a tall metal gate, to five 

of the Conselho Popular members to present their manifesto at a later date. Before the meeting disbanded, 

I was invited to join the Conselho Popular’s next monthly meeting, which took place the week after.  

At this meeting, the group opened with a circle of introductions. The majority of meeting was 

spent discussing how they should respond to the Mayor. The Conselho Popular consisted of favela 

residents as well as supporters from a wide array of backgrounds and expertise who had a vested interest 

in housing issues and justice. These attendees included activists, architects, engineers, politicians, 

academics, researchers, journalists, and international observers such as the first author, who served in 

professional and technical capacities. Lastly, representatives came from the Public Defenders’ Office of 

Rio de Janeiro (DPU-RJ), and the Institute of Land and Cartography of the State of Rio de Janeiro 

(ITERJ), and the Catholic Church’s Pastoral das Favelas or Apostolate of Favelas also comprise the 

group. 

About a month after joining the group, I was added to the Conselho Popular’s virtual chat group 

on WhatsApp where I found members sharing messages about ongoing issues in the city and regularly 

mobilizing in mutual support in real time. Through this chat group, I was let into the meetings and events 

that were hosted by the Conselho Popular. In those meetings, I learned that the Conselho Popular was 
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created with the intention of centering citizens’ concerns by capitalizing on the strengths that institutional 

support could bring to a grassroots resistance group. The Conselho Popular sought not only to represent 

and lobby for the diverse needs of favela communities across the city, but also to catalyze a radical agenda 

for urban social change.  

In contrast to the recent history of the neighbourhood association, the Conselho Popular considers 

itself to be apolitical, meaning that the group refuses to promote partisan interests and agendas. Rather, 

the group centers the voices and contributions of favela resident members to mobilize meaningful 

responses to attain housing rights within its membership and for communities across the city. Rather than 

a body that represents the vested interests of participating favela residents, the activism of the Conselho 

Popular is participatory and democratic. The formulated opinions of members serving in professional 

capacities is weighted equally to the suggestions of favela residents who often hold with them with deep 

familiarity of their local contexts and challenges. Such an attitude prevents the group from succumbing to 

vested interests or privileging those with professional knowledge or connections to high-profile 

individuals.  

Rather, the group works in an opposite and opposing way via support from institutional 

representatives. The group draws strength from a variety of voices from its membership in an effort to 

create innovative mobilization strategies that serve both to address the bureaucratic ‘roadblocks’ of 

eviction and the specific struggles of local governance to exert power over favela residents. In this sense, 

all members of the group have access to the same knowledge and expertise possessed by each member of 

the group. As institutional constraints and partnerships at the neighbourhood level have become real 

dangers to the survival of favela residents, networked resistance centres on the voices of favela residents 

to ensure survival as an important anti-displacement force. 
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With time, I was eventually invited by several community members themselves to attend festivals 

and community meetings hosted in their favelas. In those moments, I began to solicit the life stories of 

different members of the Conselho Popular to understand some of their ongoing struggles at the time and 

why resistance was important to them. These stories helped me to understand that each member had 

unique struggles and had thus, contended with them by taking up different strategies and making different 

connections for support. Over six months during which I regularly participated in Conselho Popular 

activities, I completed nineteen semi-structured interviews and three focus-group interviews with past and 

present (n=26) members of the Conselho Popular. The participants included residents of nine favela 

communities across Rio de Janeiro who were active participants in the Conselho Popular, representatives 

from the Public Defenders Office of Rio de Janeiro, the Institute of Land and Cartography of Rio de 

Janeiro, the Pastoral of the Favelas, as well as various collaborator-supporters (e.g. politicians, academics, 

architects, students, housing activists).  

The analysis that follows focuses on the stories of (n=4) residents who have built networks of 

resistance in efforts to contend with the regimes of control being exerted by their neighbourhood 

association. I have chosen these case studies because of their common challenge against eviction as a 

direct consequence of their neighbourhood association. The remaining interviews conducted for this 

study, alongside months of observational research, inform the analysis by allowing me to situate specific 

dynamics and struggles of favela-related evictions into the broader political contexts being explored in 

this paper. Storytelling and testimony were specifically employed in this study to highlight the deeply 

personal processes and emotional motivations involved in creating networks of resistance (Clandinin, 

2000; Lewis, 2011). Specifically, in order to write narratives that most closely aligned to the retelling that 
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I heard during the interviews, testimony most clearly aligned with the ways that interviewees shared their 

lived experiences of grassroots resistance. 

4.4 Case Studies 

4.4.1 Araçatiba: Building networked resistance for legitimacy 

Adele is a resident of the community of Araçatiba, a small community bordering the 

environmentally-protected Guaratiba State Biological Reserve, in the West Zone of Rio de Janeiro. Using 

a combination of buses and the subway, it takes around 2.5 hours to get to Araçatiba from the South Zone 

of Rio de Janeiro. The community is characterized by a large collection of brick houses constructed 

around a bending dirt road that encloses the community. No single house looked the same. Some were 

hand painted and others had an additional complex jutting out at the back, with piles of dirt and 

construction materials lying in the front.  
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Figure 4-1 One of several painted houses in the community of Araçatiba (Author’s photo). 

Araçatiba is a community that has existed since the 1970s and was home to approximately 100 

families at the time of my study. In the 1980s, the federal army established a base in the Guaratiba region 

which surrounds Araçatiba. The community lived peacefully with the army, with some military staff 

relocating to Araçatiba itself (Strobl, 2018). In 2006, the land was transferred to the federal government, 

which was then placed under the administration of the newly formed State Institute of Environment of Rio 

de Janeiro (INEA) in 2007. INEA was created for the purposes of protecting nature and wildlife areas 

across the state. The Guaratiba State Biological Reserve is one of those areas protected by INEA. In 2012, 

under a high degree of pressure from the neighbourhood association of Araçatiba, the Superintendence of 

Patrimony of the Union of Rio de Janeiro (SPU) registered the homes in the community for the purpose of 

regularization. However, as of the time of this writing, not a single resident in the community has received 

title for their land. 
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In 2014, the federal government issued a notice that they were going to evict some of the 

residents of the area. In response, the neighbourhood association lobbied the city government to intervene 

in their impending eviction. It was successful. In 2015, Adele moved into the community and built a home 

with the help of her mother’s life savings. When Adele contacted the SPU to register her home and other 

newer properties that were constructed after 2012, their request was denied on the account that their 

homes were directly threatening the preservation of the Guaratiba State Biological Reserve. This was not 

the verdict given to the homes directly neighbouring hers, which were registered without issue in 2012. 

Adele told me it was because the government had wanted to construct a new road in the area:   

Even until now, they are trying to eliminate us, but they don't have a 

justification. Do you know why? Because there is no justification! [The 

SPU] claim that we live in an area that poses a risk to the State Park of 

Pedra Branca. But, if this is the case, then their allegations aren’t just 

against Araçatiba, it applies to all the other neighbourhoods. And so, if 

they were to evict us, they would have to knock down the entire 

neighbourhood. They have an agenda that is not in the confines of the 

law. 

With the election of a new mayor in 2016, the federal government re-opened processes to evict those who 

were unregistered with SPU. At around that time, Adele began working with some other residents under 

threat of eviction. However, as Adele became more vocal in her activism, her neighbourhood association 

grew increasingly hostile. While many of the residents’ homes were registered, they were also vulnerable 

to eviction because they did not actually possess the titles to their homes. As a result, many residents were 

fearful that Adele’s activism might threaten the rest of the community’s ability to stay. Adele eventually 

gathered some residents in the community to informally make the Residents’ Commission of Araçatiba, 

due to the refusal of her neighbourhood association to advocate for the residents at risk of eviction.  
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 On October 3rd, 2017, the City government, together with INEA, demolished three houses in 

Araçatiba that were under construction. According to Adele, this was just the first wave as she reported 

that the City later threatened to demolish up to sixty houses in that area. Prior to the demolition, the 

federal government only notified the Neighbourhood Association president, who did not tell Adele or the 

Residents’ Commission. It was at that moment that Adele, together with some residents, sought help from 

outside the community. Through recommendations from friends, Adele was connected to another activist, 

Lucas, who belonged to the Ecological Movement of the Neighbourhood of Guaratiba, the larger region in 

which her community was situated. The Ecological Movement of Guaratiba advocated for ethico-

sustainable neighbourhoods through the cultural and ecological preservation of favelas, as well as the 

provision of land regularization, urban mobility, and basic sanitation to residents of the area.  

Through Lucas, Adele learned about the history of her neighbourhood and began to understand 

the city’s erroneous claims. In this process, Adele built not only a repository of knowledge, but a strong 

sense of community support and solidarity out of the various struggles that other favela residents were 

facing: 

Lucas…is always calling me, instructing me, and teaching me about 

something. He gave me really great lessons about what areas were really 

vulnerable so that I could distinguish it. He has a lot of property in the 

area and he is a biologist and he was educated at a federal university, so 

he knows a lot. So if the city comes to our community, I can affirm that 

they are wrong. Now, I know they are against us. 

Her relationship with Lucas also brought her in contact with other individuals who could help her fortify 

her resistance. Through Lucas, she was eventually connected to the Public Defenders’ Office of Rio de 

Janeiro (DPU-RJ). The DPU-RJ is a state-funded organization that provides pro bono legal representation 

to communities at risk of eviction. Two public defenders assigned to the case have since worked with 
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Adele to find paperwork or records to prove their community’s right to remain. Adele’s increasing 

involvement with activism in her neighbourhood eventually connected her to the Conselho Popular: 

Lucas invited me to join one of the Conselho Popular meetings with him. 

He introduced me to everyone. At the meeting, I spoke about my 

resistance at Araçatiba and I met many people who supported me. Later, I 

joined a meeting held in Vargem Grande [neighbourhood in Rio de 

Janeiro] and I met some of those people again. They were talking about 

the Conselho Popular and how it’s really united. They explained that the 

favela leaders joined together to support favela communities and to give 

strength as well. 

Adele joined the Conselho Popular shortly after and became involved with its activities.  

Adele’s increasing reputation for community activism was met by an equal amount of hostility by 

her neighbourhood association. They began to harass and slander the members of the Residents’ 

Commission. The situation eventually escalated to the point that many Commission members withdrew 

for fear of harassment. Adele also began to battle depression and anxiety as a result:  

In the beginning, there were so many residents that were really engaged 

in the resistance. But our commission ended up becoming a really small 

group because the other residents did not support our resistance. Instead, 

they began to go against us. They were saying that I was presenting 

miraculous promises to give housing to everybody. I told them that the 

Public Defenders were coming to help the community and they thought I 

was lying. Instead, they told everyone that I was bringing the Federal 

Police here and they invented stories and created a crazy situation for me. 

I felt like I could not do it. I was already fighting alone.  

Adele began meeting other individuals at the Conselho Popular who was able to empathize with her 

situation. Those individuals began to visit the community and shared their own stories with eviction in an 

effort to support Adele’s credibility: 

There are people in this community who have no idea what it’s like, 

eviction, in truth. Eviction is never a pacifistic thing, it’s a lot of 

violence, a lot of atrocity, people do not have the notion of how 
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important resistance is and how important it is to stay united. Dona Penã 

from [the community of] Vila Autódromo helped us a lot. She had visited 

our community many times. The first time she came, she brought photos 

of all of the evictions that happened in Vila Autódromo.  She came and 

showed the raw reality of eviction and some people in my community 

began to believe it. She also gave me a lot of advice and encouraged me 

to not give up. She is someone that has my heart because she helped me a 

lot. A lot.  

Through the Conselho Popular, Adele began to work with other members to raise awareness of the plight 

of the community on a city-wide level. In 2017, two city councillors who were regular supporters of the 

Conselho Popular organized and held a public forum in her own community to answer questions and 

inquiries from the residents there. In December 2017, Adele joined a few other favela community leaders 

from the Conselho Popular to launch the Parliamentary Front Against Evictions which sought to demand 

open communication and action from the Mayor to protect communities threatened by eviction. The Front 

held a series of protests and events at government landmarks across the City to gather public momentum 

for their cause.  

In April 2018, Adele was notified that the federal government had once again entered into a 

process of evicting residents in Araçatiba. Three houses were targeted for demolition, with the rationale 

being that those homes were a risk to the local ecosystem. In May 2018, the State Deputy Glauber Braga 

invited Adele and three other community leaders of the Conselho Popular to speak to the Participatory 

Legislation Commission in the capital city of Brasilia. The four communities, all situated on federal lands, 

had the opportunity to present their concerns and the struggles of their community to high-ranking 

government officials. However, being in a heavily depressed state at the time, she invited another favela 

resident member of the Conselho Popular to speak on her behalf.  
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At the meeting, the director of the SPU clarified that while it had completed a federal registry of 

residents in 2012 for regularization, the federal law around rural and urban land regularization had 

changed in 2016. As a result, the director claimed that there was little the SPU could do and suggested 

members of the community contact the superintendent for the region of Rio de Janeiro to apply for 

regularization instead. While the meeting did not provide solutions for the community of Araçatiba, it 

represented an opportunity for Adele to put her community and their struggles on the map: “Now 

Araçatiba is inside their heads. We once asked the Mayor to discuss our issues over breakfast. And he 

looked at me and said, “Where is Araçatiba again?””  

In August 2018, I joined other Conselho Popular members to attend a special meeting hosted in 

Araçatiba by Adele. The meeting was the outcome of rapid mobilization efforts by various members of 

the Conselho Popular to debunk some of the rumours circulating about Adele and her cooperation with 

federal authorities to evict the community. Community members, activists, and even city officials were 

invited to take part in the discussion. The meeting began with a tour of the community by Adele and 

several local children. The group walked around the ecosystem that surrounded the community, pointing 

out to the local crabs that live in the area’s tide pools. The tour concluded at the centre of the community 

where the meeting began.  
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Figure 4-2 In this picture, Adele is talking with two children as she takes me around to see the ecosystem 

(and crabs!) around her community (Author’s photo). 

The so-called “federal authorities” – representatives from the DPU-RJ and ITERJ – took turns 

sharing about their respective roles and about what was happening to the community. Representatives 

from the DPU-RJ explained that the Guaratiba State Biological Reserve, which is in close proximity to the 

community, was assigned full environmental protection in 2010. As it is the most restrictive category with 

regards to human occupation of the area, INEA and the SPU argued that the community served as an 

environmental hazard to the reserve. Thus, even though the SPU conducted a registry of the residents in 

the area, changes in the federal law regarding land regularization allowed the SPU to absolve themselves 

of any responsibility for regularization. Representatives from ITERJ, the main authority for helping favela 

communities gain title, noted that the community could only gain title if the City government registers the 

community in the City records. However, as the City does not acknowledge the community as being a part 

of their jurisdiction, the community was left in a limbo – and unfortunately, vulnerable to eviction. 

Questions were taken up from the community following the meeting and a word of conclusion was 
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delivered by a lawyer from the Pastoral das Favelas that urged the community to stay united despite 

uncertainty of eviction. 

 

Figure 4-3 Residents stand in a circle to listen in on the emergency meeting. A resident (back row, right 

side) is in the midst of asking a question (Author’s photo). 

Following the meeting, I approached Adele and asked her what she thought of the meeting. While 

she was disappointed that members of the neighbourhood association did not attend, she felt she was able 

to clear her name through the meeting:  

I think it was really positive, I think it cleared up a few things for people 

in my community about everything that has happened since October 3, 

2017. It’s clear that people tried to lie about me and today, I came with 

the public defenders who were a major strength. They affirmed 

everything that I was talking about. After today, I hope more residents 

will become aware. I think it would be ideal that everybody would 

participate, understand how everything functions, and speak directly to 

the public defenders themselves. Even because if they do not trust me, 

they can at least know what to do.   

Further, Adele reflected on the ways the meeting symbolized a long journey of learning and personal 

growth through the people she has come into contact with since the day she started seeking for her:  
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Now, I have the competence to resolve everything. I did not know I had 

rights. But now, I can say to my community that we have rights, and to 

learn about them with the Conselho Popular. I would not have 

accomplished so many things if I were not in the Conselho Popular. Both 

the people in the organizations, administrators, and the many leaders in 

the communities, are involved in the fight against evictions. The Public 

Defenders are going [to the Conselho Popular meetings], always to help 

me, always giving me strength. As for people in the institutions like 

ITERJ, they are always present. They are always there to support, to help, 

and this is something really important. It's like a strong hug when people 

are weak. It is like a big school and I’ve learned to be a good leader with 

competence.  

By weaving a network of social groups, individuals, politicians, and other favela communities, new 

opportunities and configurations of resistance arose for Adele. The network of resistance that she formed 

helped her to make sense of her struggle and to broadcast it through novel channels: virtual, 

governmental, and legal. Her network of resistance also legitimized her voice and concern in the face of 

opposition from the community’s neighbourhood association. In the process, she reignited a resistance 

effort within her community, bringing them into and widening the network of supporters for the 

community of Araçatiba.  

In the next section, I detail the narrative of another two favela residents from the community of 

Indiana, which has experienced eviction as a direct consequence of the neighbourhood association’s 

allyship with the city. Both residents Jorge and Elena have created networks of resistance with the 

purposes of remaining in the community and for pressuring more democratic decision-making processes 

from the neighbourhood association. In comparison to the community of Araçatiba, which sought to find 

legitimacy for their struggle, the residents of Indiana’s network of resistance sought to create a variety of 

opportunities and alternative avenues through which they could remain in the community.  
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4.4.2 Indiana: Building networked resistance for opportunity 

Over the past decade or so, the residents of Indiana have also struggled with eviction largely due 

to conflicts from within the community. Indiana is located at the base of the Tijuca Forest in the North 

Zone of Rio de Janeiro. Since the late 1940s, the favela has grown to be home to over 600 families 

(Strobl, 2018). While the city has labelled the community as an environmental risk, members of Indiana 

have argued that their cause for eviction has been due to real estate speculation and the city government’s 

plans to use the land to build a new condominium, as had happened to a neighbouring community a few 

years prior.  

On a hot, sunny day, I met with Jorge and Elena to understand more about their journeys into 

activism. I met them outside the entrance of the community, which eventually lead to a series of narrow 

roads sandwiched between hand-made brick houses. As per their request, I did not take any photos. 

Husband-wife duo Elena and Jorge have become two of the main leaders fighting eviction in their 

community. Elena has lived in the community since she was four years old. Jorge, a retired soldier in the 

navy, came to settle in the community in his adult years. In Indiana, the community has witnessed the rise 

of ‘favela elites,’ leaders from the neighbourhood association who use their connections with professional 

and bureaucratic actors and other high-status individuals to maintain control and discourage challenges to 

their authority.  

For many years, the Neighbourhood Association of Indiana had unilaterally made development 

decisions without consulting the community in exchange for political or economic benefits from private 

industry and government. In 2010, municipal government representatives visited Indiana for the purposes 

of surveying the land in hopes of building a condominium there. In 2012, the City forcefully ‘resettled’ 

over 100 families, alleging that the neighbourhood association consented to the resettlement of the 
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families. According to Jorge, “The president of the neighbourhood association only wanted to align with 

people who wanted to evict us. He did not represent the two sides. He only presented one.” For fear of 

being the next to be evicted, Jorge, Elena, and some other community members sought help.  

One of the members in their community, Antônio, heard about the Pastoral das Favelas through 

his history of receiving help from social services and was determined to find them: 

Nobody knew what to do. I said to myself, ‘My God. I have lived half of 

my life on the street, the other half here in this community. If my wife 

hears of this, she will die.’ I spent three months trying to find this 

[Pastoral das Favelas] place. I had the wrong street name and wrong 

telephone number. When I arrived there, I said, ‘My God, where do I 

go?’ I got off the metro. Tripping, I almost hurt myself on the escalator 

(Strobl, 2018). 

Through the lawyer of the Pastoral das Favelas, Jorge and Elena were eventually connected to a public 

defender from the Center for Land and Habitation (NUTH) located within the DPU-RJ. At the advice of 

their public defender, Jorge, Elena, and several other community members created the Residents’ 

Commission of Indiana, an informal but albeit a resident-led organization, a few weeks following the 

eviction as a strategic approach to fight their eviction and to gain solidarity in the community: 

According to the public defender, we have to have a minimum of nine 

people belonging to single group in order to submit a lawsuit against the 

City. And so, for this, we became a commission in order to be able to 

fight. The Association was no longer defending the interests of the 

community. While we are not a legal entity, we have everything that a 

neighbourhood association has. But only, our focus here is not to take the 

power of the association. Our focus here is the fight for housing, it is the 

fight for our houses.  

The public defender also worked closely with the Commission to document the government’s actions, 

taking pictures as evidence against the City.  
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 Through the Pastoral das Favelas, Jorge and Elena were connected to the Conselho Popular where 

they felt their efforts were legitimized due to the vast network of supporters in the group: 

The Conselho Popular has strengthened us because it has a technical 

body of supporters. It had architects and engineers and lawyers. We need 

these people to help us. Because many times, you will speak with public 

authorities and they will say to you: “You are not the engineer, you are 

not the lawyer, and so you do not understand what is happening.” But 

when you arrive and you have an engineer on your side, I can say that I 

know what they are saying. And so, the Conselho Popular, it has this 

advantage. 

Since their participation in the Conselho Popular, Jorge and Elena have been connected to other activists 

and favela residents. Jorge joined the Federation of the Association of Favelas of Rio de Janeiro 

(FAFERJ) as a community representative to increase awareness about favela rights in the city. At around 

the same time, Jorge joined the Communitarian Union of Favelas with the main objective of strengthening 

neighbourhood associations, bringing knowledge and the search for equal rights, and improving the 

quality of life of residents by working with the City government. For instance, the Communitarian Union 

has worked with government and corporations to provide household goods and food for favela residents 

across the city. Indiana represents one of forty communities comprising the organization.    

 In 2014, through the connection of a representative of ITERJ, students and faculty at the Federal 

University of Rio de Janeiro began to work closely with the community to plan urban and aesthetic 

upgrades in the favela. The project lasted until 2018 and has helped the community begin the application 

of land regularization with ITERJ as certain basic necessities are required as the basis for regularization 

(Albernaz, Minto, Brasil, & Felinto, 2017; Canedo & Andrade, 2019). In February of the same year, the 

Residents’ Commission won three court cases against the government’s efforts to evict them with the help 

of their public defender.  
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In August 2018, Jorge and Elena, along with community leaders from over 30 favelas across the 

city, were invited to attend a multi-day workshop hosted by Catalytic Communities, a think-tank that 

conducts research on increasing sustainability in Rio de Janeiro favelas, about the possibility of building a 

community land trust for favelas in Rio de Janeiro. The workshops featured testimonial sharings from 

residents of Caño Martin Peña, an informal settlement of over 1000 people, in Puerto Rico who have 

gained the right to establish a community land trust and collective brainstorming sessions (Mayrink, 2018; 

Mayrink & Strobl, 2018). Since the workshops, Jorge and Elena have worked closely with Catalytic 

Communities to strategize ways to broach the topic with the neighbourhood association of Indiana. A 

meeting was held a few months later between Catalytic Communities, representatives of ITERJ, the 

Residents’ Commission of Indiana, and the Neighbourhood Association of Indiana. While the members of 

the neighbourhood association attended the meeting, the president had forbidden residents to take part in 

the discussion:  

“Unfortunately, we did not have the presence of residents during the 

meeting that the community land trust project was presented, a pity, 

because the participation of residents is essential for any and all project 

development within a community. We should be talking together.” 

Despite the unfavourable turnout, the meeting represented efforts to find alternative means to remaining to 

which the neighbourhood association could concede to.  

 In June 2019, the neighborhood association of Indiana announced that fifty families would be 

resettled into subsided housing. A meager 400R$ of monthly aid paid for by the city government of Rio 

de Janeiro was offered to anyone interested in relocating to an undisclosed location. The neighbourhood 

association held public meetings to convince members of the community to take up the offer, but failed to 

come to a conclusion even after three meetings. A public document later revealed that the city had placed 
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a bid of 324,000R$ to demolish the houses and buy the land on which the fifty homes were sitting. Since 

that time, the Resident’s Commission, in partnership with representatives from ITERJ and the Public 

Defender’s office, have held regular meetings with residents of the community to ensure they knew their 

rights to remain:  

It was one of the best meetings in recent years, and there was a clear 

feeling that unfortunately the residents of Indiana are being prevented 

from knowing their rights. It is a total lack of respect as residents can and 

should always be aware of their rights. 

While the community of Indiana struggle against the threat of eviction brought on by the neighbourhood 

association, the networks of resistance built by Jorge, Elena, and the Residents’ Commission have created 

new opportunities to expand their resistance and find alternative avenues to remain. 

 The next section speaks to the lived experiences of Isabella, a resident living in a favela controlled 

by the militia. The story of Isabella speaks to the significance of networked resistance in contexts where 

personal and communal forms of resistance are heavily stifled. Unlike the communities of Araçatiba and 

Indiana, the residents in living Novo Palmares have been impeded from seeking title and limited in the 

forms of resistance they could enact. Given the strongholds that the militia has placed over the 

community, the residents sought to create networks not necessarily to remain, but to guarantee their safety 

against the regime of the militia. 

4.4.3 Novo Palmares: Building networks of safety 

Out of all the community representatives I interviewed, Novo Palmares was the only community 

that I was unable to coordinate a visit due to time constraints. However, for our interview, I was asked to 

conduct the interview outside of her community. I met with Isabella an hour before our monthly Conselho 

Popular meeting and conducted an interview with her in one of the unoccupied rooms in the Pastoral das 
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Favelas headquarters in the South Zone of Rio de Janeiro. Isabella is one of few members in her 

community that was active in resistance. While kind and always eager to chat, she was very nervous 

during the interview and would check over her shoulder periodically. Isabella also opted several times to 

stop the tape whenever someone passed by too closely to where we were sitting. This was because she 

was very fearful about being traced by the militia through anyone listening to her interview.  

Novo Palmares is located in the larger neighbourhood of Vargem Pequeno in the West Zone of 

Rio de Janeiro. Like many communities situated in the urban West Zone of Rio de Janeiro, the 30-year-

old community of over 1000 families struggled with real estate speculation and was at risk of eviction 

through gentrification for luxury housing developments and mega-event related development. For context, 

it is only a nine-minute drive from the Olympic Park built for the 2016 Summer Olympics. In contrast, an 

additional hour of commute via public transit is required to reach the community of Araçatiba. Thus, 

while both communities are located on the West end, the community of Novo Palmares is more prone to 

facing eviction via urban gentrification. Compounding these struggles were the presence of militias that 

embedded themselves into the community at the end of the 1990s.  

Despite these issues, the community of Novo Palmares is legally designated as a Special Area of 

Social Interest (AEIS) by the city. These areas are demarcated for low-income or subsidized housing and 

are often included in the city’s master plans for the city. The AEIS program aims to urbanize unoccupied 

lands or lands already occupied informally by low-income residents with the eventual goal of land 

regularization in the community. Novo Palmares is already registered by the City and has some urbanized 

features such as street addresses, paved roads, streetlamps and is recognized by the City to be on official, 

legal land. The community’s designation as an Area of Social Interest made the residents likely to receive 

title over their lands.  
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In 2009, Isabella and over 250 other families in her community put forth an application for land 

regularization for title through a process known as collective adverse possession. According to the 

Brazilian Federal Constitution, if over 80 families are in agreement to pursue collective adverse 

possession of their lands, the government must concede to their request (Santos, 2008). Further, their 

community’s designation as an AEIS qualifies them for regularization. However, their requests were 

repeatedly denied by the city. This was because the militia themselves made it nearly impossible for the 

community to achieve regularization.  

The militia has threatened the public authorities, a lot of public 

defenders, they threatened a lot of public defenders, and ITERJ, and 

everybody else. Everything is done but the process of land regularization 

has been cancelled. Everyone wants to move forward, but at this moment, 

it's all stopped. Everybody that was working on the land tenure 

regularization has stopped. All the legal processes that were pursued by 

the Public Defenders Office were stopped. The application for land 

regularization in ITERJ was stopped. After everything is approved, they 

need to verify the boundaries of our community. They only need to do a 

cartographic record in order to register our community, but nobody feels 

that it is safe to enter and do so. The authorities do not feel safe to do 

this. And the last time the police came... The police come very little. 

Because [whispering] a majority of police are militia. 

In the same year, Isabella went to the Prosecutor’s Office to complain about her neighbourhood 

association as they have done nothing to alleviate the community’s plight against eviction. The President 

of the neighbourhood association repeatedly refused to dialogue and address the community’s concerns 

and wishes to receive title.  

We are being silenced, we do not have a voice. Every time we try to call 

for a re-election [for the neighbourhood association], she is there to 

interfere. Every time we try to hold an assembly in the community to 

voice our concerns to each other, she says, "You already know if you do 

not do the things in the way that I want, you will lose your houses." 
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The president of the neighbourhood association has held the post for nearly 30 years, literally since the 

community’s inception, by stifling any processes associated with the turnover of leadership. 

In 2012, the neighbourhood association began to foster a closer relationship with the militia. This 

made the neighbourhood association’s monopoly on the community even more apparent. Isabella recalled 

that some of the residents in her community who were vocal about issues or had not paid their 

membership dues began to disappear inexplicably. She began to fear for her life given her role in activism 

and conceded to the demands of neighbourhood association. 

In October 2016, Isabella attended a party hosted by the chapel of another community within her 

region. At the party, she met some of the staff members of the Pastoral das Favelas. She later went to meet 

with a lawyer that worked for the Pastoral das Favelas to help them achieve land regularization. The 

Pastoral das Favelas began to teach her about the processes involved with attaining land regularization 

and the fact that everyone had housing rights. Since then, the coordinator of the Pastoral das Favelas has 

organized conversation circles in the chapel of the community to support residents undergoing eviction 

threats. Despite her circumstances, she has felt a glimmer of hope by finding support for a problem she 

felt had little solution: 

It is a limited, but still they have provided me with safety, being covered 

by the church. [Voice shaking, crying] There are no words to explain 

how I have felt supported by the Pastoral das Favelas in some way shape 

or form. It was through them that we could survive. 

Eventually, she was connected to the Conselho Popular by the Pastoral das Favelas staff. While she 

realized there could be very little done on the legal front for her community, she found that the Conselho 

Popular provides a refuge in itself:  
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Efforts from ITERJ and the public defenders have both been stopped. 

But, the Conselho Popular strengthens me. It is unity of communities that 

come together to solve their problems together. We are able to be strong 

and gain strength because we help another. Because you are a tree 

standing alone, you can be torn down easily. But when there are many 

trees, hugging together at the roots, we can become strong. Through the 

Conselho Popular, I can say “We demand this! We don’t want this! We 

don’t accept that!” Our community can begin to have a voice again. 

As we concluded the interview, Isabella lamented that there will not be a bright future ahead of her if the 

militia and neighbourhood association continues controls the neighbourhood association. She has even 

thought to apply for asylum because she lives in fear for her life. However, she believes that the Conselho 

Popular will remain a safe haven in the midst of uncertainty for all communities in Rio de Janeiro.  

4.5 Concluding Discussion 

This paper sought to illustrate how the dynamics of favela representation and resistance have 

changed in Rio de Janeiro in light of the increasingly threatening environment brought about by the 

neighbourhood associations that have failed to protect their residents. The comparative approach 

specifically highlighted the testimonials of four favela activists, both operating outside of the 

organizational context of their respective neighbourhood associations, and supported by my wider 

ethnographic study of the surrounding political, social, and geographic contexts of their neighbourhoods. 

These testimonials reveal how creative, networked forms of resistance that have emerged in Rio de 

Janeiro have helped grassroots favela protectors to envision alternative urban futures in the face of 

oppressive structures that dictate the favela. 

It is important to note that partnerships between partisan elites and neighbourhood associations 

were not necessarily common practice, but rather are a reflection of the strategies and consequences that 

communities take up in an effort to escape poverty and neglect. However, in the process, neighbourhood 
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associations have become enrolled into broader struggles for, and sometimes simultaneously against, 

political and economic control in their community. By building networks of support as enabled by people 

from outside of their own communities who were connected to the Conselho Popular, Adele, Jorge, Elena, 

and Isabella have brought into being new sociospatial configurations of grassroots resistance that both 

served their own interests and catapaulted them into wider favela activist networks in the city. In the 

process, they have also fostered alternative and more radical epistemologies of citizenship that places 

them in learning relationships and relationships of political solidarity with others enrolled in the network. 

As explored in the literature review, James Holston’s work on insurgent citizenship argues that 

alternative and re-imagined citizenships have emerged in response to the historical and entrenched values 

of differentiation in Brazilian society (Holston, 2008, 2009). Insurgent citizenship-making points to a 

transformative learning process where normative practices and discourses of citizenship are challenged 

and re-negotiated. In the process, favela residents learn to uptake a particular political subjectivity of 

social change, specifically, one that is disruptive of the normalized relations produced through 

differentiation. To contest oppression, favela residents employ creative or innovative means to overturn 

citizen-state relations in the renegotiation of their citizenships and suggest alternative visions of urban and 

political reform (Holston, 2008; Miraftab, 2009, Barra & Buono, 2009). 

 While insurgent citizenship-making is often credited to the achievements of large numbers of 

supporters and social movements, this study adds to our understanding of the situated contexts of 

insurgency, by pointing to how insurgent forms of citizenship can also be found from within individual 

and community responses to injustice. Despite very different local challenges and political dynamics, my 

study of three favela community activisms demonstrates how the origins of insurgency play a key role in 

constituting and sustaining wider network relationships and actions. This is significant given that 
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traditional favela-making processes are not always uniform and are susceptible to cooptation. The 

testimonies of Adele and Isabella have given insight into the ways that favela residents can be silenced by 

the decisions and actions of neighbourhood associations that themselves have been vulnerable to 

cooptation, violence, and democratic suppression. While the alternative networks of resistance forged by 

Adele, Jorge, Elena, and Isabella do not provide fool-proof, straight-forward solutions for their 

circumstances, their connection to the network of insurgent citizens facilitated by the Conselho Popular 

validated their struggle for the right to housing at the very least. Their struggles serve to defy learned 

logics of differentiation or the logic that different citizens may receive different and varying levels of 

rights depending on their social, economic, and political standings (Holston, 2009; Miraftab, 2009). Thus, 

through networks of resistance, residents have cultivated new cultural meanings, alternative modes of 

consciousness and new practices of identity within their communities. 

Networks of resistance also extend the resistance of favela communities beyond the 

manifestations of local protest and into political and social, national and global spheres (See more in 

Chapter 5). As I have re-examined the stories of Araçatiba, Indiana, and Novo Palmares, currently far 

away from the city of Rio de Janeiro, I am brought to realize the mobilizing potential of networked 

resistance. While used as a strategy for activists to circumvent the problems plaguing favela residents in 

the “here and now,” my observations demonstrate how networks of resistance take a life of their own as 

new actors, contributors, supporters, and readers (including of this article) are enrolled by virtue of 

becoming aware of the commonality across so many unique local struggles. Following the networks of 

resistance through comparative study provides insight into the various and multifaceted possibilities that 

insurgent mobilization can take place. 
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 Yet, networked resistance serves not just as a framework for understanding how grassroots 

activism has unfolded, but as an insurgent response to the ways that traditional forms of local activism in 

Rio de Janeiro have failed residents. Specifically, networked resistance is a response to the ways that 

traditional notions of local connections and action, such as neighbourhood associations, have been 

undermined and made increasingly vulnerable to cooptation in a broader struggle for economic, social, 

and cultural capital and control. Residents who form networks of resistance create an alternative modality 

of support, one that is simultaneously local, non-local, and extra-local in an effort to create for themselves 

new possibilities to remain. Through network relationships, residents learn to enact a form of insurgent 

citizenship that exists less ‘in place’ and to a greater extent, ‘in solidarity’ with one another, for the right 

to remain in the city.  
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Chapter 5 

Assembling the possibilities of urban housing activism in Rio de Janeiro 

5.1 Introduction 

Since its inception in January 2009, over 1.5 billion persons across 180 countries have come to 

use WhatsApp on a daily basis (Treré, 2020). WhatsApp is arguably the most important advancement in 

communication technology in the Global South, with India, Brazil, and Mexico making up the most 

substantial number of its users (Cruz & Harindranath, 2020). Throughout the Global South, WhatsApp 

has come to be an integral tool in conducting everyday interactions, economic exchanges, knowledge 

acquisition, and community engagement (Cruz & Harindranath, 2020). WhatsApp has also been used as a 

way to reinforce a sense of collective identity and solidarity, playing a significant part in the ‘protest 

ecologies’ of social movements in ways that have crossed North-South contexts and divides (Treré, 2020; 

Milan & Barbosa, 2020).   

In Brazil, WhatsApp is used by nearly everyone who has a smartphone. 96% of citizens who own 

smartphones use WhatsApp and 53% use it to find news (Treré, 2020). Favela residents make up a large 

percentage of WhatsApp users in Brazil by relying on it both as a text messaging apparatus and to 

participate in larger community-building activities via group chats about community events, local gossip, 

and news. At the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, Rio de Janeiro favela residents used WhatsApp to 

raise awareness about the importance of hand sanitation and physical distancing as many communities 

still lack formal access to running water, sanitation, and to healthcare (Ionova, 2020; Soares, 2020).  

In Rio de Janeiro, WhatsApp has become a powerful tool for grassroots favela organizers to digitally 

mobilize strategies applied on the ground in-real time.  
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This paper follows the efforts of one favela activism group called Conselho Popular in their 

efforts to defend a small favela community facing eviction in November 2018. Using WhatsApp to relay 

information, insights, and ideas between members scattered across the city, the country, and globally, the 

group has fostered robust information and knowledge exchanges that traverse between local and global 

scales in real-time. Through this case study, we illustrate the ways differently-scaled actors between local, 

extra-local, and global scales assemble and reassemble WhatsApp to create new possibilities of collective 

mobilization that accommodate their capacities, mobilities, and limitations (Escobar, 2007; Escobar & 

Osterweil, 2010). In the process, we forward the suggestion that digital technology assemblages like 

WhatsApp can serve to ‘expand’ the urban geographies of housing activism in Rio de Janeiro. That is, we 

illustrate how digital technologies serve to foster new forms of political expression and collective 

deliberation that bolster, blur, and expand the possibilities of democracy and the right to remain in the 

city. We posit that the expansion of the urban geographies of housing activism serves to carve out new 

possibilities of urban life and alternative ways of ‘remaining’ in the city (Chatterton, 2010; Gillespie, 

Hardy, & Watt, 2018; Harvey, 2013; Kalb & Mollona, 2018; Nikolaeva et al., 2018)  

5.2 Literature review: WhatsApp, assemblage theory, and digital urban commons 

In 2009, WhatsApp was founded by two former Yahoo employees who sought to create a new 

messaging application that would allow individuals to send messages over the Internet via a smartphone, 

laptop, or a desktop computer (Baulch, Matamoros-Fernandez, & Johns, 2020; Pang & Woo, 2020; Treré, 

2020). Unlike social media platforms like Facebook or Twitter which features centers on the personal 

profiles of their users, WhatsApp connects users with similar interests, concerns, and causes ‘outwards’ to 

a diverse number of chat groups, which can feature anywhere from two to 256 persons.  
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In Brazil, social media platforms like WhatsApp are increasingly becoming used as a set of tools 

for insurgent mobilization (Ochigame & Holston, 2016). As a platform for collective action and activism, 

WhatsApp has fostered the articulation of alternative political imaginaries (Milan & Barbosa, 2020). 

Carolyn Prouse (2018) situates social media platforms as an active technology for ‘digital 

autoconstruction’ of communities against contemporary urban struggles manifesting both virtually and 

physically against favelas. Via social media and independent news platforms, residents have built 

knowledge sharing collectives as a way to resist violence disproportionately exacted against black bodies 

in favela spaces. This act of digital autoconstruction has served to reshape the “embodied, 

epistemological, and discursive regimes of state violence” (p. 622). Through counter-discourses, 

narratives, and identities, favela residents have transformed violent state-led encounters as a means to 

contesting racialized violence. Social media platforms have given favelas residents the opportunity to 

assemble (re)presentations of themselves within anti-racist, rights-based social imaginaries that situate 

favelas as important and necessary aspects of Brazilian society.  

Assemblage theory has gained increasing relevance in urban geography through its ability to 

capture and interrogate the expansive and variegated materials, agents, and elements involved in the 

making of “wholes,” such as city spaces, policy networks, social relationships, and social movements 

(Prince, 2016). There are three broad contributions of assemblage that are useful for this paper. First, 

assemblage is useful for thinking through social phenomena without making assumptions about their 

relationships, trajectories, and outcomes. Assemblage assumes an orientation that is attuned to the 

relational, political, and cultural processes through which objects and agents become assembled. 

Assemblage theory “emphasizes the assemblages constructed out of composition/decomposition, 

differential relations and emergent events and how these result in both systemic orderings (including 
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hierarchies) and open-ended events” (Escobar, 2007, p. 109). That is, while assemblage is a framework 

concerned with how power is exercised through assemblages, it also creates space to think about how 

agency could be practiced within and/or around the same entities and spaces. For instance, Jeffrey, 

McFarlane, and Vasudevan (2012) put forward the term ‘assemblages of enclosure’ to encapsulate the 

materials, subjectivities, practices, and discourses that serve both to dispossess and exclude certain 

citizens from the city, as well as to inspire radical forms of resistance. 

Second, assemblage has facilitated major paradigm shifts in the ways geographers approach and 

understand how materials and technologies play a role in constituting the politics of the human social 

world (Müller, 2015). Materials and technologies are not simply to be used, but they are bound tightly in 

the processes by which people reproduce or resist the social world. Through assemblage, “materials 

experience an emancipation from their role as passive recipients and start to co-articulate agency and 

shape political practices” (Müller, 2015, p. 34). In other words, materials and technologies become 

political by fostering new assemblages and sites of politics, reconfiguring spatiopolitical boundaries, and 

connecting previously unconnected entities and actors into everyday practices and life. For instance, Jayne 

& Hall (2019) use the concept of assemblage to understand how non-human actors, networks, practices, 

and ideas both constitute and contest urban life and (in)formality in various cities in the Global North. 

Third, the most significant contribution of assemblage lies in its view of space as topological, 

which is closeness found not in physical distances but between entities within a network. Muller (2015) 

aptly illustrates topological space: 

Space, from this perspective, becomes folded or crumpled, almost like a 

handkerchief, whose ends, if laid out flat on a table, are far from each 

other but end up close together when scrunched (p. 35). 
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Assemblage is a useful framework for situating interactions among entities that are often 

positioned within urban geography as seemingly distant from each other. Specifically, the open-ended, 

non-hierarchical aspects of assemblage theory allow users to think ‘flatly’ about social interactions by 

reducing presuppositions about the coming together of differently-scaled efforts and entities (Ash, 2020; 

Marston, Jones, & Woodward, 2005). Assemblage theory dismisses the up-down/side-to-side trajectories 

and nested-series of hierarchical levels that are typically understood to take place between social entities.  

Social media networks, chat groups, and forums, digital technologies create opportunities for 

unprecedented outcomes and actions as well as topological ‘closeness’.  

Via digital technologies, grassroots groups are offered unprecedented opportunities to construct 

shared ideas and strategies, enabling “a micro-politics of local knowledge production” and creating the 

conditions for the renegotiation and actualization of political subjectivities (Escobar and Osterweil, 2010, 

p. 197). Social media platforms have fostered new possibilities for organizing by welding the place-based 

and digital realms of interaction into broader assemblages of resistance. At the same time, by connecting 

various entities and actors into social networks, the global is made also present in the local politics of 

struggle and resistance. Through digital technologies, users can be situated at one place while facilitating 

knowledge exchange across sites.  

Yet, social media activism affords more than just possibilities to think and enact new possibilities 

of collective resistance, it is also a place-focused process involving actors seeking to make claims based 

on existing spatiopolitical regimes. James Holston’s (2019) work on the utilization of digital technologies 

to facilitate insurgent uprisings in the Global South sheds light on the ways social media has fostered 

shared anger against viral images and videos of government corruption, eviction, and police violence. At 

the same time, social media has also expanded the concepts of urban equality and the right to the city to 
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the digital public. The righteous anger of the public in combination with increasingly digital discourses 

for urban justice has catalyzed new forms of political expression and a new urban commons.  

Once a subfield of rural studies, the urban commons has been increasingly used in the field of 

urban geography as a way to capture contentions around the question of land ownership, the distribution 

of resources, and social relations around the city. While the urban commons has been invoked to engage 

with various issues (Chatterton, 2010; Gillespie et al., 2018; Hardt, 2009; Holston, 2019; Huron, 2017; 

Jeffrey et al., 2012; Kalb & Mollona, 2018; Lefebvre, 1996; McLaren & Agyeman, 2015; Nikolaeva et 

al., 2018; Parr, 2015), it has in recent years focused on how neoliberal modes of governance have formed 

the basis for resource monopolies and urban enclosures in the city (Jeffrey et al., 2012; Vasudevan, 

McFarlane, & Jeffrey, 2008). More importantly, the urban commons has become an idea and language for 

the mobilization of collective responses to create alternative, more equitable, and radically democratic 

futures against these concerns (Eidelman & Safransky, 2020).  

In itself, WhatsApp has been critical to the cultivation of a new digital urban commons. First, its 

ubiquitous nature means that WhatsApp serves as a digital commons in and of itself. In his work on 

insurgent mobilizations, James Holston (2007) has spoken to the ways favela residents experience 

differentiation due to the strong connection between land ownership, class background, and citizenship 

rights. In Brazil, WhatsApp has a near zero-cost for users seeking to use the application as cellphone 

providers often provide free WhatsApp bundle packages with the purchase of a SIM card. This allows 

users of different socioeconomic positions, data allowances, and devices to access WhatsApp without 

economic restrictions (Cruz & Harindrawath, 2020). Favela communities, in particular, consist of a large 

group of the consumers of social media, with over 50% of residents using social media platforms through 

smartphone technology (Smolcic-Larson, 2017). It is also useful for individuals to mitigate the effects of 
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poverty as the application can also be used to acquire economic income, employment, and information 

exchange. 

Second, WhatsApp also serves as a novel form of urban commons by merging together traditional 

forms of campaigning and digital participation into a single platform. Specifically, it serves to connect 

spontaneous forms of collective brainstorming with resistance performed in both real and digital space. 

(Milan & Barbosa, 2020; Caetano, de Castro, & Rezende, 2019). WhatsApp precisely allows for the rapid 

transmission and dissemination of novel and collaborative ideas through the “suspension of geographical 

barriers” (Deslandes, 2018, p. 3133). In other words, WhatsApp enables users to “produce new dynamics, 

overcoming the limitations of technology, combining technological and cultural resources in unexpected 

ways” (Caetano, de Castro, & Rezende, 2019, p. 745). Further, WhatsApp serves to bring together 

“diverse fronts of struggle, transversing interests and agendas” to create forms of collective resistance that 

network supporters from across social, economic, and cultural fronts (Deslandes, 2018, p. 3134).  

Altogether, a ‘new’ urban commons is made possible through the assembling and reassembling of 

materials and spaces via digital technologies. The experimental use of digital technologies as a means to 

collaborative strategizing, deliberation, and decision-making provide new modes of commoning the city. 

Through the Internet, social media platforms that facilitate online forums, video chat meetings, and virtual 

workshops are digital technologies that serve as a new cultural and political dimension of the urban 

commons (Holston, 2019). In other words, digital technologies create the conditions for topological 

closeness by “distributing democratic engagement at unprecedented scale” (Holston, 2019, p. 137).  

In the following sections, we explore the role of social media in the formation of housing activism 

that borders, transcends and blurs the line between the urban and the digital, bringing to light the dynamic, 

relational, territorial, and political processes of a new urban commons in Rio de Janeiro. Through a case 
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study of the Conselho Popular’s activism in the community of Maracajás, we point to WhatsApp as a 

crucial platform for assembling and reassembling new and innovative forms of resistance between local, 

extra-local, and global entities and supporters. However, more significantly, the intersectoral and 

differently-scaled efforts of the Conselho have served to reassemble existing knowledge systems and 

practice around grassroots resistance, thus unfolding novel urban geographies of housing activism in the 

city. 

5.3 Research Context and Methods 

The insights offered in this paper draw from ethnographic fieldwork conducted over seven 

months in 2018. In this time, I closely followed the activities and meetings of the favela activist group, 

Conselho Popular. The Conselho Popular emerged as a predominant formation coalescing favela activism 

against forced eviction, and thus became the basis of most of the ethnographic work. Based in Rio during 

this time, I followed the group by attending their monthly meetings, protests, and other community events. 

I also attended activities and events hosted by the favela resident members of the Conselho Popular for the 

purposes of building rapport and trust.  

As of writing, the Conselho Popular is the one of the only grassroots activism groups operating at 

a city-wide level in Rio de Janeiro that coordinates resistance efforts between favela communities and 

intersectoral supporters against favela-related evictions. The origins of the group can be traced to efforts 

from a multi-sectoral group of supporters, including lawyers, public defenders, academics, architects, 

engineers, housing activists who opposed the eviction of the Canal do Anil favela, a community located in 

proximity to the Athletes Village for the 2007 Pan American Games (Pontes & Mendes, 2016). 
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Over the subsequent decade, the Conselho Popular has worked alongside dozens of favela 

communities fighting against forced eviction. While the Conselho Popular is not always successful, their 

efforts have been strengthened by the synergy of activist and professional voices that comprise the group. 

The first group of individuals are residents of favela communities who are undergoing eviction, have gone 

through eviction but remained committed to the fight, or those who simply want to learn about their 

housing rights. The second group consists of individuals from a wide array of backgrounds and with 

widely divergent areas of expertise who have a shared vested interest in housing issues and justice. These 

individuals have included activists, architects, engineers, politicians, academics, researchers, journalists, 

and international observers, who serve in professional and technical capacities. The composition and 

motivations of these two groups change and vary depending on capacity. Favela communities, whether 

successfully achieving title or experiencing displacement may choose to leave the group. Professional 

participants such as academics and researchers also come and go depending on personal availability. 

 The third group is a more permanent fixture and consists of individuals who work for three major 

institutions that have as a mandate to serve vulnerable communities in Rio de Janeiro. These institutes are 

the Public Defenders’ Office of Rio de Janeiro (DPU-RJ), the Institute of Land and Cartography of the 

State of Rio de Janeiro (ITERJ), and the Catholic Church’s Pastoral das Favelas or Apostolate of 

Favelas. Collectively, the three groups of the Conselho Popular work together through protests, 

workshops, talks, and meetings to raise awareness of the communities currently undergoing eviction and 

to demand housing rights for all favela communities. The emergence of inter-favela resistance workshops, 

virtual brainstorming sessions, and city-wide protests represent the development of a form of coalesced 

resistance across urban and physical contexts.  
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The direct quotations for the following case study were derived from interviews with Conselho 

Popular members, contributors, and other persons present at the event described below, and those who 

have otherwise contributed to WhatsApp posts on the Conselho Popular group chat. The first author 

conducted nineteen semi-structured interviews and three focus-group interviews with past and present 

members of the Conselho Popular, totaling 26 participants in the study. The participants include (n=14) 

residents of nine favela communities across Rio de Janeiro participating in the Conselho Popular, 

representatives (n=2) from the DPU-RJ, representatives (n=1) from ITERJ, representatives (n=4) from the 

Pastoral das Favelas, as well as (n=5) various collaborator-supporters (e.g. politicians, academics, 

architects, students, housing activists). Many of the interview opportunities emerged out of informal 

encounters during the first author’s ethnographic work at Conselho Popular’s meetings and events over 

months. Snowball sampling based on interviewees’ suggestions added other important voices that spoke 

to the Conselho’s Popular’s network of resistance.  

5.4 Case Study: Reassembling urban housing activism in the fight for Maracajás 

In 2018, I first learned about the community of Maracajás through a member of the Conselho 

Popular with whom I become close with during my fieldwork. Manuela has been a member of the 

Conselho Popular since 2017. She and her youngest daughter lives in a favela called Rádio Sonda which 

is located within the state air military base on Governor’s Island in the North Zone of Rio de Janeiro. Her 

eldest daughter and grand-daughter live in a small community called Maracajás. It is also located inside 

the military air base and within walking distance of the Rádio Sonda community. Much of what is inside 

the military air base, such as roads and military buildings, is obscured from public view and cannot be 

found on Google Maps or other publicly available map platforms. All persons wishing to enter the base 

must enter through a security checkpoint and present their credentials, in the form of an ID keycard, to 
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enter. The military’s high security measures have ensured that the struggles and very presence of the 

communities have largely been obscured from public view. These measures have also made it easier for 

the military to apply pressure on the communities, sometimes successfully evicting them in the process. 

Over the past ten years, both communities have been targeted for eviction by the military air base 

for infringement of private lands. In 2015, Rádio Sonda lost five families to forced eviction and in 2017, 

another family was evicted (Chan, 2018b). These families took part in forming the Residents’ Association 

of Rádio Sonda to advocate for the community’s right to remain. To this day, the community does not 

have a residents’ association for fear of eviction. Below, I will recount the story of a state-sanctioned 

eviction that happened in the community of Maracajás and the ways the Conselho Popular utilized 

WhatsApp to strategize digitally and actualize their mobilizations on the ground. Through various sub-

themes, I will explore the reassembling of WhatsApp into different modalities of communication, aid, and 

care that would serve to expand their resistance across differently-scaled actors, entities, and efforts. 

5.4.1 Materializing a digital help-line 

At 3:01AM on Tuesday, November 13th 2018, Manuela from the community of Rádio Sonda 

began to contact the Conselho Popular WhatsApp group about an impending eviction threat to the 

community of Maracajás. Military police had entered the community without prior notice.  

There is a [military officer] here who wants to start trouble. He is holding 

the mandate issued from the past year to evict the families. Help, guys! I 

need help!  

Just shy of 4:30AM, military police rolled in a tank to block access to the main arterial road for the 

purposes of intimidating and forcing the community members out. The community was made of fifteen 

families, with some families totaling thirteen family members across three generations. Manuela’s plea for 

help represent one of the multiple narratives that arise within the digital space of WhatsApp. In the 
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process, these narratives serve to transform WhatsApp from a text-messaging platform to a sort of digital 

helpline to gain logistical advice and support from the group. 

 Despite the early morning hour, some Conselho Popular members responded within minutes, 

noting that they were headed down to support the community, despite living more than three hours away 

by public transport in many cases. While trying to find a babysitter for her daughter so she herself could 

go visit the community, Carmen, a sociologist and researcher at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, 

began asking other members to share information about the situation to persons outside the group who 

might have been able to help. She herself contacted a councilperson whom she knew at the Legislative 

Assembly of Rio de Janeiro and the media office at her university: 

I have also forwarded the details to the Folha de São Paulo newspaper. I 

am now sending the details to an international media outlet and they are 

sending a team to the community. 

5.4.2 Widening communications between differently-scaled actors 

Members began mobilizing on the thread by delegating the task of contacting the press to those 

with special connections. Some members began reaching out to local television networks and programs. 

Some other members began ‘bombarding’ the WhatsApp line of a radio channel called Super Tupi to gain 

immediate coverage over the incident. In the process of meeting Manuela’s call for the help, the chat 

group transformed into a sort of communications room that disseminated Manuela’s call for help between 

Conselho Popular group members to media outlets across the city, country, and globally.  

At 6:30AM, the military police, municipal guards, and state police, all armed with assault rifles 

and in full tactical gear, delivered an immediate eviction order to favela residents, many of whom were 

dressed in flip flops, shorts, and pajamas. The situation escalated quickly when the community refused to 

open the thin metal gates separating them from the police, pleading instead for the opportunity to 
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negotiate at the gates. Yelling and screaming erupted on both sides as the police began pushing on the 

gates. As a resident pushed back on the locked metal gates, the police kicked and hit fingers and body 

parts that slipped through the holes of the gate with batons and sticks. As Manuela began working with 

two lawyers who had by then arrived, members at the scene took over and began providing updates to the 

rest of the group: 

Right now, there is a forced eviction about to happen in the Maracajás 

community, in Ilha do Governador. The military police, air force police, 

municipal guard, and civil police are heavily armed. They have attacked 

the residents. Now, they have blocked the entrance to the street. Neither 

the residents nor the press are able to reach that eviction site. 

5.4.3 Curating digital collections of conflict 

While some members were writing the live updates, other members took and uploaded 

photographs of injured residents onto the WhatsApp group in order to archive evidence should it be useful 

later on for the community members in court. Photographs that were uploaded displayed a barricade of 

armed police, emergency vehicle lighting, and pylons. In many photos, the tops of several humble, auto-

constructed homes made of brick, tin, and stone sitting behind the scene of combat succinctly captured the 

symbolic and actual forms of violence that were being forced onto favela residents. As a digital archive, 

the WhatsApp group served to capture and immortalize incriminating evidence on the digital cloud, where 

it could not be eliminated even if phones were to be physically confiscated. International research 

collaborators outside of Brazil, including the first author, further canonized these pieces by sharing the 

uploaded videos and pictures on their personal social media accounts and translating the text and audio 

where necessary.  

As the chat group began to be filled with videos and pictures of what was happening at the scene, 

an image of the eviction letter issued by the Ministry of Defense was eventually uploaded onto the thread. 
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The letter was quickly deconstructed by a favela resident of the Vila Autódromo community who had 

undergone eviction himself in the high-profile case that achieved international acclaim (Chan, 2018a; 

Ivester, 2017; Sanchez, de Oliveira, & Monteiro, 2016; Watts, 2015). He noted that the letter was illegal 

because it did not have the stamp, signature, and the name of the judge or legal authority responsible for 

the lawsuit. Rather, a generic number and email address of the air military’s communication center was 

provided. A consensus emerged that the community could potentially use the illegal eviction notice as 

evidence of a human rights violation against the military air base in court.  

5.4.4 Fostering a self-sustaining ecosystem of resistance  

 By 7AM in the morning, many more members had begun to make their way down to the 

community. Those already on the ground used the WhatsApp thread to share the best bus routes and 

methods to arrive to the community.  

 

Figure 5-1 Picture sent at 7:27AM. Military personnel on standby on the left hand side of the picture. In 

the center of the picture, a police car sits in front of the ambulance. To the right of the police car are two 

men holding packing supplies for the community (Photo credit: Tyler Strobl). 
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Within the hour, many more Conselho Popular members were at the scene and began offering emotional 

support to the seniors and children as the residents of Maracajás began packing their belongings. 

 

Figure 5-2 Members of various media companies had arrived onto the scene but were not allowed entry 

by the military police (Photo credit: Conselho Popular). 

 

Members who had already been at the scene for quite some time began formulating a system of 

replacements and reinforcements on WhatsApp in order to continue providing updates as phone batteries 

were running out of charge. Members began requesting for trusted friends and comrades be added to the 

chat group so that postings could continue to be circulated. Members on the scene passed ‘recording’ duty 

onto one another. At around 8:30AM, the evictions had begun, and the police began to increase their 

violent treatment against the community. An American researcher, who was one of the first people to 

arrive on the scene, updated the group: 

Ambulance arrived because there are the elderly and injured people. Two 

hurt. Sick elderly man being attended by the medics. Lots of pepper spray 

in the eyes. There are many seniors inside. Children are also there. 7 

children more or less. They are evicting 6 of the 15 houses now. 
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Over the next twenty minutes, videos were uploaded by members showing various families, some 

spanning four generations, standing by boxes of belongings and their emptied homes. In one scene, a 

young woman held her newborn near the entrance of their home with her younger sister by her side, as her 

mother sat on a plastic chair towards the back of their home. Inside the living room, the grandmother sat 

in her wheelchair, watching everything unravel through the windows. Fresh out of the shower, she readied 

herself for her eventual departure. Outside the home, two men moved boxes into cars.  

5.4.5 Seeing the fruits of resistance 

By around 9:30AM in the morning, independent social media news site Mídia Ninja had already 

shared the videos circulated on the Conselho Popular WhatsApp group on its own Facebook page, 

eventually garnering over 18,000 views. Bilingual news platform RioOnWatch.org sent two solidarity 

reporters to the community and live-tweeted the events, in both Portuguese and English, on their Twitter 

page. On a municipal level, videos of city councillors Renato Cinco of the Socialism and Liberty Party 

(PSOL) and Reimont of the Worker’s Party, both longstanding supporters of the Conselho Popular, 

surfaced on the thread, denouncing the city council for its inaction in support of the community. At a city 

council meeting on that very morning, Cinco denounced the lack of social assistance for the families that 

have been evicted, stating instead: “The city of Rio sent only agents from the Municipal Guard.” In a 

subsequent public hearing at the City Hall, Reimont evoked Biblical values to convince the council of 

their responsibility to care for the poor:  

The other day, I saw a picture of a sculpture with the marks of the 

piercings of Christ, lying on the bench.1 Do you know in Rio de Janeiro 

                                                      

1 This sculpture was created by Canadian sculptor Timothy Schmalz for the 2018 World Day of the Poor, 

a Roman Catholic observance, to be coincidentally inaugurated in the same week of the eviction of 
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the poor cannot even sleep on the benches in the main square? They will 

be expelled from the benches. There is even a divider in the middle of the 

benches to prevent people from sleeping there. Society is saying is that 

"Christ cannot lay down on this bench!” But what Pope Francis has 

prophetically said is that “Christ sleeps on the benches of Rio de 

Janeiro.” This is a calling for us. 

In that same morning, in the nation’s capital of Brasilia, State Deputy Glauber Braga used his 

three-minute speech allotment to bring attention to the plight of the community, denouncing the violent 

means that disrespected the basic needs and rights of the community. Major news outlets such as O Globo 

and O Dia also published same-day coverage on their online and print newspaper platforms (Balanço 

Geral RJ, 2018; Benedito, 2018; O Globo, 2018; Sodré, 2018). 

Back on the scene, members of the Conselho Popular began reaching out to a nearby community 

on Galeão Road to invite them to join the group and to get informed as they lived in close proximity to the 

air base as well. The inclusion of that community into the Conselho Popular represented the enrollment of 

that community’s localized contexts into the broader struggle for favela housing rights taking place across 

local, extra-local, and global fronts. 

5.4.6 Cultivating spaces of care 

As the evictions drew to a close at around 2PM, every home that was evicted was brandished with 

a fresh stamp stating: ‘military area.’  

                                                      

Maracajás. “Jesus sem-teto” or “Homeless Jesus” sits in front of the Metropolitan Cathedral of Rio de 

Janeiro and suggests that God loves the most marginalized persons in society. 
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Figure 5-3 A emptied home, evicted of its residents, stamped with the words 'military area'. A garden 

gnome decoration sits abandoned underneath (Photo credit: Conselho Popular). 

 

Out of the fifteen families that were placed under siege that day, six were evicted. Upon their 

departure, the military threatened to evict the nine remaining families on another day. The city did not 

provide any social assistance or provisions to the evicted families. Those who were evicted went to live 

with temporarily with friends and family, scattered across the city. 

In the days following the eviction, media pieces continued to surface surrounding the 

community’s forced evictions (Cabral, 2018). Evicted residents were invited to speak to their experiences 

on a local radio show and for a local newspaper. Members of the group continued to send messages of 

encouragement to Manuela and to other members who helped to support the community, enveloping 

digital participants into a safe space of care. Other members fashioned the chat group into a fundraiser to 

help Manuela replace a large “No evictions!!!” banner that was deliberately broken by one of the military 

police. On the thread, many members came out to admit that they felt emotionally unsettled by the 

extreme violence they saw committed at the hands of the police. Many others shared their own stories of 

eviction and encouraged members of the group to keep the faith. As aptly put by one of the Conselho 
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Popular members, while the community still has many challenges ahead of them, “the resistance will be 

eternal.”   

5.5 Concluding discussion 

This paper offers insight into the ways digital technologies like WhatsApp have expanded the 

knowledge systems and practices that surround and constitute grassroots resistance, thus unfolding novel 

forms of urban geographies of housing activism that bolster, blur, and expand the possibilities of 

democracy and the right to remain in the city. Through WhatsApp, we argue that the platform fosters 

opportunity to contest conventional ideas of activism and has revolutionized the way and capacity through 

which different actors and entities could participate in the assembling and reassembling of housing 

activism. As a communication application that has made its way into nearly every Brazilian household, 

WhatsApp has made housing activism and its possibilities accessible to nearly everyone. 

The case study of the community of Maracajás is illustrative of the formidable and innovative 

forms of grassroots resistance that has emerged in Rio de Janeiro over the past decade. The use of digital 

technologies such as WhatsApp features prominently in the Conselho Popular’s mobilization as a catalyst 

for assembling the possibilities and mobilizations of resistance. As explored in the case of Maracajás and 

the operations of the Conselho Popular more broadly, digital technologies have encouraged new 

epistemologies of urban activism by structuring expertise in the “experiential, exploratory ways of 

knowing” and asserting “the credibility of those representations through a grounding in practices of 

witnessing, transparency and peer verification” (Elwood and Leszcynski, 2013, p. 575 as cited in Prouse, 

2018). 

In this case study, we illustrated how WhatsApp has been reassembled to coordinate and connect 

diverse sets of actors and knowledge domains to support and react to real-time struggle. By means of 
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expressing concerns about the plight of the Maracajás community, Manuela transformed the WhatsApp 

chat group into a digital helpline. Operating as a wide communication channel, supporters from across 

multiple scales were able provide aid in the form of media outreach and widespread sharing. The 

mobilization efforts of the Conselho Popular created a digital archive of evidence, which not only 

captured important scenes but spurred on knowledge sharing about housing rights and oppressive 

practices against favela communities. While members on site were archiving their observations via 

pictures, videos, and commentary, other members digitally assembled and reassembled the media pieces 

into material fit for multiple media – national and international media platforms, personal social media 

profiles, speeches in legislative spaces.  

At the same time, the Conselho Popular utilized WhatsApp to coordinate a broader collection of 

reinforcements to sustain resistance efforts happening on-the-ground. The replies of a widening audience 

encouraged the on-site members to keep posting, eventually calling on reserves who had arrived on scene 

to sustain the resistance. In other words, the knowledge that was being acquired at the physical site was 

adapted in real-time for other responses virtually, which then served to remobilize those on the physical 

site once again, altering “known temporalities of political participation” (Milan & Barbosa, 2019, p. 9).  

By accommodating different capacities, mobilities, and limitations, WhatsApp has also served to 

inspire alternative visions, paths, and possibilities of life in the city. While the unfortunate events that 

transpired in Maracájas on the morning of November 13th, 2018 eventually led to the physical 

displacement of nearly half of the families that dwelled in the neighbourhood, the potential for a sustained 

urban activism remains. The continual involvement of residents in radio shows and social media activism 

has cultivated broader assemblages of knowledge around favela rights and grassroots resistance that 
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cannot be displaced. Thus, in some ways, the digital spaces of urban housing activism have offered the 

displaced with a sense of permanence and belonging – an alternate way of remaining in the city.  

However, we are also cognizant that social media platforms are contentious in itself. Concerns 

around the commercialization and corporate ownership around social media platforms are fundamentally 

problematic and antagonistic to groups seeking to use social media platforms primarily as a means to put 

forward pro-democracy statements and actions. Sociologist Zeynep Tufekci (2017) forwards that 

governments and capital elites control social media and use it as a form of surveillance, censorship, and to 

disseminate misinformation. Indeed, in the lead-up to the 2018 presidential election in Brazil, a study of 

over viral messages disseminated on WhatsApp found that approximately 42% of rightwing messages 

contained information that was found to contain false information with the purpose to “fraudulently 

manipulate the electronic ballot system”(Avelar, 2019; Davies, 2020). 

Amber A’Lee Frost (2020) points out social media is a vastly unequal space. While users are able 

to create and disseminate content, there is little transparency or accountability around how social media 

companies use, regulate, disseminate, or obscure the material. Thus, Frost argues that social media cannot 

possibly serve as the urban commons. Drawing on the example of Twitter, Frost notes that Twitter is the 

“neoliberal opposite” of a commons as it cannot function independently of private interests. In spite of 

this, the nuances of social media reflect the broader tensions and contradictions already explored in this 

dissertation as a whole. WhatsApp appears to mimic the socio-political conditions of the physical world, 

where favela residents are likewise limited, not necessarily in resources and capacities by structural 

inequalities, but through barriers related to censorship, misinformation, slander, and defamation. Like the 

networks of resistance that are assembled around their situated contexts, digital activism is also 

necessarily a constant negotiation. For the foreseeable future, WhatsApp will remain the predominant 
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mode of communication. While it would certainly be ideal to lead a “corporate-free” activism, it is nearly 

impossible for anyone to tease out the global corporatism of modern communication, let alone favela 

residents preoccupied with the daily fight to survive. 
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Chapter 6 

General Discussion 

6.1 Reflection and summary of key findings 

In my last week of fieldwork in Rio de Janeiro, I attended a public forum hosted by the DPU. The 

purpose of the public forum was to allow favela communities facing eviction threats to express their 

questions and concerns to a panel of representatives from state and federal government entities. The 

public forum included representatives from a variety of state-run public entities such as the DPU, NUTH, 

SPU, the Federal Attorney General’s Office, and the Federal Public Prosecutor’s office. Many 

representatives from the Conselho Popular were present at the meeting. Members of the audience took 

turns presenting their concerns via a cordless microphone that made its way across the crowd.   

At one point, a young man took the microphone. He explained that he was a resident of Morro da 

Providência which, as noted earlier in this dissertation, is the first favela ever established in the city. As he 

finished detailing the ways his community continued to suffer from the threat of evictions, he broke into 

song: 

Podem me prender, podem me bater 

Podem até deixar-me sem comer 

Que eu não mudo de opinião. 

Daqui do morro eu não saio não, daqui do morro eu não saio não. 
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You can arrest me, you can beat me 

You can even leave me without food to eat 

I won’t change my mind. 

Here on this hill, I won’t leave, here on this hill, I won’t leave, 

The Brazilian singer Nara Leão famously sang these words to contest and resist the tightening restrictions 

of the military regime in the 1970s. Yet, other popular interpretations situate a favela resident as the main 

subject of this song, pointing out that hills are often used to signify informal settlements. In this 

interpretation, the favela resident proclaims that while society sees little value in favelas, and in spite of 

pain, suffering, or famine, they will not leave their home.  

As I’ve tried to make sense of my fieldwork experiences, my relationships, and my research data, 

I have often found myself thinking back to this moment and to these words.  In so many ways, I found 

those lyrics profoundly reflected some of the themes explored in this dissertation. In Chapter 2, I explored 

the historical context of favela development and growth in Rio de Janeiro to shed light on the ways 

systemic neglect has directly contributed to the proliferation of autoconstructed favela spaces in the 20th 

century (Caldeira, 2017; Faulhaber & Azevedo, 2015; Freire-Medeiros, 2009). However, while state and 

legal entities have discredited the favela via discourses of differentiation, favelas have responded by 

cultivating a broader movement of insurgency through assemblages of tactics, strategies, and broader 

networks of resistance (Friendly, 2020; Holston, 2008, 2009; Miraftab, 2009). 

 The three manuscripts explored in this dissertation build upon these ideas. In my endeavour to 

better understand how and why favela communities in Rio de Janeiro were experiencing dispossession, 

Chapter 3 shows that it is nearly impossible to tease out the narratives of pain, struggle, and suffering 
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from the narratives of strength and resilience surrounding the favela. Chapter 3 brings us into an intimate 

focus on the situation on the ground during my time in Rio de Janeiro. The paper, planned for publication 

in the International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, compares two small favelas located in two 

different areas in the city in an effort to deconstruct the situated contexts and subjectivities of 

dispossession. This chapter highlights the different ways dispossession touches down and manifests in the 

form of a ‘fantasma de remoção’ or a ‘ghost of eviction’ that haunts both favelas, or perhaps the city 

itself, through the contexts and discourses in which it manifests. This paper sheds light on the ways that 

dispossessions are simultaneously contested, but also manipulated, negotiated, and performed, as an act of 

agency in a context that supposes oppression to those at the receiving end of dispossession. In other 

words, the very will to remain (and mobilizations that follow) stems from the acceptance/ embodiment/ 

performance of the fantasma de remoção.  

This chapter confirms and builds upon Doshi’s concept of “differentiated displacement” and 

Roy’s “dis/possessive collectivism” by shedding light on the ways the subaltern contends with 

dispossession is marked by the contexts of their oppression (Doshi, 2013; Roy, 2017). It equally affirms 

Butler and Athanasiou’s arguments that the meaning and manifestations of dispossession are multiple, at 

once both accepted and resisted (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013). While Chapter 3 does not depart from these 

fundamental frameworks, the focus on two favela (small) communities and their ghosts of eviction 

provide another approach to considering the nuances of dispossession. That is, we argue that the 

conditions for differentiated displacement and alternatively, for resistance, are necessarily situated within 

the spatio-political contexts of those communities. Both struggle and solution are differentiated by means 

of the contexts, politics, geographies available to the communities.  
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 Chapter 4 follows alternative activist networks that have emerged when traditional structures of 

grassroots governance, in this instance neighbourhood associations, are coopted into state, capital, and/or 

criminal interests. This chapter features the stories of three favela communities who have become enrolled 

into networks of resistance in an effort to improve their own housing security while also contributing to a 

broader politics of insurgent mobilization in the city. Sharing their stories in light of their situated 

contexts, connections, and motivations, the chapter reveals network resistance assemblages to be a 

powerful tool for remaining on the ‘hill’. Building on some of the ideas put forward in Chapter 3, Chapter 

4 highlights how the situated politics that contextualize their differentiated experiences with eviction has 

led residents to create networks of resistance to mobilize opportunities, advocates, and supports in ways 

that are specific to the conditions of their differentiation. Touching briefly on James Holston’s work on 

insurgent citizenships in the Global South, Chapter 4 supplements this macro view of insurgency by 

focusing on the ways individual agencies can foster insurgent responses by means of the network. Finally, 

this chapter adds to existing bodies of literature calling for the necessity of new articulations, 

configurations, and collectives of resistance in creating a foreseeable future for the urban poor. 

Focusing on the role of digital technologies like WhatsApp in the Conselho Popular’s activism, 

Chapter 5 sheds light on the changing faces and geographies of urban housing activism in Rio de Janeiro. 

Drawing on a case study of Conselho Popular’s concerted efforts to prevent the community of Maracajás’ 

impending evictions, this chapter argues that digital assemblages of resistance have served to ‘expand’ the 

geographies of housing by injecting deeply localized struggles into the extra-local and ‘global’ arena of 

urban resistance. Building on the networks of resistance concept explored in Chapter 4, Chapter 5 reveals 

how digital technologies have fostered new forms of political expression and collective deliberation 

through networks of differently-scaled actors and efforts. The main contribution of this chapter highlights 
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the ways digital spaces of urban housing activism have not only generated innovative forms of political 

expression and collective deliberation, but it has also bolstered, blurred, and expanded alternative ways of 

remaining in the city. In this sense, through the foray of the urban activism in the digital, the ‘hills’ remain 

present, even if not in a physical sense. 

6.2 Strengths of the dissertation 

 There are several methodological points that have lent strength to this dissertation. First, strong 

rapport with favela communities and community entry helped to bolster the ethnographic detail and 

retelling featured heavily in this dissertation. During my fieldwork, I made efforts to attend all community 

events, protests, community discussions, and public forums to gain knowledge of the contexts that shaped 

this dissertation topic, giving me the necessary background to contextualize the stories highlighted. My 

fieldwork stint, which lasted for seven consecutive months, allowed me not only to capture observational 

data consecutively, but to spend time getting to cultivate relationships with members of the Conselho 

Popular. My ability to tour the communities and speak directly to the community leaders on multiple 

accounts added value to the ethnographic approach used in this dissertation. Even following my research 

stint in Brazil, I continued to keep in contact with the activists featured in this dissertation via WhatsApp 

and Facebook, giving me the opportunity to provide further details and updates if needed. The Conselho 

Popular WhatsApp also provided context and has helped me to write Chapter 5 based on events and 

perspectives that followed my departure from Brazil.  

 Second, my ability to situate and make connections with the grassroots favela scene could not 

have been cultivated without my position as a research collaborator with Catalytic Communities. The 

weekly meetings that I attended provided crucial information about favela research that helped to orient 
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me quickly to the various struggles and victories of favela communities across the city while in the field 

as a reporter. Further, collaborations with other research collaborators and interns in the field helped to 

inform my analysis even long after I left the field. Third, another strength of the dissertation could be 

attributed to the fair level of Portuguese proficiency that I developed in the year prior to my fieldwork. I 

gained sufficient proficiency to participate fully as an observer, initiate dozens of informal conversations, 

conduct all data collection, and revisit the material multiple times over through transcription and analysis. 

Having proficiency in Portuguese helped me to gain familiarity with my data and the transcripts. The 

relational and analytic value of learning the language of one’s research context should not be discounted 

as a scholarly activity, particularly when one is working within a multi-contextual/global comparative 

tradition. 

6.3 Limitations of the dissertation 

 There were several limitations of this dissertation. While the seven-month duration of my 

fieldwork facilitated a more than adequate opportunity to build relationships and gain access to the people 

and communities voiced in this dissertation, the sheer breadth of my focus, reflecting the geographically 

and relationally variegated “network” that I was interested in, meant that most of my ethnographic 

accounts are only snapshots of the long and complex political histories of the communities featured in this 

dissertation. From the time of writing to the time I left Brazil, which spans nearly two years, I have not 

returned, relying only on Facebook posts or private messages on WhatsApp to stay updated on the 

communities. As a result, the situation on the ground within each community may have changed since the 

time of data collection in ways that cannot be accounted for in my analysis.  
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 The ethnographic stories featured in this dissertation are written based on formal semi-structured 

interviews or focus group interviews and supplemented with observational research or informal 

discussions. Overall, these stories would have benefited from further interviews with other favela 

residents, or more formal follow-up discussions with my key informants, in order to clarify details, 

encourage more in-depth perspectives, or to capture potentially divergent thoughts of the interviewees. 

Further, as Portuguese was a second language and because I was not familiar with the geographical, 

political, or cultural contexts of the sites I was embedded in, I had a very steep learning curve before I was 

able to make sense of my surroundings and events. Near the beginning, I was not very confident in asking 

questions or asking for clarity. It took at least two months of observation before I was confident in 

initiating informal conversations with Conselho Popular members or other individuals present at protests 

and demonstrations. A longer time in the field would have given me more opportunities to participate in 

informal conversations and build stronger relationships.  

6.4 Directions for future research 

 There are several directions for future research to be done in this field. First, a theme that was not 

adequately explored in this dissertation, but merits exploration in larger-scale studies, are the power 

dynamics that occur in networks of resistance. Given the wide divergence in backgrounds, professional 

status, and racial status of individuals that come together in the Conselho Popular or in the favela 

resistance networks, the intersectional tensions within grassroots favela activism should be explored. 

Specifically, attention should be brought to the political forces that move and motivate particular 

individuals and groups, while possibly excluding others, within networks of people. Such a lens will 

provide a critical look at the motivations, discourses, opportunities, and limitations that are entangled 

within networks of resistance. As networks of resistance draw on voices from a variety of differently 
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positioned persons and groups to inform its fight for housing rights, it simultaneously works within logics 

of historical and normative structuring of race, gender, and class differences. 

Given the overwhelming number of women that featured in the Conselho Popular and in my 

personal research, future research directions on grassroots housing activism could focus on the formation 

of women’s political subjectivities and how gendered dynamics have come to characterize certain 

approaches and knowledge sources of grassroots resistance. In Brazilian society, the struggle for women’s 

rights are intimately tied to marginalization experienced in and between domestic, economic, and social 

spheres. Violence via domestic conflicts, food insecurity, housing insecurity, racism, sexism, and stigma 

all affect the mental, physical, and emotional health of women from favelas (Wilding, 2010). Women, 

especially black women, are among those who are more likely to have limited access to healthcare, 

education, public services, and employment options (Harrington, 2015). These inequities provide a 

starting point for thinking about how conditions of (in)accessibility contributes to the formation and 

negotiation of women’s political subjectivities. Attention could also be paid to the ways political 

subjectivities are complicated when negotiated through the spatio-political terrains of the favela, shedding 

light on the intersectional dynamics embedded in its making. Thus, future research directions could shed 

light on the multiple contradictory axes of subordination that simultaneously fosters agency in women’s 

resistance efforts. 

6.5 Suitability for a doctoral dissertation 

The theoretical contributions of this dissertation can be found in my efforts to position discussions 

of dispossession within more nuanced conceptualizations of oppression and agency. My examination of 

discourses surrounding the “fantasma de remoção” highlights the ways residents of smaller or isolated 
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favelas may react in the face of dispossession, ways that both builds on and distinguishes their situation, 

including their relationship to ‘possession’ contrasted with the larger social movements and favela 

communities. Using the “fantasma de remoção”, this work sheds light on the paradox of (dis)possession in 

which the fantasma de remoção operates both as a technique of subjection and concurrently as mechanism 

for grassroots favela activism.  

The concept of assemblage was also used heavily to guide the interpretation of the three 

manuscripts in this dissertation, leading to broader theoretical and conceptual contributions related to 

dispossession and grassroots housing resistance in Rio de Janeiro. In Chapter 3, I employed assemblage to 

explore the multiple parts and wholes, actors, ideologies, histories, and practices that assemble a singular 

fantasma de remoção or multiple fantasmas de remoções. In the same light, assemblage is useful for 

thinking about how the situated contexts of dispossession in which the communities of Barrinha and 

Rádio Sonda were situated were comprised of broader assemblages of spaces, enclosures, politics, and 

urban plans. In other words, assemblage was necessary to evoke the multiple aspects that form the 

conditions and subjectivities of (dis)possession and the possibilities of agency. 

Chapter 4 illustrates the ways favela residents exercise their agency by assembling networks of 

resistance to contend with their own situated contexts of oppression and dispossession, similarly in an 

effort to ‘remain’ in (dis)possession. Fundamentally, this chapter provides insight into the ways 

insurgency is a condition that is necessarily fluid, negotiable, and assembled. Holston notes that insurgent 

citizenship is very much founded on one’s claim to the city. However, as favela residents create networks 

of assemblage to contend with and contest the favela assemblage, they are also necessarily contesting and 

reassembling the city and the very foundations of the components of insurgency.  
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Chapter 5 explicitly uses assemblage to advance a widening and ‘untethering’ of urban housing 

activism from traditional modes of activism towards an assemblage of actions undertaken at local, 

extralocal, and global levels. Using a case study of the community of Maracajás struggle against eviction, 

this chapter provides insight into the unique and innovative tactics and strategies that are being taken up to 

advance housing resistance in Rio de Janeiro. While members of the community were evicted, the 

community assembled for themselves ways to permanently remain by embedding themselves in digital 

memory. Collectively, this dissertation sheds light on the ways insurgent forms of mobilization against 

dispossession has become a fundamental component and lens towards understanding the contemporary 

favela assemblage.   

By examining personal and situational, community and activist, responses in my fieldwork, I 

believe my research offers empirical and practical support for the creation of alternative urban futures in 

Brazil and in the Global South more broadly. My research builds upon and validates the work of Global 

South scholars who continue to situate the Global South and spaces of informality as unique contributors 

and theory-makers of subaltern urbanism. By highlighting the networks of resistance that have emerged 

amongst and between favelas, my research informs new ways of thinking about, engaging in, and 

practicing the politics and discourses of resistance. By foraying into the digital, my research challenges 

and expands understandings of what it means to have the “right to remain” in the broader struggle for the 

urban commons. 

I am also hopeful that the stories presented in this dissertation themselves are necessarily clear, 

useful, and useable to the grassroots housing activism community or to anyone seeking to know more. 

While theory may not always be palatable and at times is inaccessible for those whom it is intended to 

support, stories can be a knowledge translation product in themselves. Ultimately, by focusing on the 
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little-told stories that are often held in obscurity, my research contributions shed light on the ability and 

capacity of residents, from favelas both large and small, and of efforts that surpass local and global 

binaries, to participate in radical circuits of urban re-imagination and planning. 

6.6 Conclusion 

 This dissertation presents the heart, soul, and efforts of 26 members of the grassroots favela 

activism group, Conselho Popular, and their struggle against eviction in an effort to assert their right to 

remain. I am honoured and humbled to have had the chance to present these stories to anyone who might 

read this dissertation. While this dissertation largely portrayed an optimistic portrait of contemporary 

grassroots housing resistance and dispossession, I did not do this with the intention of erasing the 

hardships associated with grassroots struggle and loss. Rather, I believe there is a lot to be positive about 

with regards to the future of grassroots organizing and this dissertation was written with the hope that 

their stories will only add to and further the global struggle for the right to housing for all.  
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Appendix B 

Picture highlights from fieldwork 

 

Appendix B 1 The road that encircled the community of Araçatiba (Author's photo). 

 

Appendix B 2 Up front, Jorge opens up Indiana's second community forum (Author’s photo). 
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Appendix B 3 Protest outside the Botanical Gardens for the community of Horto that lives in close 

proximity with the garden. Horto is one of the first communities to join the Conselho Popular (Author’s 

photo). 

 

Appendix B 4 A visit to Rio das Pedras which is the largest favela in Rio de Janeiro. The community is 

home to over 100,000 residents. It currently struggles against militia control and with a Canadian energy 

company that is charging the residents an exorbitant amount for energy (Author’s photo). 
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Appendix B 5 To reach the favela Vila Hípica, I travelled by foot through the Tijiuca Forest for nearly 

two hours before reaching the community of three families. Efforts are underway to push out the 

community by cutting all power supply (Author's photo). 

 

 

Appendix B 6 Celebrating the community of Vila Autódromo's second-year anniversary against Olympic-

related eviction (Author's photo). 

 


