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ABSTRACT: This article seeks to show that since it was founded the city of Rio de 

Janeiro has fought against the natural environment to create an urban territory where 

people lived together until the first decade of the twentieth century when the favela 

appeared.  Urban planning has failed to integrate the favela areas with the affluent ones. 

Under globalization, different social actors who possess wealth and power, including 

organized crime, aspire to seize control of the urban space by controlling or expelling 

the poor. This study uses the films Elite Squad I and II - The Enemy Within, to represent 

the fight against crime in the city of Rio de Janeiro in the transition from modernity to 

globalization. Crime took root in the favelas by taking advantage of the absence of 

government authority in those areas, and by using their vermicular layout as a defense.  

The favela is an area of solidarity and creativity that can produce 10-storey buildings 

and funk music of international acceptance.  Facing globalization favelas dwellers 

embrace individualism and consumption.  We will also draw a parallel with the film The 

Battle of Algiers (1965) by Gillo Pontecorvo, where control of the population by the 

antagonists in the fight becomes a military target.  

KEY WORDS: Capitalism; Practices; Crime; Social promotion. 

  

Presentation 

 

"Every city takes the shape of the desert it opposes; this is how the camel driver and the 

sailor see Despina, the boundary city between two deserts" (Italo Calvino, p.22).  

 

 In 1567 the Portuguese Governor General Mem de Sá (1500-1572) defeated the 

Tamoio Indians and French corsairs and immediately founded the city of Rio de 

Janeiro.  He sent to his monarch in Lisbon a detailed account reporting that on top of a 

hill they had chopped down huge trees and thick bushes to found the city, surrounded 

by walls, a metaphor of the policy reflected in physical safety (Anastassov, 2010, p.1).  

Then he built the Portuguese urban facilities consisting of the council house, the parish 

church and government offices in addition to the homes of the settlers.   
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(Figure 1.Olivier van Noort, map, [1598] National Library) 

  Since then, Rio de Janeiro has been locked into a continuous long-term struggle 

to overcome what Duby described as a stubborn object:  nature (Duby & Lardreau, 

1980, p.155). The city of Rio arose from and lived divorced from the natural world that 

it subdued, by felling, drying and cutting down forests, demolishing hills and imposing 

a regular grid in opposition to the stubborn natural environment.   

 

(Figure 2 Rio, South Area, [2008], Wikimedia Commons) 

The original city's population was composed of wealthy and poor, free and slave, 

and they all lived together.  This relationship was broken in dramatic fashion in the first 

decade of the twentieth century. The spatial divorce was imposed between these 
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segments, with the upper and middle classes residing in the flat territories.  The poor, 

migrants and descendants of slaves, would live in the irregular areas of the surrounding 

hills:  the favelas.  Throughout the twentieth century from the Vargas government of 

1930 to 1945, and particularly in the 1990s, the authorities despised the integration of 

the poor and their way of life.  The trend continued for projects and urban planning to 

be merely cosmetic operations.  Despite the scientific apparatus mobilized they also 

failed to unify the city.  The lateral expansion of the favelas in the 1990s was limited by 

the efforts of local authorities and forced them to grow vertically.  Throughout the 

historical process the State has never allowed them to be definitively incorporated them 

into the city, making room for crime and corruption to flourish in them, which, despite 

criticism from some sectors, appears to be a successful model.   

The city of Rio de Janeiro, its favelas and conflicts are represented in this article 

by two films, Elite Squad I and II  by the Brazilian director José Padilha.  Both act out 

the adventures experienced by their hero, Captain Nascimento, whose mission is to rid 

the favelas of criminals, and fight against corrupt politicians and the "militia".  These 

are former police officers who, together with corrupt politicians, control the poor 

neighborhoods and favelas controlling the supply of goods from cable TV to transport.  

Using Michel de Certeauôs concept of practice we will analyze it as a "theater" where 

people act in the midst of cultural and social changes in a city squeezed between the sea 

and mountains.   

 The City of Rio de Janeiro: modeled by early modern colonization 

Portuguese colonization was part of the opening movement of modern times as a 

global phenomenon.  Its action in the economic field dominated the existence of the 

colony, whose social existence was marked by instability, insecurity, temporariness 

(Novais, 2001, p.31).  The economic life of the colony and of the city of Rio as well as 

its social life, responded to the drive that Milton Santos (1926-2001) defined as 

"externalized", as it was determined by the circuits of mercantile capitalism in Europe.   

A colony intended for exploitation, its only function was to complement the metropolis 

and provide it with profits and power (Prado, 1972, p.31).  This unstable and modern 

existence seems to confirm Hardt and Negriôs statement in their book Empire, which 

defines modernity as crisis (2001, 76, 77).  

The process of Iberian colonization in the context of the first globalization led 

the Portuguese plantation circuit to the systematic use of modern slavery in the tropics.  

In this reifying direction, the colony seemed to be imbued with a sense of discipline and 

biopower that bring Foucault to mind; converting a "thing", nature and men as property 

to be exploited intensively followed the dictates of the "production of life "(Hardt and 

Negri, 2000, p.76).  The exploitation of people through slavery deprived them of rights.  

Initially they were Indians and later Africans, reified by the logic of the capitalist 

system and the imperial justifications developed by intellectuals (Mignolo 2003, p. 

328).  The limited social protection of the helpless occurred within a system of 

patronage and cronyism, each closely linked to the other in a complex web of 

relationships of power and prestige, whose persistence is reflected in the current 

political system.   
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The African slaves were associated in religious organizations known as 

brotherhoods. Their physical and symbolic representations included regulations, 

cemeteries, church and the ability to enter into the system, according to it rules.  The 

brotherhoods reconstituted symbolic families lost in slavery strengthening horizontal 

ties of solidarity.  Despite the constant arrival of the new African diaspora and the 

intense social disposability to which they were subject, those who lived in the city were 

part of a sociability network.  Their survival practices (many of which came from 

Central Africa) resulted in an African-carioca culture, based on a collection of traditions 

surviving until today (Karash, 2000, p. 293).   

  

The City of Rio de Janeiro: between the sea and the mountains, between the hills 

and the asphalt 

The city established in 1567 occupied a hilltop dominating the bay of Guanabara 

- called the Castle and its population began to descend to the adjacent plain.  The initial 

impressions suffused with the myth of the Garden of Eden, that dazzled the Portuguese 

settlers, soon gave way to commercial exploitation (Holanda, 1992, passim).  The 

Portuguese city in America became a human tool against a hostile natural world, 

justified under the ideological cloak of capitalist conquest of the new world, 

Christianization, and, later, the notion of progress (Short and Short, 2008, p.4).  If the 

urban grid made sense to the settlers, the slaves were forced to negotiate a symbolic and 

physical insertion in this urban fabric that was foreign to them (Sodré, 1988, p.32-33).  

In this city-port, the colonial authorities implemented the chessboard grid of 

urban Europe, described by Sennett as a modern tool to dominate nature (1992, p.52).  

Its principles had been applied sporadically in the Portuguese metropolis and its 

systematic use by the colonists made it an emblem of rationality (Rui e Helder Carita, 

p.182).  In Rio de Janeiro the grid layout was implemented in stages over the 16
th
, 17

th
 

and 18
th
 centuries.  Thus, as the city extended along the alluvial plain, it dried out lakes, 

reclaimed land, dismantled hills and enabled the occupation of the territory by the 

population.  This hegemonic layout was a means of dominating space, equivalent in this 

sense, according to Bourdieu, to the world itself (2001, p.11).  Contrary to what Angel 

Rama wrote about the Castilian territories where, order preceded the city, in Portuguese 

America, the opposite took place.  By using regular layouts, contrary to the strict 

Spanish rationalism, the Portuguese never employed absolute norms.   
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(Figure 3.City of Rio de Janeiro [ca. 1624] map Reys Boeck Original National Library) 

The urban network expanded with the discovery of gold and diamonds in the 

distant captaincy of Minas Gerais around 1680 (Alvarez, 2006, p.145).  A spate of 

immigrants attracted by the enormous wealth doubled the territory of the city.  From 

1769 its central position in Portuguese America made it the capital of the colony. It was 

the seat of the viceroy and a growing administrative apparatus, and was the port from 

which the gold from the thriving mining region left for the metropolis (Maxwell, 1978, 

p.110).  Urban expansion together with the influence of the Enlightenment led some 

colonial managers to implement practical improvements in water supply, and building 

streets, sidewalks and squares (Alvarez, 2009, p.260).  
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(Figure 4 Rio de Janeiro, [ca. 1780], original of The National Library) 

The arrival of the Portuguese royal family in 1808, escaping the advance of 

Napoleon on Portugal with English help, transformed the modest capital of the 

viceroyalty into the seat of a global empire. The urban network started to grow again 

thanks to the huge population growth, the construction of government buildings, 

housing a growing number of foreigners including the diplomatic corps (Machado and 

Nevis, 1999, p.31).  The colonial period came to a close and the country opened itself to 

the world.  

Rio in the 19
th

 century: the court and the city 

Some years later, in 1822, Brazil became independent in the wake of the crisis 

that shook the Iberian colonial systems.  At this point, in an environment of liberalism 

and a new international division of labor, the country joined the constellation of new 

nation-states emerging in the global political arena (Bayly, p.126).  While independence 

provided a response to the aspirations of the popular classes, it ended up being taken 

over by the agrarian slaveholding elites who maintained colonial conditions of 

production (Deák, p.25) right into the industrial nineteenth century.  They stifled the 

expansion of the middle classes and took over the state machinery by employing 

members of their own class and those from weakest from the oligarchies.  They filtered 

out some modern ideas that migrated from the Old World such as liberalism, the 

constitution, an electoral system (Viotti da Costa, 1987, p.29).  

In this new context, the city of Rio maintained its role as the capital, hosting the 

state machinery and political institutions.  Between 1840 and 1850, however, the city 

and Brazil experienced a strong increase in business when the end of the slave trade 

shifted capital to productive activities.  The essentially agricultural country began to 
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coexist with modern capitalist practices through new technological industrial 

achievements (Machado, 1999, p.292).  The consolidation of wage labor itself occurred 

during this shift (Schiefer, p.15).  

The desire for modernization that permeated the urban classes led the authorities 

to put into practice, in 1875, the first urban plan in Rio de Janeiro.  Prioritizing the 

beautification and sanitation of the city, it incorporated new neighborhoods for the elite, 

served by tram lines (Needell, 1993, p. 53).  As these exchanged the old center for more 

pleasant areas such as the district of Botafogo, the houses left behind were occupied by 

the poorer populations.  As the government did not hold any investments in these 

popular housing areas, the result was the breakdown of homes and areas.  

A dramatic change of circumstances in the city took place in 1888 with the 

Abolition of Slavery and the proclamation of the Republic in 1889. The weakening of 

the central power based in the empire and in Rio strengthened the power of the state 

oligarchies, led by the wealthy farmers of the state of São Paulo.  However this did not 

alter the essential orientation of the economy towards coffee the production, traded by 

the British and the Americans whose economy was no longer metropolitan but had 

begun to internationalize (Arrighi, 1994, 248).  The industrial alternative that expanded 

over the next decade was the result of increased import substitution (Viotti da Costa, 

1987, p. 225).  The result of these changes in the city saw the arrival en masse of freed 

slaves, followed by immigrants from southern Europe looking for salaried employment.  

Thus, there was a drastic change in the "ethnic composition of Rio de Janeiro city, 

which became a most heterogenous profile" (Alvarez, 2007, p.26).  There was an 

increase in industrial facilities with industrial areas built in the city and in neighboring 

districts.  

 Brazil linked itself to the new world trade networks.  At the same time, new 

codes of social control were emanating from scientific discourse.  Under the Republic, 

adherents of ideas of progress used the media to accuse the cityôs poor and the African 

population of being unhealthy and dangerous.  To repress these classes they developed 

new police codes (Carvalho, 1991, p.37).  The makeshift dwelling places were visited 

by the noted Rio writer João do Rio (1881-1921), who described them as "free camps of 

misery" (1981, p.79).  The newly arrived immigrants controlled the formal wage labor 

market, leaving the former slaves with marginal occupations even though cultural 

dynamism resulted in a mediation between these groups around the celebrations they 

held together (Alvarez, Verissimo, Bittar, 2001, p. 148).     

 In the first decades of the twentieth century, Brazilian engineering acquired a 

standard of excellence and showed itself to be capable of achievements in infrastructure 

in response to any proposals for urban reforms.  Many of its professionals had been 

trained in Paris.  Brazilôs main training center, the School of Engineering, located in 

Largo de São Francisco, Rio, had based its regulations on those of the prestigious 

French school of Ponts and Chaussées.  Supported by these new scientific tools, the 

republican authorities planned an urban remodeling of the country's capital (Almandoz 

Mars, p.13).  Following the basic lines of Baron Eugene Haussmannôs Plan de Paris 

(1809-1891), its greatest triumph was the opening of a grand avenue following the 

patterns of the Parisian boulevard.   
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(Figure 5 Avenida Central, Central Avenue, [1910] Marc Ferrez 1843-1923 Wikimedia 

Commons) 

 Public transport at that time was too expensive for the poor who were therefore 

obliged to live near their workplaces, located in the downtown area (Huhne, 1993, 

p.185).  The urban reform carried out in Rio de Janeiro between 1903 and 1910, 

civilized and modernized while is also expelled the poor from the dwellings they 

occupied in the center whose value therefore grew with the remodeling (Pearlman, 

2009, p.26).  Because these sectors could not afford transport and therefore could not 

live too far from their workplaces they gave rise to a new urban territory:  the favela. 

The first favela therefore appeared on a hill behind the Central do Brasil railway station 

(Porto Rocha, p.95).  

The twentieth century 

 Between the 1920s and the 1930s, with the world wavering between order and 

revolution (Polanyi, p.36), the emergence of new ideas of modern urbanism was 

discussed.  This was the Athens Charter, the urbanism of the CIAMs and Le Corbusier 

(Giedion, 1975, p.336).  Conservative urbanization, whose results could be seen in cities 

like Canberra, showed appreciable qualities (Gracious, 1974, 539).  At that time the 

prevalent "esprit nouveau" of modernity gave birth to an idea of urbanization where 

issues of the city overlapped with the social demands of the actors that lived in it 

(Chouay, 1965, p.43).  Brazil and its capital, Rio de Janeiro, remained distant from 

urban planning practices.  It was entirely missing from the 1870 project and from 

Pereira Passosôs experiments, and was more concerned with beautifying and apply the 

principles of 'positivist' science and hygienic principles than focusing on social issues 

(Stuckembruck, 1996, p.20).   
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 This trend continued in 1927 when the mayor of Rio de Janeiro Antonio Prado 

Junior commissioned a plan to the French urban planner Alfred Agache (1875-1959).  

The main requirements of this proposal were to reorder the old center, remodel, and 

beautify the city along the lines of the Republican showcase (Bruant, 1981, p.335).  He 

suggested the reorganization of the cityôs roads and their regulation and an emergency 

Master Plan for the administrative, commercial and housing areas (and Cardeman and 

Cardeman, 2006).  

 

(Figure 6 Plano Agache) 

 

 The politician Mauricio de Lacerda (1888-1959) rebelled against the coming of 

the French professional, alleging that Brazilian engineering had proved itself more than 

capable in this field (Smith, 2003, p.73).  The southern area of the city began to acquire 

the glamour of bourgeois and cosmopolitan occupations especially in neighborhoods 

such as Copacabana and Ipanema.  Their previously deployed infrastructures meant that 

their residents enjoyed the ultimate in comfort.  The government provided modern areas 

for the elites and thereby excused itself from the need to solve the problems of the poor 

areas.  The capital city mirrored the nation and the authorities sought to control, without 

success, its growth (Abreu, 1988, p.86).  

The year 1929 was a turning point in the history of the country, with the 

outbreak of the civil and military movement known as the Revolution of 1930. 

Composed of a heterogeneous group of forces they took over the modernizing project of 

the middle classes, the young military and the weaker oligarchies.  Their aim was to 

reduce the political and economic dominance of the powerful coffee export sector of 

São Paulo and Minas Gerais (Fausto, 233, p. 255).  They also wanted to reform the 

corrupt electoral system and modernize the agricultural exporting economy in a context 

of global crisis and formally integrate the workers way in the production system and 

citizenship.  
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 Once it had achieved victory, the movement of 1930 and its broad front of 

support followed the Brazilian tradition of conciliation by coming to terms with the 

ruling elites.  They were able to keep their income from the coffee sector.  Salaried 

employment was increased with a compulsory saving to fund the modernization of the 

infrastructure and industrialization during this critical stage of the Brazilian economy 

(Sola, p.264).  The economic growth attracted many migrants to the city of Rio de 

Janeiro from the surrounding rural areas.  Unemployed due to the effects of the 1929 

crisis that rocked the key coffee industry, they suddenly entered a city and a modern 

labor system (Pearlman, 2010, p. 66). The government of Getulio Vargas produced a 

consensus that reconciled the warring forces that supported him.  Combining co-opting 

with repression he achieved social results of major consequence.  Drawing on advanced 

social legislation that protected work, he acquired the sobriquet of "father of the poor".  

His government drew up vast projects in which, for the first time, there was central 

economic planning to consolidate an infrastructure to leverage the country's industrial 

growth such as steel and electrification projects.  Following the coup of 1937, the 

Vargas government, called itself the New State, and took particular interest in the cities.  

It gave urban planning, between 1930 and 1945, the role of a tool to support its 

development policy.  The urban work that was developed, despite making 

improvements in local transport networks and increasing major road networks, did not 

adopt solutions that covered the masses (Schieffer).   The management of the mayors 

appointed by the central government such as Henrique Dodsworth (1895-1975), 

increased the major traffic routes with the Avenida Niemeyer, Avenida Brazil and 

Presidente Vargas, Corte do Cantagalo (Freire, Lippi Oliveira, p.23).  

 

(Figure 7, Copacabana, [ca. 1938) 
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When it was overthrown in 1945, the Vargas dictatorship had partially 

modernized the country which, with a growing economy, could therefore attract 

powerful international groups after the Second World War.  Some of these, especially 

from the USA, joined the Brazilian elites in their fear of the consequences of the 

expansion of suffrage that would result from the reforms that Vargas might introduce.  

One-man one-vote would make clear the numerical predominance of the working 

classes over other sectors.  Throughout the 1950s and part of the 1960s, fears intensified 

that voting changes would bring social reforms of a nationalist character that could 

affect their profits and power.  This fear materialized in the context of the Cold War.  

The intense ideological battle raging in Brazil was won by the elites who, following a 

long conspiracy, unleashed the successful military coup of 1964.   

This movement was born of the desire of powerful business groups, national or 

connected to foreign capital, and involved the participation of the U.S. intelligence 

apparatus (Dreyfus, 1981, p.448).  It also received considerable support from urban 

middle-classes, fearing the advance of the trade unions.  In subsequent decades the 

authoritarian government led the country into a new stage of development, with 

guidelines provided by central offices such as the IPES.  Employing brutal social 

repression and severe wage freezes, they achieved what some theorists have seen as a 

revival of capitalism in the country (Dreyfuss, 1981, p.445).   

The end of World War II brought an international environment of robust global 

economic growth in under U.S. financial hegemony (Arrighi, p. 289).  After the oil 

shock of 1973 that era of prosperity came to be known as the Golden Years 

(Hobsbawm, 1994, p.277).  Brazil benefited from this growth and experienced an 

economic boom in the years following 1964 as an effect of the much-touted "capitalist 

regenerationò.  The massive influx of motor vehicles increased the country's 

dependence on oil.  Buses and cars and utility vehicles led to a drastic change in the 

fabric of the cities.  There was an urban realignment through extension of the streets and 

construction of viaducts and tunnels to allow the flow of vehicles.  By 1970, the 

authoritarian government and its development policy, had implemented a network of 

roads, ports, airports and a highly modern telecommunications system, supported by 

satellite, allowing expansion of telephone and postal services (Santos, 1994, p.39).   

This modernization planned no overall social policies to include the poorest 

sectors of the urban population and their homes.  There was a migratory flow, mostly 

from the northeast, to Rio de Janeiro, where available housing was located in the 

Baixada Fluminense, or in the cityôs favelas.  Secret land subdivisions proliferated in 

new neighborhoods as in the famous City of God in 1960
1
. Many of these residents 

received support from local politicians and they returned the blessings by voting for 

their benefactors in the elections, thus reinvigorating old clientelistic practices.   

 Between 1960 and 1970 the government of the city of Rio de Janeiro increased 

planning, leading some scholars to see this time as the peak of city planning activity 

(Deak & Schiffer, 12).  The plans called PID, or Development Plans, as they were 

known, represented a set of actions to plan the urban spatial order.  The activity was 

entrusted exclusively to the public authorities, with business sector involvement being 

limited, and there was little regulation through legislation (Deák, Schiffer, p.13).  The 

authoritarian regime was coming to an end, and the democratic opening was beginning.  
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The new constitution promulgated in 1988 regulated planning activity.  The legislation 

gave enormous power to the municipalities for the management of their territory, which 

led some critics to suggest that the device allowed the free movement of property and 

economic interests in the city.   

 On the other hand, as the modern town plans proved unsuccessful, the frustration 

of society increased in relation to the promises contained in the rhetoric of projects.  

Despite their flamboyant appearance and formal scientific discourse, their actual results 

were shown to be negligible (Deák & Schiffer, p.14).  Given this failure, the expansion 

of the favelas assumed the air of a time bomb waiting to explode.  In a prestigious 

weekly magazine in Brazil, an article titled "Crime, unemployment and poverty:   a 

Brazilian tragedy around the big cities" by journalists and Secco and Squeff, warned 

that a third of the population of each of the Brazilian cities consisted of favela dwellers.   

(Veja, 24/01/2001). The urban crisis of Rio de Janeiro followed its economic crisis.  

The official IBGE Census showed that in 2010 the city grew by less than other Brazilian 

cities, but it registered a significant increase in the number of favelas.
2
   

Social control in a divided city  

Loss of planning impetus and failure to solve urban problems in Rio has resulted 

in an increase in measures of social control. The press accused the favela of being the 

territory of crime and its inhabitants of being barbarians threatening the "civilized" 

sectors. In 1960 the capital city was transferred from Rio de Janeiro to the newly created 

Brasilia, in the distant central highlands.  This measure led to a serious problem of 

social erosion for Rio in the medium term (Osorio, p.75).  This change was part of an 

elite desire to empty the old capital whose population reproduced existing social 

relations in the country.  Its politicized and diverse inhabitants constantly required the 

attention of the institutions of social control (Neder, 181, p.20).   

 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, following the dictates of the Washington 

Consensus, neoliberal economic planning considered the production of a new 

developmental scenario: the city. For Castells, the economics of "globally 

interconnected and unregulated" capital growth and flows accelerated (2000, p.53).  On 

the other hand, city-trade projects were consolidated with economic forces and the 

major players seeking to extend local dialogues, often ignoring communication with the 

governments of nation states (Godinho de Oliveira 2007).  In the 1990s, opposition to 

the traditional model of urban development plans represented the exhaustion of the 

modern formula.   

Rising incomes:  vertical growth and approval of the favela neighborhood.  

It's a mistake to claim that people of the Rio favelas would be basically African 

in origin, ready to "go down" the hills en masse to raid the "asphalt."  Historically the 

hills were places of residence not only of African descendants, but also of migrants 

from all over the country.  As Sennett explains in another context, a cosmopolitan city 

like Rio became the Theatre of Struggle.  Whites, African descendants, and all shades of 

brown people, including poor foreigners live there while the wealthy and middle classes 

live in the flat areas urbanized by the government.  Sociologically there is no watertight 
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separation in Brazilian society, although some social scientists are of the opinion that 

the excessive violence may widen the gap between rich and poor.   

Zuenir Ventura, a Brazilian journalist who has written about this contradiction, 

realized, as did Benjamin Disraeli in his novel Sybil, or Two Nations, that the city of 

Rio, like Victorian England was "divided".  Divided between rich and poor whose topoi 

were the "hillside" and the "asphalt."  The first is the favela, or hillside, the popular 

residential area in apparent opposition to the asphalt, or street, the official regions 

where the middle classes and elites live.  The dichotomy between the "asphalt" ï as a 

metaphor of the ordered and official city ï and the "hill", the territory of spontaneity, 

improvisation and ideological marginalization, has historically been integrated into the 

city of Rio (Pearlman, 2009, p.34).  

 The expansion of favelas from their beginnings represented the continuity of the 

old sociability ties arising from colonization.  These were originally the secular 

fellowships and brotherhoods such as the Rosary.  Bringing together African slaves, 

freemen and coloreds in Portuguese America, the flourishing institution recreated the 

lost "symbolic family".  This medieval practice that emerged in the colony under the 

inspiration of the Catholic Church became popular.  Its maintenance implied a kind of 

welfare solidarity funded by the members (Reis, 1999, p.49).  Its strategy of mutual 

support continued and, in its current desecrated guise is reflected in the fabric of family 

support systems.  It is also reflected in the costing of many buildings in the favela.   

 In November 1990 a prestigious conservative periodical, O Globo, concluded 

that between 1981 and 1989, a certain income distribution was detected in the statistics 

collected by the prestigious IBGE, the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics.  

Pointing to the reduction of illiteracy rates (at least in the more advanced area, the 

Southeast), the newspaper claimed this indicated a noticeable percentage reduction in 

family size.  A UNESCO report also praised the achievements of the underground 

economy of the Brazilian poor.  Its statistics suggest the success of government policies 

adopted since the government of President Itamar Franco (1930-2011).  In his short 

tenure, between 1992 and 1994, he decisively stabilized the country's economy.  

Between the years 2000 to 2004 and for the past four years, Rio de Janeiro has 

experienced a somewhat higher average economic performance than the national 

average in part due to the impulse given to production by the oil industry (Osório, 2005, 

p. 28).   
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(Figure 8. Favela da Rocinha Wikipedia Communs) 

 Since then a new phase of economic growth has been triggered.  The evidence 

seems to suggest that the social and economic policies adopted since 1992 have 

distributed income steadily, producing significant social progress
3
. Socio-economic 

transformations members are accelerating in such a way that some analysts suggest that 

their solutions can be taken as a model for other troubled regions of the earth (Al-

Jazeera, 04/03/2011).   

 The deep suspicion (mutual, I would say), between the municipal authorities and 

the poorest classes, detected by Ivani Vassoler (Urbana, Fall, 2010), seemed doomed to 

suffer little change in Rio de Janeiro. The implementation of a project developed by the 

City Council with support from BIRD (1999-2001), known as the Favela-Bairro 

(Favela-Neighborhood), meant to improve the infrastructure conditions in the favela and 

increase its connection to the rest of the urban fabric 
4
. The "population has responded 

very positively to the intervention in the public and collective spaces introduced by 

Favela-Bairro and have themselves improved their houses" (Magalhães & Xavier, 2003, 

p.24). We should note that economic stability has enabled the population with less 

purchasing power to acquire more robust building materials and replace the precarious 

materials that fed the popular imagination of the favela.  Tins and wood found 

themselves replaced by concrete, cement, bricks, ceramic tiles and floors. 
5
  

 The result was reflected in a reduction in the "percentage of rustic housing in 

total households.   It can be inferred that, even in the favelas, shacks and huts have been 

replaced by brick buildings, provided with services common to other properties "(O 

Globo, November 15, 1990).  The construction sector hired as bricklayers and laborers 

many migrants from the countryside or the Northeast.  Some traffickers employed them 

to build bunkers similar to those employed by the Algerian FLN in the Kasbah of 

Algiers in the 1960s.  
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The favela as such developed its own criteria for valuation of the real estate built 

within its boundaries.  On the other hand, demand for housing expanded with 

population growth and the arrival of new migrants.  In 2006 the expansion was detected 

leading the government of Rio de Janeiro, in line with the standards of the World Bank, 

to prevent horizontal and disorderly growth.  The issue has become critical in favelas 

such as Rocinha, which borders forest areas protected by environmental laws.   

 

 
(Figure 9. Sprawl of Rioôs Zona Sul. Photo: Custódio Coimbra/ O Globo)  

 

 Successful control has forced homeowners in high-value favela areas to build 

vertically.  In 2007 the Rio das Pedras favela boasted a skyline featuring several laminar 

buildings with about 10 floors each.  Such success stories make us think about the 

"doers" of the city that built these properties in a process that recalls Mikhail Bakhtin's 

notion of the "cultural circularity."  Although Rio is not a global city, its migrant 

residents release their creative potential.  Analyses by Saskia Sassen in this respect have 

succeeded in identifying many migrants with an enormous entrepreneurial ethos.  In Rio 

de Janeiro knowledge of modern construction techniques, especially in reinforced 

concrete, have been quickly assimilated.  Recycling of techniques has resulted in a 

"practice" allowing solutions for their problems.  

 

Favelas and layouts 

 

 The favela has adapted from its beginnings to the steep territory of the hillsides, 

acquiring an irregular and spontaneous configuration that has determined the basic lines 

of its path over a century.  It has declared war on nature by clearing vegetation to that its 

members could build their houses and capitalize.  Circulation in the favelas is poor 


