CHAPTER 4

#sosfavelas: Digital Representations
of Violence and Inequality in Rio de Janeiro

Margit Ystanes

INTRODUCTION

... They said he was a criminal, but yet another innocent died, heve we have
workers and students, but for them, if you ave up on the hill, you are a

trafficker.!

The above quote was published on the Facebook page of Coletivo Papo
Reto (the Straight Talk Collective), a Rio de Janeiro independent journal-
ism collective in February 2015. A few days carlier, Diego Algavez, a
24-year-old motorbike taxi driver was killed by the military police in the
Penha complex of favelas. The presence of the military police in Rio’s
tavelas is part of the policy introduced to secure the city before the 2014
FIFA World Cup and the 2016 Olympics. The aftermath of Algavez’ mur-
der was covered in real time by Coletivo Papo Reto and Jornal a Nova
Democracia, a Rio-based independent newspaper. One of the photos
Jornal a Nova Democracia published on their Facebook site shows Algavez’
dead body stretched out over his motorbike, on a busy street, in bright
sunlight. He is face up, his hips and legs on top of his toppled motorbike.
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His head and arms are extended behind him towards the ground, which is
marked by the blood seeping from his mortal gun wound. Heavily armed
policemen dressed in black guard the scene, while people crowd around.

Rio de Janeiro has a serious problem with police violence. In fact, the
Rio de Janeiro Military Police has been identified as the force that most
kill civilians worldwide (Gaffney 2014). The epigraph above refers to how
victims of police violence are very often accused of being involved in drug
trafficking—both by the police themselves and in media narratives.
However, those killed by the police often turn out to be innocent bystand-
ers, hit by stray bullets, or simply wrongfully targeted. There have even
been incidents of small children killed by stray bullets while inside their
homes. Therefore, the narrative often promoted by the police and mass
media, speculating about victims’ potential association with drug traffick-
ing, in many cases both holds little credibility and is inflammatory.

This is especially the case for those who live in self-built neighbour-
hoods, or favelns, where police violence is mostly located. This situation is
reflected in the above reference to being “up on the hill” (%0 morro, in
Portuguese); “for them, if you ave up on the bill, you are a trafficker”. In Rio
de Janeiro, morro, or hill, is often used as a synonym for favela, as many of
the city’s numerous self-built neighbourhoods are established on the hill-
sides surrounding the centre and the famous beach areas. The idea that “if
you are up on the hill, you are a trafficker” refers to the strong association
between favela territories and organised crime in the social imaginary. The
force of this imagery obscures the fact that most favela residents are ordi-
nary citizens, workers and students.

The epigraph to this chapter appeared as a caption to a drawing by the
artist Carlos Latuft, illustrating the experience of state violence amongst
Rio’s favela residents.? It depicts a young boy in front of a favela rising on
the hill in the background. A wall and barbed wire separate the favela from
the formal neighbourhoods outside it. There, a paraglider flies above the
famous Sugar Loaf mountain cable car and the skyscrapers of Rio’s finan-
cial centre—places of leisure and business where favela residents are
“undesired”. In the version of the drawing that appeared in the Facebook
post, a graffiti painted on the wall had been added that read #soscomplex-
odoalemao. This refers to the origins of Coletivo Papo Reto in the Alemao
complex of favelas, which is near the Penha complex where Diego Algavez
was killed. The young boy in the foreground is depicted as a stereotypical
favela kid: dark skinned, curly dark hair, shirtless and clutching a football
under his arm. The football, of course, connotes both the Brazilian passion
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for the game, as well as the relationship between the FIFA World Cup and
experience of state violence. A white-skinned man holding a gun to the
boy’s head from outside the wall has “state” written across the bottom
of his suit’s jacket. His head is cut off from the image, and as such he is
anonymised. Yet, the depiction of a fair complexion on the hands pointing
the gun, as well as the suit, gives some cues about his class and “racial”
identity. In the background, a helicopter surveils the favela territory. The
overall message of this post is that Rio’s favelas and the people who live
there are considered as external to the rest of Brazil, and a threat to, not
included in, the narrative of Rio as an attractive “global city”. Deep-seated
inequalities are inscribed in the city’s landscape, as illustrated by the physi-
cal barrier, the violent state and the surveillance helicopter. By incorporat-
ing all these elements, Coletivo Papo Reto’s Facebook post illustrates
various processes of violence and inequality being played out in Rio de
Janeiro at the time: mega-event preparations, the militarisation of informal
neighbourhoods, state violence, the “racial” component of class inequal-
ity, spatial separation, the vulnerability of unprotected bodies in the face of
heavy weaponry and the protest against and documentation of these pro-
cesses in social media.

Notably, these processes which reflect and grow out of deep-seated
inequalities, happened at the height of Brazil’s engagement with the Pink
Tide. At the time, Brazil had received considerable praise for its ability to
combine massive economic growth with reduction in poverty and inequal-
ity. In 2012, the country overtook the UK’s former position as the world’s
sixth largest economy (Inman 2012), and 67 per cent of Brazilians consid-
ered themselves to be better oft than their parents (Olsen 2012). When
Brazil was awarded the 2016 Olympics in 2009, the country’s middle class
had grown by a population the size of California during the previous
decade (Barbassa 2015, xiv). Awarding the games to Rio was considered
“an unprecedented vote of confidence, a gold star to show that this
forever-emerging nation had finally arrived” (Barbassa 2015, xv). However,
the preparations for the Games, as well as the 2014 FIFA World Cup,
would lay bare that inequality and old power structures continued to work
in the Brazilian society (see also Costa (Chap. 3), Serbec (Chap. 5), this
volume). In fact, the effort to use sporting mega-events to showcase the
successes of the Pink Tide governments gave rise to numerous contradic-
tions and an intensification of neoliberal approaches to securitisation as
well as the access to urban land.
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One of the traditional markers of inequality in Latin America is that of
access to land. Struggles over different kinds of land, urban as well as rural,
remain an aspect of contemporary struggles against inequality (Ystanes
2014; Ystanes 2016b; sece Brown (Chap. 11), Serbge (Chap. 5), this vol-
ume, as well as Ng’weno 2007; Sawyer 2003; Rolnik 2015). Indeed, it is
an aspect of inequality that Pink Tide economic policies did not signifi-
cantly address. This chapter explores one particular configuration of this
inequality; the struggle over access to, and militarisation of, urban spaces.
In Rio de Janeiro, this struggle has profoundly marked its history. Urban
development has to a large extent centred on removing the poor from
attractive, centrally located areas, and making these areas available to the
middle and upper classes (Pearlman 2010; de Magalhaes 2013). After the
introduction of democracy in Brazil in 1985, favela removals were rarer
because of their association with military regimes of the past. However,
policies intended to “reclaim” favela territories were reintroduced as the
city prepared to host the recent mega-events (see e.g. Barbassa 2015;
Larkins 2015; Ystanes 2016b; Rolnik 2015; Savell 2014; Salem 2016; de
Magalhaes 2013). This “reclaiming” consists of multifaceted processes
involving mechanisms such as forced removals, rent inflation, gentrification
and militarisation. The anti-mega event activism analysed in this chapter,
speaks to these processes of exclusion and socio-spatial segregation.
Inspired by Nancy Fraser (1990), I argue that such contestation constitutes
a subaltern counterpublic. This counterpublic is born out of, challenges
and testifies to the many shortcomings of the Pink Tide in terms of address-
ing entrenched inequalities in Brazil. In particular, it illustrates that such
inequalities remain inscribed in Rio de Janeiro’s urban landscape, despite
the strides made towards reducing them in the last couple of decades.

PrOTESTING THE 2014 FIFA WorLD Cupr: ACTIVISM-AS-
JOURNALISM ARISES IN R10’S FAVELAS

Many of the processes that reproduce inequality in Rio are tied in with a
particular agenda for urban and economic development: the hosting of
the 2014 FIFA World Cup and the 2016 Olympics. The preparations for
these events complicated, and to some extent reversed, the overall project
of reducing poverty and inequality. As this chapter illustrates, access to and
the use of urban spaces became increasingly a privilege for better-off
residents. Furthermore, the public provision of health and education went
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into crisis as funds were divested towards the events in the middle of a
recession. This situation was the focus of critique and protests in the
period between the FIFA Confederations Cup in 2013 and the 2016
Olympics. In Rio, cariocas, as locals call themselves, gathered regularly
under the slogan Nao vai ter Copa! (There will be no World Cup!) during
the year leading up the 2014 event. These rallies were mostly made up by
middle-class protesters who marched in the city centre and sometimes in
the Copacabana beach neighbourhood, where the FIFA Fanfest was to be
located.

At the same time, a number of alternative media outlets and activist
collectives, such as the Coletivo Papo Reto, arose in Rio’s favelas. Most of
these are based in specific local communities. This sense of belonging is
reflected in their names, such as Ocupa Alemao, Jornal Alemao Noticias,
Maré Vive, Rocinha em Foco and Voz da Comunidade? All of these collec-
tives and news services use social media as their main platform of commu-
nication, primarily Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Whatsapp, YouTube
and blogs. The flow of communication goes both ways, with readers and
followers alerting the collectives to news and sharing photos and updates
that are distributed further. In addition, the activist collectives produce
their own journalistic material, as well as short films that dramatise events
and experiences. They also organise marches and events in their favela
communities.

One of the main concerns of these activist collectives is to share infor-
mation related to experiences of inequality and violence. In particular,
they speak of racism and the new forms of violence and exclusion that have
arisen from the mega-event security policies introduced in 2008 to subdue
drug trafficking organisations in Rio’s favelas. In an interview with one of
the Coletivo Papo Reto members, he characterised the Nao vai ter Copa
approach as “a middle class discourse”, too radical and with potential for
provoking violent clashes. Instead, he explained, the Coletivo protested by
emphasising that in its current form, the World Cup was “not for them”.
Facebook posts such as the one discussed above, and the coverage of
events such as the murder of Diego Algavez by the military police, contain
powerful, elaborate and painful messages about how, for favela residents,
insecurity and exclusion is reinforced rather than reduced through the
mega-event-related security policy.

This form of protest, which grows out of deep-felt experiences of exclu-
sion and inequality, has made a far more durable impact on Rio’s public
spheres of deliberation than the street protest. Street protests are “one-off”
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events, and the messages protesters intend to communicate (e.g. “we want
FIFA standard hospitals and schools”) are often mixed up with facile slogans
such as “Fuck FIFA” or interrupted by police violence against the demon-
strators. Furthermore, after the surge during the 2013 Confederations Cup,
the protests attracted relatively low numbers of people, thus leaving the
impression that discontent with the mega-events is a rather marginal phe-
nomenon. In addition, police violence against protesters and the pre-emp-
tive arrest of several activists prior to a planned march on the day of the
World Cup final in 2014 (Deak 2014; Nunes 2014; Brito 2014; Tsavkko
Garcia 2014), did much to deter street rallies. In contrast, the messages
produced by favela residents and posted on social media, are numerous,
constant, concrete and rich in their detail about the problems they experi-
ence due to Rio’s hosting of mega-events. Crucially, they cannot easily be
stopped or censored by authorities. Of course, the long-term outcomes of
these developments remain to be seen. Nevertheless, I argue that a method-
ology and an infrastructure for protest and activism based on social media
and mobile technology is one of the most significant legacies of Rio’s sport-
ing mega-events. I will come back to this more in detail below.

ACTIVISM-AS-JOURNALISM AND SUBALTERN
COUNTERPUBLICS

Most of the groups participating in this effort refer to themselves as com-
munity news services; they represent a form of alternative journalism. This
conception of activism-as-journalism builds upon a long tradition in Latin
America, where in particular the radio has been put to subversive use dur-
ing times of oppression and civil wars, and as a corrective to mass media
censorship. The Mexican Canal Seis de Julio, which started producing
alternative video documentaries in 1989, first in VHS format and later
digitally through their website and YouTube channel, is a case in point.
Brazil may be a particularly fertile ground for the contemporary configu-
rations of such activism, as its residents are amongst the world’s most
eager users of social media (Glenny 2016, 157).

The development of alternative, digital news services such as Coletivo
Papo Reto contributes to diversifying the public sphere and challenging
the state of affairs they critique. It is also testament to the persistent
inequalities in Brazilian society. It is useful to explore the unfolding of
these digital narratives in light of Nancy Fraser’s critique of Jiirgen
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Habermas’ notion of the bourgeois public sphere (Fraser 1990). While
Habermas’ classic text (1991) favours a single public sphere of delibera-
tion,* Fraser argues that this is unrealistic, as numerous subtle mechanisms
of exclusions exist, even when formal exclusions are eliminated. People do
not leave behind their social positions as they enter the public sphere of
deliberation, and their unequal statuses profoundly impact on what is sup-
posed to be a debate between equals. This is of course particularly so in
stratified societies. Fraser therefore argues that “in such societies, full
parity of participation in public debate and deliberation is not within
the reach of possibility” (1990, 66). This point is very much in line with
the findings of anthropologists who have studied arenas of debate
between unequally positioned participants (Caldeira 1988; Green 2003;
Sawyer 2003; Ystanes 2011, 2014). Fraser maintains that “arrange-
ments that accommodate contestation among a plurality of competing
publics better promote the ideal of participatory parity than does a sin-
gle, comprehensive, overarching public” (1990, 66).

The kind of digital community journalism Coletivo Papo Reto repre-
sents is a relatively new phenomenon and it is of course difficult to assess
its significance with any kind of certainty as it unfolds. Indeed, Castells
(2015, x) points out that networked social movements are often met with
scepticism as to their tangible outcomes. Nevertheless, Castells goes on to
suggest that the Internet is now such an integrated aspect of our existence
that it does not make much sense to consider the virtual a segregated
world. As such, it does not make sense either to distinguish between social
media activism and real life activism. Activists I spoke to in Rio expressed
similar views. Furthermore, social media activism has already contributed
to producing tangible results with regards to forced evictions (Ystanes
2016a) and in the launching of the No6s por Noés phone app, specifically
designed to help citizens report police violence without risks to their safety
(Coelho 2016) (Photo 4.1).

Furthermore, using the Internet to widen the arenas for deliberation
and the sharing of information holds value in and of itself. In Brazil, the
relevance of this is heightened as the public sphere is infamously dominated
by the Globo Media Group. It is of course difficult to quantify the influ-
ence held by this corporation in defining the terms of public debate. What
is clear, however, is that the market position of their outlets is unique, both
in terms of broadcast media and print media. Through their numerous
entertainment shows, soap operas, debate programmes and news broad-
casts, Globo has unmatched influence over what makes its way to the public
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Photo 4.1 Interconnected worlds: as Rio prepared to host the 2016 Olympics,
the hashtag #cidadeolympica, used by the city administration for propaganda pur-
poses, was inscribed onto the urban landscape as a physical manifestation of the
interconnection between the virtual and “real life” (Photo: Margit Ystanes)

via mass media outlets. Globo supported the military dictatorship from
1964 to 1985, something that continues to fuel suspicion among; its critics.
Today, the tendency for both news and entertainment to portray the per-
spectives of elites and authorities means that many favela residents perceive
there to be no mass media outlet that represent their reality (see also
Serbee’s (Chap. 5), this volume). Social media based activism-as-journalism
must be understood as a response to this situation, and as an attempt to
create an alternative public sphere. As I will discuss below, the outcome of
this effort is tangible, yet still not readily noticeable in the Brazilian mass
media dominated public sphere.

MEGA-EVENTS, SECURITY AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT

As mentioned above, mega-events come with their own agenda for eco-
nomic and social development. Indeed, hosting mega-events involve
some of the most expensive, complex and transformative processes that
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cities and nations undertake (Gaffney 2010, 7-8). These events are so
complex and large-scale, affecting so many aspects of social and political
life, that they may provoke societal opposition on a broad range of issues
(Cornelissen 2012, 333). It is expected that mega-events function as
vehicles for “accelerated development”. This generally involves making
public money available for private profit creation, suspending a number
of democratic processes, militarising public space and restructuring urban
space in the image of global capital (Gaftney 2010, 8). These features of
mega-event hosting are often thought of as recent developments, but in
fact have been part and parcel of Olympic events since their reinvention
in the late nineteenth century (Boykoff 2016).

The preparation for mega-events thus impacts on a number of societal
processes, as has also been the case in Rio. The city has hosted numerous
big events in recent years; the 2007 Pan American Games, 2013 FIFA
Confederations Cup, the 2014 FIFA World Cup and the 2016 Olympics.
This has led to further erosion of “already fragile democratic institutions,
instituting a permanent state of exception” (Gaftfney 2014). It is therefore
not surprising that mega-events may become the focal points of struggles
that extend far beyond the actual events themselves (Cornelissen 2012,
330). In Rio de Janeiro, the adaptation of the city for investments and
tourism has been met with opposition from a number of social movements
and activist networks (see also Serbge (Chap. 5), this volume). The pro-
testers have criticised the insufficient investments in the public sector, the
transfer of public funds towards event-related infrastructure, tax exemp-
tions for event sponsors, as well as the racism and exclusionary thinking
underlying certain event-related policies. As indicated above, the security
policy introduced to make the city secure for tourists and investors has
been highly controversial.

This relates to Rio de Janeiro’s reputation for being a dangerous and
violent city. An important aspect of Rio’s preparations for the 2014 World
Cup and the 2016 Olympics has therefore been to increase public security.
This security problem is most strongly associated with the drug trafficking
gangs operating out of many of the city’s approximately 1000 favelas.
According to the 2010 census, about 22 per cent of Rio’s inhabitants live
in favelas. These informal neighbourhoods have been developing since the
nineteenth century as veteran soldiers, freed slaves and migrants settled in
Rio’s hillsides and outskirts. Today, favelas are expressions of continued
socio-economic and “racial” inequality. The enduring impact of colonial
slavery can be observed in the overrepresentation of Afro-Brazilians
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amongst the poor, most of whom live in favelas (although far from all
favela residents are poor). Because of a historically constituted conceptual
link between poverty, dark skin colour, stigma and criminality (Stepan
1991), these informal neighbourhoods have always been considered prob-
lematic by the city’s political elite. Throughout Rio’s history, urban devel-
opment efforts have therefore often aimed to clear out favelas in the city
centre and the famous beach neighbourhoods, and to move the poor to
other, less attractive sites (Pearlman 2010; de Magalhaes 2013).

Since the early 1980s, rivalling drug trafficking gangs have taken con-
trol over several favelas, thus reinforcing their association with danger and
violence. Although most people living in favelas are ordinary workers, in
the minds of many, they are intrinsically associated with the criminal activ-
ity going on there. This association is so strong that the words pobre
(poor), preto (black), favelndo (favela resident) and bandido (criminal)
sometimes function as synonyms. A recent expression of this stigmatising
association is a study in which 47 per cent of the interviewees, from 150
Brazilian cities, say they would not like to hire domestic workers who live
in favelas. Sixty-nine per cent say they feel afraid when walking past a
favela, and 51 per cent associate the word favela with drugs and violence
(Brasil 2015). Hence, in the effort to enhance public security before the
mega-events, expelling drug traffickers from favelas has been a priority.
This is especially so in the favelas near the south zone beaches, near event
infrastructure and near the airport. The policy, called pacificagio (pacifica-
tion), centres on the reconquering of favela territories on behalf of the
Brazilian state. The army has moved into Rio’s favelas one by one since
2008, on preannounced dates. With tanks and heavily armed soldiers,
remaining traffickers are forced out or arrested, before permanent military
police units called Unidades de Policin Pacificadora (UPPs) are
established.

Many non-favela residents consider the “pacification” policy a success
and feel that Rio has become safer because of it. In their experience, the
violence that used to spill over from the favelas and onto the “asphalt”, as
the formal neighbourhoods are nicknamed, has diminished. Nevertheless,
the “pacification” policy is strongly contested by many favela residents
who emphasise that it has not provided security for them, and that state
presence in terms of public services and social programmes is still lacking.
In some favelas in the south zone, “pacification” has opened up the
area for the establishment of formal businesses and property speculation.
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In other words, the residents of these territories have been “captured” as
consumers in the formal economy (Larkins 2015), while gentrification
processes have forced many of the original inhabitants to move to more
affordable areas. The favelas have thus become increasingly available to
non-residents of various kinds, yet “the asphalt” and the privileges it is
associated with is not becoming equally available to favela residents. As the
outcomes of gentrification processes are not being mitigated by social pro-
grammes or other state interventions, it has been suggested that the “paci-
fication” policy is not so much about including favela residents into formal
society, as about making these territories available for outside investments
(Sorbge 2013).

Another problem with the “pacification” policy from the point of view
of favela residents is that drug trafficking continues despite police pres-
ence, and that confrontations between traffickers and police inside favelas
remain a problem. There have been numerous reports of police violence
and people being killed by the police. While the police usually claim that
such incidents are the outcome of confrontations with criminals, video
evidence provided by witnesses has shown that often, the versions of
events provided by the police are very misleading (Timerman 2014).
Indeed, many of those killed by the police turn out to be cases of police
aggression, torture, mistaken identity, stray bullets or being caught in the
crossfire, yet the responsible officers are rarely charged.

The number of deaths at police hands has remained high throughout
the “pacification” process. In 2011, 524 people were killed by the police
in Rio de Janeiro State (Prado 2014), and in 2012 the number was 415
(Duarte and Benevides 2013). In 2013, the police were considered
responsible for 8.7 per cent of all murders (Benites 2014). Young, Afro-
Brazilian men make up the majority of Brazilian murder victims (Puff
2014). The fact that a substantial number of them die at police hands in
favelas has made critics—citizens, activists, academics and politicians—
characterise this situation, and the public indifference to it, as a “genocide
of the black youth” (Puft 2014; Ramos 2012; Duarte 2013) and as a
“criminalisation of poverty” (Insurgencia 2014; Vaz 2014). Trust between
favela residents and the police is thus frayed. So much so, that in the
Alemio complex of favelas, many residents consider that the drug traffick-
ers did a better job at providing security for the community than the police
have been doing since “pacification” (Savell 2014).
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MEGA-EVENTS AND ACCESS TO URBAN SPACES

The hosting of mega-events has laid bare that unequal access to urban spaces
and territories has not been mitigated, but actually exacerbated during the
Pink Tide-era in Rio de Janeiro. Evictions from poor neighbourhoods to
make space for event infrastructure, gentrification and property speculation
in favelas, the exclusion of street vendors from event venues and a security
policy that leave many people feel targeted rather than protected in their
own neighbourhoods, all contribute to making life more difficult for Rio’s
poor. The mega-events play a contradictory role in this scenario, with sig-
nificant inconsistencies between discourse and reality, projected and actual
outcomes. The awarding of the 2016 Olympics to Rio de Janeiro was widely
considered a feather in the cap for the Pink Tide president Luiz Inicio Lula
da Silva and a chance to showcase the successes of his governments. At the
same time, Rio’s Olympic bid document emphasised the adaption of the city
for business and tourism as one of the main event legacies (Comité de
Candidatura Rio 2016 2009). And indeed, the events were approached by
local politicians and business owners as a chance to push through controver-
sial decisions that were highly profitable for them, while funding for pro-
jected social legacy projects dwindled (Barbassa 2015).

As part of an event-related urban revitalisation, spectacular infrastructure
projects were initiated. These include gondolas in the Providéncia and
Complexo do Alemao favelas and the upgrading of Rio’s historical port area
(the Porto Maravilha project). The Maracania stadium and the Galedo
International Airport were reformed, and three bus rapid transit lines (BRT)
connecting the Olympic Park, Deodoro (another Olympic venue) and the
airport were constructed. All of these projects are critiqued for primarily
adapting Rio for tourism and investment, and not alleviating problems of
mobility for residents of the city. The projects are met with resistance from
locals because people understand them to be realised at the expense of the
provision of clean water, sewerage systems, waste disposal and electricity as
well as quality education, health services and security for all residents in the
city. The infrastructure projects have also brought with them a high number
of forced evictions, and thus serve as an excuse for the city administration to
clear attractive areas of poor residents. Indeed, while doing fieldwork in Vila
Autédromo, a neighbourhood that was almost decimated during the con-
struction of the Olympic Park (Ystanes 2016a, b), I was constantly reminded
of this problematic. Here, there was no need for residents to leave the area
in order for the Olympic Park project to be completed, yet, almost all of
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them were evicted with varying degree of force and pressure—most likely to
make the area available for future property development. The people in Vila
Autédromo considered the Transoeste BRT line, which connects the
Olympic venues with Campo Grande, part of this plan. This new connec-
tion did little to improve their need for public transport in the area, yet
made it more feasible to clear this attractive land of poor people without
compromising the middle and upper classes’ access to cheap service labour.
Campo Grande is located almost 70 kilometres from the centre of Rio de
Janeiro, and is a stronghold for paramilitary militias. Many of those forcibly
evicted from central areas are re-located there. The new BRT line makes it
easier to live in Campo Grande and retain work in the more centrally located
areas they were forced to leave. At the same time, local bus lines that made
movement within the area surrounding Vila Autédromo possible, were
closed down as the BRT lines were introduced. This was phrased as an envi-
ronmental measure, but the reality for people near the Olympic Park was
that it first and foremost made it difficult to operate locally without private
cars. The residents of Vila Autédromo therefore saw the BRT Olympic
infrastructure project as yet another measure introduced by Rio’s city
administration to make it as difficult as possible for them to stay in the area.

This is part of a wider process of gentrification and exclusion in the
city that was exacerbated by the sporting mega-events. As an Amnesty
International representative put it:

There is a process of gentrification taking place in the whole city that is con-
nected to the sports events and how the government sees the city: it is no
longer a place for residents, but as a business to sell to foreign investors.
That’s what the World Cup is about. (Gibson and Watts 2013)

In many ways, the developments brought about by hosting mega-events
were counterproductive to the process of making Brazil a more equitable
society, and harked back to an authoritarian past. Indeed, Marcelo Freixo
(PSOL), state deputy and president of the Human Rights Commission of
the Legislative Assembly of Rio de Janeiro sees the many deaths at police
hands as a continuity with the military dictatorship:

The enemy of the dictatorship was the communist, the academic, the jour-
nalist, who were imprisoned, tortured and killed. Today, there is still this
logic of confronting the enemy. Only that today, the enemy is the poor, the
one who is superfluous in the market society. We continue to have a security
policy based in the idea of war. (Prado 2014)
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Many Brazilians share this view, and are concerned about the direction
their country has taken (see e.g. Ystanes 2015). As the digital representa-
tions of violence and inequality that arise out of the “pacification” policy
illustrate, for many living in Rio’s informal neighbourhoods, the situation
is indeed experienced as critical. As regards the reproduction of inequality
and exclusion through these policies, Gaffney (2010, 27) points out that
there are significant similarities between how situations of crisis, war and
disaster have been used to push through unpopular neoliberal policies (see
Klein 2007), and the suspension of ordinary democratic processes to pave
the way for mega-events as vehicles for “accelerated development”.
Spectacular displays of the security apparatus serve as powerful symbols of
the degree to which militarisation of public space is integral to these pro-
cesses (see also Larkins 2015). The high numbers of Military Police in
riot-gear at demonstrations, at times appearing to outnumber the protest-
ers, made it clear that opposition could be violently subdued at any
moment—and at times it was. As the World Cup was under way, spectators
entering and leaving the FIFA Fanfest metro station had to run the gaunt-
let of heavily armed soldiers and military vehicles, thus receiving a contra-
dictory message of safety blended with mortal danger. The fact that
on-going developments are understood by so many as criminalising social
movements and poverty—and even as a genocide of the black youth
(Duarte 2013; Puff 2014)—further emphasises that mega-events
approached as “accelerated development” do not create a fertile ground
for enhancing equality and social cohesion. Rather, this approach builds
on and reinforces already existing inequalities. An arena where this effect
can be clearly observed is the digital representations of it produced by
those affected, across different favela communities.

DIGITAL REPRESENTATIONS OF VIOLENCE AND INEQUALITY:
SUBALTERN COUNTERPUBLICS

Before, during and after the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Olympics, activ-
ists and community journalists based in Rio’s favelas have criticised the high
levels of violence since “pacification” through social media. Here, they warn
residents of on-going gunfights and document events and their experiences
of living with this situation. Social media has also been used to rally people to
participate in street marches and other events in affected areas. One such
event was a peace march in protest of the “pacification” policy, where police
violence was thematised and performatively re-enacted. Another was a march
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in favour of preserving the museum of the Maré complex of favelas, which
was the outcome of a joint effort amongst collectives from several favelas as
well as NGOs. Voz da Comunidade head a campaign distributing gifts and
sweets to children in Complexo do Alemao for Christmas and Easter, and
document its unfolding on social media. In November 2015, Coletivo Papo
Reto organised a protest on the five-year anniversary for the “pacification” of
Complexo do Alemio called 5 anos de paciFICCAO (5 years of paciFIC-
TION). These events were also documented on social media. For example,
the paciFICCAO event produced numerous posts and photos in social
media, and was also followed up with a long blog post on the Coletivo Papo
Reto website explaining the reasoning behind the protest. In the main photo
accompanying the blog post, one of the Coletivo members is seen holding
up a banner in front of a UPP police that reads: Pacificacio sem oportunidade
¢ educagdo ¢ como apagar fogo com gasolina. #soscpx — 1 (Pacification without
opportunities and education is like putting out fire with gasoline). The
hashtag #soscpx (SOS Complexo do Alemio) appearing on a banner in a
street protest, which later makes its way onto social media and blogs, where
it emerged in the first place, exemplifies Castells’ (2015) point that social
media activism and real life activism are inseparable. They feed each other
rather than constitute different domains.

Running through the digital representations of violence and inequal-
ity are slogans and hashtags asking for peace and shouting SOS on
behalf of their crisis-ridden communities (e.g #FavelaPedePaz (favela
asks for peace), #sosfavela). The language applied in this activism
emphasises the message that the pacification has thrown these commu-
nities into crisis rather than resolved their security problems. An exam-
ple of this is the #100diasSEMpaz (#100daysWITHOUTpeace) hashtag
that arose in the Alemdo complex of favelas in the beginning of 2015
after 100 consecutive days of gunfire, in which residents, including a
child, lost their lives.

Another social media campaign called “Eu nao mereco morrver assassi-
nado” (1 do not deserve to be assassinated), got considerable attention in
April 2014. It arose after Douglas Rafael da Silva Pereira, a 26-year-old
dancer, was killed by the police in a “pacified” favela above Copacabana,
and made explicit links between Afro-Brazilian ancestry and the risk of
falling victim to police violence. The campaign thus denounced racism and
the unequal value placed on human lives, both by the police and the wider
public. It also emphasised their experience that the right to feel safe
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remains a privilege reserved for the generally lighter skinned inhabitants of
middle-class neighbourhoods.

Shootouts taking place within the “pacified” favelas are often docu-
mented in videos uploaded to Facebook. Normally, these videos are filmed
with mobile phone cameras through a window or from a rooftop. The
visual contents serve to locate the event in a favela; what we see is usually
a dark, empty alleyway with the typical several-storey brick houses. The
soundtrack is the main feature of the videos and consists of the sound of
intense gunfire. The captions accompanying such videos sometimes
express rage at the situation in which the community finds itself and at the
“pacification” policy. The disadvantaged position of favela residents in
Rio’s social landscape is sometimes also pointed out, either in the captions
or in the comment sections. At other times, the caption simply warns:
Musitos tiros hoje! (Much gunfire today!), and mentions the community or
the specific location it takes place so that people can be informed and stay
away.

The residents in Vila Autédromo, who fought forced evictions as the
Olympic Park was built next to their neighbourhood, also used social
media to organise events and protest, and to connect with an international
public. Via Whatsapp groups for activists and journalists they swiftly man-
aged to get the attention of supporters and international correspondents
whenever a house was in risk of being demolished. They also organised
cultural protest events, using social media tools to disseminate informa-
tion about them both before and after. Showing a keen awareness of the
power of image and alternative media, as they called it, the residents also
wrote on the houses” outer walls to present their analysis of what was hap-
pening to their neighbourhood. “Sometimes when journalists come here
there is nobody available to talk to them, so we write on the walls so that they
can do the talking”, one of them explained (Photo 4.2).

Following Fraser (Fraser 1990), I take the social media representations
of violence and inequality arising out of affected communities to consti-
tute subaltern counterpublics. Subaltern counterpublics are defined as

parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups
invent and circulate counterdiscourses, which in turn permit them to for-
mulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs.
(Fraser 1990, 67)
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Photo 4.2 Graffiti in Vila Autédromo shows that the residents consider the con-

fiscation of their neighbourhood as a transfer of public land to private actors:
“When there are no more public areas to sell, they will sell the favelas. Who will
protest?” (Photo: Margit Ystanes)

An example of such a subaltern counterpublic, Fraser states, is the late-
twentieth century US feminist discursive arena. Here, new terms for
describing reality have been invented, such as “sexism”, “double shift”,
“sexual harassment”, “date rape” and so on. Gradually, these terms have
made their way into debates beyond feminist circles, where they are both
accepted and critiqued. This illustrates the potential of subaltern counter-
publics to contribute to deliberations and contestations in other arenas.
According to Fraser, subaltern counterpublics have a dual character in
stratified socicties. They function as spaces of withdrawal and regroup-
ment, and simultancously, as bases and training grounds for agitational
activities directed towards wider publics. In this dialectic lies their emanci-
patory potential; the ability to somewhat offset the unjust participatory
privileges enjoyed by the members of dominant social groups (Fraser
1990, 68).

It is of course an empirical question to be explored in each case to what
extent subaltern counterpublics are separate from other publics. Fraser
argues that insofar as these arenas are indeed publics, they are by definition
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not enclaves, although they can be involuntarily enclaved (Fraser 1990, 67).
The online resources used to distribute the representations of violence and
inequality discussed here arguably constitute a public. Facebook’s “fan
pages”, Twitter accounts, YouTube, blogs and other websites are open and
available to anyone with an Internet connection. Even personal Facebook
pages are considered public, as many politicians and other public figures
have learned upon posting controversial updates and being taken to task for
it “in real life”. Whatsapp, a messenger app that is hugely popular in Rio’s
favelas, constitutes a semi-public arena. The app allows for making large
groups of users who can quickly disseminate information to one another
through a single message, which may include photos, video or sound record-
ings. Because of this, activists I spoke to consider that Whatsapp plays a
crucial role in creating consciousness and for mobilising around particular
issues. For example, the establishment of a Whatsapp group including resi-
dents from all over Complexo do Alemio created awareness of the scale of
shootouts in this vast area. As group members from different favelas within
the complex shared information about their particular neighbourhood, this
provided the impetus for the #100diasSEMpaz campaign discussed above.

A study from 2013 showed that 52 per cent of favela residents in Brazil
has access to the Internet (Caldeiro 2013). A considerable number of
those living in favelas, then, may potentially participate in the digital dis-
semination, consumption and debate about experiences of violence and
inequality.

Perhaps because of the connection between the injustices they are pro-
testing and the mega-events, the activities of Coletivo Papo Reto and oth-
ers have caught the interest of international media. The Coletivo, for
example, have been the subject of a New York Times article (Shaer 2015)
and an Al Jazeera documentary. They cooperate with international activ-
ists, and in 2015 they received Brazil Foundation’s annual International
Philanthropy Award in New York. The tribulations of residents in Vila
Autédromo have been documented by numerous international media
outlets, e.g. The Guardian, Time, The Nation, USA Today, ESPN,
New York Times, The Independent, LA Times, Al Jazeera, ROAR
Magazine, to mention a few. The “Eu nio mereco morver assassinado” cam-
paign was reported about on brasilpost.com.br, a Huffington Post site
dedicated to news from Brazil in Portuguese (Thanya 2014). Coletivo
Papo Reto’s Facebook page and others like it, are sometimes used as
sources in the reporting of other alternative media, e.g. Jornal a Nova
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Democracia, which exist both as a printed newspaper, a YouTube chan-
nel, a website and a Facebook site.

The digital representations of violence and inequality in question here
are nevertheless quite excluded from Brazilian mass media narratives. As
mentioned above, mass media in Brazil constitutes a relatively homoge-
neous sphere dominated by the Globo Media Group and the representa-
tion of middle- and upper-class worldviews. A member of the Coletivo
Papo Reto told me, “when the New York Times did a story on wus, the
Brazilian media did a story on the story, but not on us”. Even so, some of
these narratives do seep into other publics, and it is increasingly problem-
atic to claim that they are completely enclaved. If we follow Fraser (1990),
the work of these community activists can therefore be considered an
important expansion of the public sphere of deliberation and contestation
in Brazil. While their transformative potential with regards to influencing
mainstream public debate and media remains to be seen, it is clear that a
subaltern counterpublic has been established. At the moment, this coun-
terpublic appears to function both as a community service providing cru-
cial information, butalso as alaboratory where approaches to representation
and empowerment are being tested and refined. Increasingly, this subal-
tern counterpublic is being recognised by an international public.

The mega-events that sparked this activism in Rio are now over, but the
struggle over the access to and management of urban spaces and territo-
ries is not. As the current Brazilian government threatens to reverse many
of the gains towards equality achieved during the Pink Tide, this struggle
continues on the platforms established by journalists-as-activists in recent
years. Indeed, the methodology and infrastructure for protest and activism
based on social media and mobile technology is one of the most significant
legacies of the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Olympics.

CoONCLUDING THOUGHTS

As the Brazilian Pink Tide now recedes, the country is in economic crisis
and the Worker Party’s president Dilma Rousseft was removed by a ques-
tionable impeachment process in August 2016.° The current right-wing
government of Michel Temer has since introduced austerity politics that
threaten to reverse many of the gains towards a more equal Brazil achieved
during the last couple of decades. Nevertheless, prior to these develop-
ments Brazil made significant gains in the inclusion of the formerly
excluded by raising the minimum wages, introducing the conditional cash
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transfer programme Bolsa Familia (see de Lavra Pinta (Chap. 6), this vol-
ume), as well as quotas for Afro-Brazilians in prestigious public universi-
ties. All of this was helped along by impressive economic growth.
Nevertheless, these policies have not been sufficient to eradicate poverty
and erase the conceptual and social distinction between favela and “the
asphalt”, the formal neighbourhoods.

As the reconfiguration of public spaces ushered in by the hosting of
mega-events made clear, nor did the Pink Tide reduce historical inequali-
ties with regards to access to these spaces. If anything, the eviction and
security policies of recent years did much to reverse any gains by clearing
out poor people from attractive areas (Ystanes 2016a, b; de Magalhaes
2013; Rolnik 2015; Barbassa 2015). Militarising the spaces where poor
people live either officially through “pacification” (Salem 2016; Larkins
2015; Serbee 2013) or unofficially through paramilitary militias (Vieira
2016; Martin 2016), was equally destructive for residents. It is interesting
in this regard that when the army occupies a favela as part of the “pacifica-
tion” process they claim the territory by planting the Brazilian flag there.
This symbolic gesture illustrates the extent to which favelas are considered
external to the rest of Brazil. The high incidence of police violence and
deaths at police hands in “pacified” favelas, as well as the apparent accep-
tance of this reality by the rest of the population, further emphasises the
unequal value placed on human lives.

When the Olympics kicked off in August 2016, the city had been in
mega-event preparation mode ever since it was awarded the Pan American
Games in 2002. This was the same year the Labour Party candidate Luiz
Inicio Lula da Silva was elected president and the processes referred to as
the Pink Tide were most actively set in motion in Brazil. These parallel and
in many ways incompatible developments are informative. The deepening
inequalities arising from the reconfigurations of urban spaces as prepara-
tions for the mega-events reveal the shallowness of the reforms of the Pink
Tide. While significant gains were made with regard to identity politics as
well as economic inequality, the clearing out of poor and Afro-descendant
residents from attractive areas as the city prepared for the mega-events
spoke volumes about the challenges still ahead for those who desire a
more equal Brazil. Mass media’s lack of interest in the fate of those who
are adversely affected by these developments, further emphasise that
inequality is not just inscribed in the urban landscape, but also in the life-
worlds of those who inhabit this landscape.
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The rise of journalism-as-activism constitutes a challenge to these struc-
tures. By weaving together digital and “real life” events, this is not merely
the production of a discourse where the most educationally privileged and
politically conscious favela residents participate. It facilitates and informs
about activities and events that are firmly located within local communi-
ties, and reaches and includes people who are not present on social media.
Indeed, these practices, digital and “in real life”, contribute to widening
the sphere of public contestation, and provide virtual and local spaces
where stories about violence, inequality and exclusion can be told. As
such, digital community journalism can potentially help erode the exclu-
sionary modes of public debate that currently dominate Brazilian mass
media and challenge persistent inequality.
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NoOTES

1. In Portuguese: “...falaram que era bandido mas morreu mais um inocente,
aqui tem trabalhador e também tem estudante mas pra eles se td no morro
tu ja é traficante”.

2. The drawing can be seen here: https: //tinyurl.com/lwhpcqa.

3. Alemdo and Maré are names of large favela complexes, whereas Rocinha is
the name of Rio’s largest favela. Voz da Comunidade means “voice of the
community”. Comunidade (community) is an often-used term for favela
that was originally intended to escape the stigma associated with being a
favela resident. In Rio, however, most social media activists use the term
“favela”, and focus on challenging the injustices suffered by the residents of
these places and cultivating a positive self-image through the use of music,
art and other cultural expressions. The title Voz da Comunidade thus plays
on the idea that the purpose of this news outlet is to give voice to favela
residents.
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4. Although it must be added that later Habermas modified this view.
5. See the Introduction, as well as Costa’s (Chap. 3) and Serbge’s (Chap. 5) in
this book, for more on the impeachment of Dilma Rousseft.
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